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Introduction

“That’s strange, it’s getting darker.”

HARRY MASON, IN AN ALLEYWAY AT THE BEGINNING OF SILENT HILL (1999)

To state that scary video games—or games that have commonly been labeled “survival horror”—are the video game genre par excellence has become, for me, a sort of jingle used as a premise for many of my thoughts over the years I have been scrutinizing them.1
 Far from being a macabre joke, this assertion is built on some truths. In addition to exacerbating, as much as first-person shooters, the moral panic surrounding violence in video games, the gameplay of these works remains centered in great part on one of the most canonical videoludic actions since the very beginning of games: to kill in order to survive. This action is clearly justified by the games’ opposition between Good and Evil and made even more righteous by being directed toward monsters. Because the protagonists are plunged on their own in a nightmarish game-world and a gamer2
 must therefore also face death alone, the proposed adventure could not better match the design of single-player games. The study of horror has promptly given birth to a comparative analysis with cinema, a study that has greatly helped to highlight the specificities of the video game—what I’ll further here. As the maturity of the latter as an art form has always been “evaluated in relation to its capacity to elicit complex human emotions” (Perron and Schröter, 2016: 1), the genre has provoked very early on what Lovecraft ([1927] 1973: 12) has identified as “the oldest and strongest emotion of mankind,” namely fear. Not to mention that, as with film and literature, the horror genre has been very popular in the videoludic realm. Consequently, with great delight, the book you are about to read gives me the chance to write and rewrite ten couplets around the same cherished refrain. The song, you’ll understand, is more a death metal track than a new-age one.

From the outset, one finding emerges. As Mark Jancovich wrote to open Horror, the Film Reader at the beginning of the 2000s, “The horror film has taken over from the western as the genre that is most written about by genre critics” (2002: 1). This interest has not declined in the years since. Books on horror literature and cinema are still published. However, the situation is the opposite with the video game. There exists no concise book dealing with videoludic horror. This doesn’t mean that the corpus has not been investigated. There are indeed numerous scholarly journal articles, book chapters, masters’ and PhD thesis written about horror video games from various perspectives. I have myself edited a collection of essays in 2009 entitled Horror Video Games: Essays on the Fusion of Fear and Play, with the first half of the volume exploring various generic issues, and the second one examining significant works and series. As enlightening as such a collection is, it doesn’t allow for a focused line of attack. This is what The World of Scary Video Games: A Study in Videoludic Horror permits me to do. I aspire to communicate my humble thoughts about the genre and to pass on the knowledge I have of it. Plus, given that no one plays, or even more so works on, scary video games if they don’t enjoy and love the genre, I wish to share all those “pleasures of horror”3
 that aficionadas recognize and value. 

In order to situate the research on the genre, Rick Worland pinpoints in The Horror Film: An Introduction four major questions asked by film scholars seeking to map and understand it: What is a “horror film”? What are the psychological functions of horror? How is this form evolved over time? And what are the social functions of horror? (2007: 6–7). For the video game, I’ll answer in detail the first and third questions, and part of the second. Inasmuch as my approach remains formalist, my approach is heuristic, not hermeneutic. In accordance with David Bordwell’s distinctions, I’m more concerned with “referential and explicit meaning mak[ing] up what are usually considered ‘literal’ meanings” (1989: 8), than with symbolic or implicit ones trying to reveal what is hidden or “speak[ing] indirectly”—though I’ll point to an exception below. I tend more toward the psychology and philosophy of emotions than psychoanalysis. And as I’m not competent to do so, I’m not tackling social implications.

To address the horror genre doesn’t at first seem problematic. According to Brigid Cherry, “Despite the difficulties with genre classification (and the problems with some aspects of genre theory itself), the horror film is one of the few generic types widely regarded—that is, by audiences, the industry and the popular media—as a distinctive film genre, even if it is not easily definable” (2009: 36). In fact, as Chapter 1 will establish, the notion of genre needs to be viewed as a discursive phenomenon aiming over time to encompass the temporary crystallization of a common cultural consensus. More than a well-defined form of popular fiction, horror films or video games are better understood as a world with different provinces and moving or disputed borders. Moreover, while the themes (such as invasion of everyday life by supernatural or evil forces, bodily mutations, madness, violence, torture, and death) and iconography (monsters, victims, blood, gory scenes, haunted houses, dark places, etc.) constitute clear points of contact with horror fiction and mostly, due to their audiovisual nature, with films, to simply say that one is playing a horror video game does not make it possible to determine what type of game is played. Genre theory needs to be adapted to deal with the ludic aspects of the experience. 

Once again, we could easily think that the generic study of horror in the video game is simple because an idiom was coined in mid-1990s to characterize these games: the aforementioned “survival horror.” But things are more complicated than that. Summarizing Rick Altman’s observations, Jancovich underlines that “genre terms are used by a whole series of ‘user groups,’ who use genre terms for different purposes and
hence in different ways. Genre terms are therefore fundamentally unstable, ambiguous and resistant to any essential definition” (2002: 17). Chapter 2 will consequently analyze very closely how the label came to crystallize a common cultural consensus around what horror video games were, and was taken up as a universal term to name quite different games. As we will see, the understanding of and the references to survival horror have not been the same, on the one hand, for journalists and reviewers who have witnessed its advent and followed the releases of games, and on the other hand, for scholars who aim to theorize and discuss these games in relation to a larger media landscape. And the term is certainly not as potent to younger gamers.

In regard to terminology, and I have already done it in these first pages, I’ll be speaking about “horror video games,” “survival horror games,” and “scary video games.” Whereas the first label designates the overall body of works associated with horror and the second one denotes a specific type of third-person action-adventure games, the third one really best delineates the kind of games I’m interested in, even though, as it was brought to my attention, the adjective “scary” is less ubiquitous, buzzwordy, or sanctioned by usage than “horror.” But if the definition of the genre is to stress a gamer experience, the former remains more relevant, given that fear is the main emotion designers want to elicit. Chapter 3 will make a case for this choice by showing how being disgusted, horrified, scared, and terrorized stems from different appraised situations. It will also differentiate the emotions arising from the artifact, the fiction, and the gameplay; the focus will obviously be put on a gamer’s concerns and actions in the game. 

Chapter 4 will support the argumentation by presenting a systematic set of elements and concepts that will help to chart the large videoludic horror territory, ranging from known characteristics of the gaming apparatus to more precise design choices. Analytical tools such as figures of interactivity (actions performed by a gamer as envisioned in the imaginary axis of a player-character’s actions), actional modalities (the conditions of performance, progression, and exploration experienced by a gamer), and, most importantly, scare tactics (design elements that complicate a gamer’s actions with the intention of instigating fear) will be put to use in order to erect what I’ll call the pyramid of scary video games. Built according to the degrees of fright, this pyramid has three levels. The bottom level contains games with a sole horrific context. The middle level comprises works with sporadic fear and horror effects. The top level gathers scary games, that is, video games that take fear explicitly and intentionally as an object; these are the subject of my investigation. The pyramid is meant to put forward the questions of layering and successive stratifications associated with generic issues.

Although I’m far from being a historian, I must admit I did get caught up in history. It became a part of the book in itself. Since much will be written during the course of the book about the canonical Alone in the Dark, Resident Evil, and Silent Hill series, to locate games on a time line allowed me to draw attention to other important and noteworthy works created, among others, by more independent video game developers. Chapters 5 and 6 give a horizon of expectations for the genre. They lead me to emphasize the introduction and evolution of scare tactics and to identify the significant aspects of each work insofar as I could not recall every one of them later on. Chapter 5 highlights as well the multiple “post-dated birth certificates” given to games prior to the first appearance of survival horror and identifies by the same token early scary games. Four periods will be demarcated: the one before 1981, the scattered generic cluster (1981–91), the crystallization of the survival horror (1992–2005), and the antipodal clusters: fight or flight (2006–16).

The last part of the book analyzes in depth the various tactics used in video games to instill fear. Whereas third-person survival horror games have remediated all the tropes of the horror film, many first-person games have in the recent years refreshed the experience. Relying on Steven Shaviro’s concept of affective regimes of vision (1993), Chapter 7 will discriminate the implications of these two perspectives or views, the first-person being “more tactile or haptic than visual,” and the third-person creating a point of view “neither precisely objective nor conventionally subjective.” It will, however, be argued that both regimes rely on a strong sense of presence and exploit the offscreen space—rightfully named the blind space by Pascal Bonitzer ([1979] 2016)—in order to enhance the feeling that a gamer is never safe and is continually being hunted down by monsters. Chapter 8 will lend an ear to the soundscape of scary games. We’ll “see” through what Michel Chion ([1990] 1994) distinguishes as the three dispositions of sound in relation to the frame and its content (some are synchronous and on-screen, others wander at the surface and on the edges as offscreen or are clearly positioned outside the game-world) how sonic information intensifies the insecurity and dread of a gamer. Forewarnings will leap out as one of the most effective indices to alert a gamer and to embed gameplay fear. Inasmuch as the notion of world is not just a metaphor in video games, Chapter 9 maps the ways scary playgrounds have been designed to make a gamer feel isolated and trapped. Doors and walls thus become particularly significant. Similar to many game-worlds, these of scary games are labyrinthine and difficult to escape from. Bottom line, they are contested spaces first and foremost because they are inhabited by monsters. Chapter 10 will consequently stage a confrontation between the latter and the player-characters. In line with the seminal definition given by Noël Carroll (1990) and his general structures for generating horrific “fantastic biologies” (magnification, massification, fission, and fusion), I’ll present what George Ochoa (2011) calls deformed and destructive beings (DDBs) and what makes them so threatening and hair raising. Finally, I’ll concentrate on what constitutes, according to Jancovich, the most shared features of all horror texts, the “figure under threat” (1992: 118). It is here that I’ll bend the rules of my formalist approach. Scary games—and predominantly survival horror ones—having granted a prominent role to both female and male player-characters, represent a rich and complex site for a gender study. I’ll therefore tackle gender differences and received ideas about masculinity and femininity while underscoring the changes put in motion by the gameplay.

One last “loading screen” before we start. To the extent that I have been working on scary video games for quite some time now, I’ll be retracing the frightening path I’ve been following since I started. If I quote my previous works when this will be relevant, I’ll take the opportunity to call back as well as to rework questions and aspects I have previously addressed. I’m synthesizing here many years of research and gameplaying. Above all, I’ve tried to include as many examples as possible to illustrate my points. My main objective has always 
remained the same: to make you (re)enter the world of scary video games.

Notes

1 I’m in fact playing the same chords here since I’m reworking the beginning of an essay (Perron, 2015) which parts of Chapter 10 will be based on.

2 I use the term “gamer” to be in line with my own distinction between a player, a gamer, and a game-player (see Perron, 2003). A gamer is then someone looking to achieve the goals and objectives set by a game. Yet, I’m talking about “a” gamer and not “the” gamer to avoid referring to the sole ideal or archetypal person playing the game. As we’ll see, not everyone is scared the same way.

3 This is the book title of Matt Hills (2005).


PART ONE

The genre


CHAPTER ONE

The horror: Falling into the arena of video game genres

While genres may make meaning by regulating and co-ordinating disparate users, they always do so in an arena where users with divergent interests compete to carry out their own programmes.

Rick Altman, Film/Genre, [1999] 2000, p. 215

As part of the “Approaches to Digital Game Studies” series, this book seeks to fill the gap in our field between general theory and analysis of particular works by focusing on game genres. In order to rectify the “genre blindness” Rune Klevjer (2006) identified within game studies more than ten years ago, it is indispensable to commence our journey by discussing the concept of genre. As addressed in the introduction, since horror remains one of the most popular mainstream genres with the most written about it, one does not enter into its dark land without guidance. To stay in the audiovisual realm, first and foremost for the reason that horror films have had a great impact on the development of scary video games, cinema scholars have been cautiously mapping the territory over the last few decades. These past luciferous explorations need to be followed, and I’ll proceed closely from one marker to the next to start with. But this doesn’t necessarily mean that the trail is smooth or that everything has been perfectly well charted indeed, it may not even be possible to do so. What’s more, getting through the videoludic frontier obviously brings its own challenges.

Crossing paths with a “monstrous” concept

Following Steve Neale in Genre and Hollywood, horror might be considered one of the “uncontentious” major genres because “the terms critics and theorists have used have generally coincided with those used by the industry itself, and the films categorized or discussed under the headings these terms have provided have for the most part been categorized or described in the same way by the industry’s relay” (2000: 45). At first look, most film horror scholars seem to agree with this observation. After stating in the preface that horror is often seen as “the most peculiar and the most predictable of all film genres” (2004: vii), Peter Hutchings begins The Horror Film by stressing that


defining what a horror film is should be easy. After all, “horror film” is a widely used term. You will find it in film marketing: for example, a recent poster campaign for the American film Jeepers Creepers (2001) proclaimed it “the best US horror movie in the last ten years” presumably on the confident basis that everyone looking at the poster would know what that meant. You will also find it in film reference books, listings magazines and as a section in most video rental outlets. As is the case for the other main film genres, including the western, the musical and the thriller, there is a familiarity about the designation “horror film” and an accompanying assumption, both by the market and by critics, that audiences generally understand the term enough to organise their own viewing in relation to it, either—depending on their tastes—by actively seeking out horror films or by avoiding them like the plague. (2004: 1)

Writer and director Victor Salva will certainly have given the audience of Jeepers Creepers their fair share of jump scares and creepy moments. The movie follows the typical, accidental yet morbidly curious victims in the young sister and brother driving back home through the rural country, exploits some diabolic themes, and, above all, resuscitates an ancient demon (or “some hungry thing from a wicked place somewhere in time” says a character) so the mayhem can break out after dark. Theoreticians inevitably refer to this last core element: “Horror films, foremost, revolve around the monster and its threat to individual characters. The stakes are high because the struggle . . . is often not only a mortal but a metaphysical one. The horror story turns fear, whether personal or social, into a specific type of monster; and seeks to contain and destroy it” (Worland, 2007: 17). However, knowing that the monster is regarded in Noël Carroll’s seminal Philosophy of Horror, or Paradoxes of the Heart as “impure and unclean” (1990: 23; we’ll come back about this in Chapter 10), to consider horror in the light of such a creature is not enough to make us feel safe in a fixed position toward the genre. 

De facto, Hutchings immediately qualifies his remarks about the characterization of a horror film: 


Yet if one looks at the way that film critics and film historians have written about horror, a certain imprecision becomes apparent regarding how the genre is actually constituted. Not only do these critics and historians differ as to whether horror is a bad thing or a good thing, degrading or uplifting, mindless or thought provoking; they also sometimes differ as to which films should be thought of as horror films and which should not. This is particularly the case when attempts are made to separate out horror from the science fiction genre. (2004: 1)

Brigid Cherry quickly moves in the same direction as Hutchings.1
 She implies in Horror that while “it should be easy to define a genre by its distinctive set of characteristics, formulaic plots and identifiable visual style,” “this is not quite so true of horror” (2009: 1–2). She supports her statement by referring among others to Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979), The Blair Witch Project (Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sánchez, 1999), Dawn of the Dead (George A. Romero, 1978), Halloween (John Carpenter, 1978), I Spit on Your Grave/Day of the Woman (Meir Zarchi, 1978), Interview with the Vampire (Neil Jordan, 1994), Ringu (Hideo Nakata, 1998), and Saw (James Wan, 2004). Cherry observes about these films:


Some are set in the past, many in the present, one or two in the future. Several contain impossible supernatural monsters, others merely all too human killers, a small number improbable—yet physically possible—extra-terrestrial creatures, the odd exception may not—or may after all (hesitation being the key)—even contain a monster. A fair number are extremely violent and/or gory, others rely on a creepy atmosphere. . . . Many tell a story from the point of view of the victims, others from that of the monster. Some are about revenge, several feature the struggle to survive, a few embrace death. It is not simply that there is a range of conventions that offers some degree of variation on a coherent, formulaic theme (as there are with other genres such as westerns or action films), but that this genre is marked by a sheer diversity of conventions, plots and styles. (2009: 2)

The heterogeneous or “monstrous” nature of the horror genre becomes more evident, for instance, when it is compared to the western. The films constituting the bulk of the western “herd” take place in a more specific period and in a more delimited location (the Wild West during the last half of the nineteenth century at the American frontier), tell in a continuous way the conflict between wilderness and civilization (as opposed to the struggle between Good and Evil of horror), and have since the beginning featured archetypal characters (cowboys, Indians, outlaws, or the cavalry) as well as recognizable iconography (i.e., horses, cowboy hats, Colt six-shooters, saloons, vast desert landscapes, etc.).2
 Highlighted by Rick Altman in Film/Genre, there is another important difference between the two genres: “Whether the Western is defined iconographically or structurally, Western-ness is virtually always assumed to be located in key aspects of the films themselves. In contrast, definitions of the horror genre usually stress viewer experience” ([1999] 2000: 86). It is based on the response to the genre that James B. Twitchell goes further in his survey of horror in art, literature, and cinema and claims in Dreadful Pleasures: An Anatomy of Modern Horror: “Horror art is not, strictly speaking, a genre; it is rather a collection of motifs in a usually predictable sequence that gives us a specific physiological effect—the shivers” (1985: 8).3
 Although I will study in detail the effects on the viewer and gamer in Chapter 3, their significance nonetheless needs to be emphasized right away in that they steer toward an essential interrogation called to our attention by Mark Jancovich, here again in the initial page of Horror, The Film Reader:


The history of writing on the horror genre has been dominated by two key questions. First, there is the question of what one might mean by terms such as “horror,” and this usually becomes a question of how one defines the horror genre and so identifies its essential features. This first question also presupposes a second and more fundamental question: what is a film genre, or more properly, what should be meant by the term “genre” when it is used in film studies? Even those writings on horror that have not addressed these questions directly are almost invariably—if not inevitably—structured by their definitions of the term “genre” in general and “the horror genre” in particular. (2002: 1)

There is without a doubt no straight way out when we decide to enter the domain of genres.

With all due respect to Steve Neale, there are no “uncontentious” genres. Instead of speaking about what would be impregnable fortresses, genre criticism and genre theory must have taught us by now that when we deal with this notion, we do fall in what is more likely a vast arena where various discursive forces in flux confront each other—this is what Altman’s quote—used as an epigraph to this chapter—is formulating as well.4
 We must in fact agree with Altman and “conclude that genre is not permanently located in any single place, but may depend at different times on radically differing criteria” ([1999] 2000: 86). The effects of horror, which need to be constantly perfected if they don’t want to lose their impact, exemplify this constant dislocation. For a contemporary viewer, The Wolf Man (George Waggner, 1941)—and the werewolf transformation of Lon Chaney Jr. depicted in a few dissolves of his feet turning into paws—would certainly be less frightening than the eponymous remake directed by Joe Johnston (2010), and the very bodily and forthright metamorphosis of Benicio Del Toro strapped to a chair. Likewise, the former might not even be viewed nowadays as a “horror” movie. According to Worland: “The first uses of the term ‘horror movie’ by critics and industry commentators appeared in 1931–2 upon release of Universal’s Dracula [Tod Browning, 1931] and Frankenstein [James Whale, 1931] and similar productions by other studios, as observers noted the arrival of something new and groped for a commonly accepted name” (Worland, 2007: 18–19). In that vein, productions prior to 1931 shouldn’t be christened “horror movies” since they were neither thought nor marketed under this umbrella. According to Raphaëlle Moine in Cinema Genre: 


A cinematic genre only appears when it is named and designated as such, since its existence is tied to an awareness of it that is agreed upon and shared by a community. Thus, the first occurrence of a genre is not to be sought, retrospectively, in films that correspond to a category established a posteriori, but in the discourse held about the films. ([2002] 2008: 142)

To say “it is likely that the very first motion picture was a horror film,” as Tony Magistrale does in the first line of Abject Terrors: Surveying the Modern and Postmodern Horror Film ([2005] 2007: xi), and to identify it as Georges Méliès’ The Devil’s Manor /Le Manoir du diable (1896),5
 denotes perfectly how theorists and historians often give a genre a “post-dated birth certificate” (Moine, [2002] 2008: 142). Conversely, the study of the horror genre didn’t come without delay or hesitation. While the Universal monster movies of the 1930s are among those looked at in Carlos Clarens’ An Illustrated History of the Horror Films (1967)—considered to be one of the first American books dedicated to the genre—they are in French examined in books entitled Le fantastique au cinéma (Michel Laclos, 1958) and Le cinéma fantastique (René Prédal, 1970). Horror might then not be labeled as a genre, but as a subgenre or, along with science fiction and fantasy, a “main branch” of the “family of the fantastic film” as Worland views it (2007: 22–24).6
The delineation is not simple to make, even in the view of Steve Neale: “As has often been noted, it is sometimes very difficult to distinguish between horror and science fiction. Not only that, it can at times be difficult to distinguish between horror and the crime film, and science fiction, adventure and fantasy as well” (2000: 85). It’s unlikely that genres didn’t or won’t go through hybridizations and mutations. Genrification is therefore better seen as a process.7


Rather than talking about horror and genre in general as a category, a structure, a formula,8
 or, following the expression popularized by Andrew Tudor, only as “what we collectively believe it to be” (Tudor, 1974: 139), I will align myself with those theoreticians who carry on the spatial metaphor I have used. As Christine Gledhill asserts in “Rethinking genre,” we must remember that “genre is first and foremost a boundary phenomenon. Like cartographers, early genre critics sought to define fictional territories and the borders which divided, for example, western from gangster film, thriller from horror film, romantic comedy from musical . . . . Not surprisingly, the process of establishing territories leads to border disputes” (Gledhill, 2000: 221–22). Consequently, since the concept is utilized by different “interest groups” (filmmakers and producers, game designers and developers, journalists and critics, historians and scholars of various disciplines) not confining themselves inside closed and immovable frontiers, its productivity lies in the fact that “boundaries are defined, eroded, defended, and redrawn. Genre analysis tells us not just about kinds of films, but about the cultural work of producing and knowing them” (Gledhill, 2000: 222). 

Dominic Arsenault also frames the genre in a comparable spatial fashion in Des typologies mécaniques à l’expérience esthétique: Fonctions et mutations du genre dans le jeu vidéo
9
: “Genre plays a dual role, both upstream and downstream of the communicative act embodied by the artistic object through which it manifests itself. We come to consider it as
a negotiating field between the spaces of the production and of the reception” (2011: 93, freely translated and emphasis added). It is, however, Tom Ryall who has proposed in “Genre and Hollywood” a formulation of the issue that really suits my approach. For him, 


The familiar constellation of terms such as “convention,” “iconography,” “horizon of expectations,” “audience expectations” acquire a specific sense in this context deriving from the “ideal world” of the generic system which is constructed through a range of discourses including, of course, the individual films which make up the individual generic corpus (particularly as it emerges and definitions in exclusive terms are focused on a handful of films thought to be typical and/or regarded as prototypes). (1998: 336)

As for the conceptualization of a model reader, the “‘ideal world’ of the generic system” is a theoretical paradigm that needs to be confronted with the manners in which it is understood and mapped. 


The notion of each genre evoking a “world,” a particular configuration of “fictional reality” with its own rules of behavior, its particular fictional trajectories, its distinctive visual surface, its overall verisimilitude or structure of plausibility, is useful if regarded as a background mental set which readers of genre cinema bring to the individual film and through which the film sustains at least some of its levels of comprehensibility and maybe its dominant level of comprehensibility. (Ryall, 1998: 336) 

Although Ryall is not developing on the operations of generic reading, his considerations resonate with Andreas Gregersen’s cognitive experientialist approach to video games, which, based on established genre theories, sees genres as “finite provinces of meaningful experiences” (2014: 165). These provinces are based not only on language or similarities but also on activities—something that games obviously foreground. These various interest groups trace routes through their meaningful experiences with individual works and create clusters in order to produce their “own particular idea” of the genre.10
 To navigate their way through the “world” or “province,” they use reference points. Operating on the horizontal syntagmatic axis (relating to positioning and combination) and on the vertical paradigmatic axis (relating to selection and substitution) of the production of meanings, the influential semantic and syntactic approaches brought forth by Altman11
 are then not only “co-ordinated” ([1999] 2000: 90), but help as well to give coordinates. If, on the one hand, the “fighting ghosts” plot structure and characters’ relationship are syntactic aspects relating Ghostbusters (Ivan Reitman, 1984) to the horror genre, the semantic elements such as the monsters (think about the Slimer and the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man), the weapons (mainly the proton pack and the ghost trap), and the mise-en-scène defusing the scary effects are, on the other hand, leading to comedy. While Ridley Scott’s Alien shares semantic (a monster in a spacecraft) and syntactic (the exploration of an unknown planet as well as the discovery and deadly confrontation with the extraterrestrial species) features of both the science fiction and the horror films, it would be foolish to ignore that its “levels of comprehensibility” make explicit the juncture of their domains. From this perspective, following Ryall, the relevant question to ask would not be “To what genre does this film belong?” Instead, we should ask “What genre or genres constitute an effective and pertinent context for the reading of this film?” Or, perhaps better still: “What is/are the world/worlds invoked by aspects of this film which will enable it to be situated and understood, its narrative trajectory anticipated, its characters to be constructed, and so on?” (1998: 336). With these questions in mind, I’ve added in the introduction of Horror Video Games: “What are the most effective effects aimed by the games (or the films)?” (2009b: 6). Such interrogations will direct us in Chapter 4 to the theoretical approach of the pragmatics of generic effects set forth by Arsenault, an approach elaborating more clearly on the pragmatic dimension Altman has attached to his model in order to deal with the reception of genres.

The need to use a new combo

The segue from films to video games is not difficult to perform. Focusing on “games-in-light-of-cinema,” Geoff King and Tanya Krzywinska ask themselves in the introduction to ScreenPlay: Cinema/videogames/interfaces: “What . . . are the broad points of contact, and departure, between cinema and games at the aesthetic, formal or textual level, or in the kinds of experiences offered to viewer/player?” One of their first answers was that genre is “an obvious point of contact” since many games occupy a “territory familiar from the generic categories of cinema—and often drawing on devices specific to these genres in the cinema, rather than elsewhere—prominent examples being action-adventure, horror, science fiction and war” (2002: 10). In her own essay, “Hands-on Horror,” Krzywinska explains: 


The horror genre has made the transition to videogames for a number of reasons. Horror offers death as spectacle and actively promises transgression; it has the power to promote physical sensation, and the genre appeals to the youth market that is central to the games industry. Many constitutive aspects of the horror film genre inform horror games, primarily in the way they are marketed, their graphic and iconographic styles, their shock tactics, themes and storylines. Like many horror films, many horror-based videogames deploy very conventional and basic notions of good and evil. (2002: 207)

Without the whole demonstration made by King and Krzywinska, we could assume reading these opening remarks that film theory would only have to be applied to the video game. But, to paraphrase Altman’s recommendation regarding film and literature ([1999] 2000: 12), i
t cannot be taken for granted that the video game genre is the same thing as the film genre. 

To begin with, taking the term in its broader sense, films and games can be seen as two sovereign12
 genres. At the time of its launch, Game Studies: the International Journal of Computer Game Research declared that its primary mission would be “to explore the rich cultural genre of games.”13
 In the inaugural editorial, Espen Aarseth reaffirms this singularization: “Computer games are perhaps the richest cultural genre we have yet seen, and this challenges our search for a suitable methodological approach” (2001a). For him, the challenge requires to move back from the “dominant paradigm of stories and storytelling” (2004: 45) in order to have a better picture, since the hidden and defining structure of games is not a narrative. The computer game is the art of simulation, Aarseth insists. “A subgenre of simulation, in other words. Strategy games are sometimes misleadingly called ‘simulation’ games because all computer games contain simulation. Indeed, it is the dynamic aspect of the game that creates a consistent gameworld” (2004: 52). Once we restrict the scope to the analysis of the video game itself, and take into account its “own rules of behavior” (as Ryall would say), we are led to classify games based on different aspects. We can exemplify this need through a revealing case study.

On February 16, 2011, a lot of interest surrounded the web release of a game trailer. Accompanied by a classical and melancholic music, the three-minute advertisement starts on an extreme close-up of an eye before the camera moves out to reveal a young girl dead in the grass with a burning silhouette gesticulating behind her. Then, intercut with earlier short flashbacks, the movement is reversed in slow motion. We follow the young girl back a few floors up through the window, out of which she was thrown by her dad after she jumped on his back and started to bite him. We learn that, pursued by some zombies in the corridor of the hotel, she had run back to her room only to be bitten before she could get in. Transformed into a walking corpse while her mom and dad defended themselves with a fire axe and a knife against the invaders, the girl had joined the attackers. The last images are those of the happy family just starting what was supposed to be a great vacation. 

This was the promo for Dead Island (Techland, 2011). It was truly striking, touching, and heartbreaking.14
 But it wasn’t presenting any images or footage from the game, so it put people on guard. Jason Schreier of Wired.com was among the wary. “It’s absolutely true that Dead Island could turn out to be a fantastic game, as some first-look previews are suggesting,” Schreier commented on the prerelease excitement. “But everyone is hyped up about a short film, not the game itself.” Yet he remained somewhat hopeful: “If Dead Island’s experience and emotional impact are anything close to this trailer, it could be a great game. But perhaps we should wait until we actually see the game itself before we start drawing those links” (2011). Schreier’s restraint was more than legitimate—in the end, Dead Island didn’t have the emotional impact of the trailer. Although it says something about Dead Island to state that it is a “horror-themed game” (MobyGames’ description15
) or that Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare (Rockstar San Diego, 2010) is the “zombie-themed add-on for Red Dead Redemption” (Calvert, 2010), it’s only one facet of what the games will offer. In the four-level model of analysis proposed by King and Krzywinska, it is what is called the “milieu”:


We suggest the term milieu to be used in relation to games in much the same way that genre is usually employed in film, to describe the types of worlds reproduced within games in terms such as location and atmospheric or stylistic conventions. This would include categories such as “horror” and “science fiction.” It might seem confusing to describe this as “milieu” rather than “genre,” especially given the role already discussed of cinematic genre in helping to construct the texture of some games. The reason for adopting this terminology, however, is to avoid imposing a film-oriented framework upon games, from the outside, rather than working more closely with the dominant discourses surrounding games themselves. “Genre” is a relatively privileged classificatory term, for both producers and consumers; it is unsurprising, therefore, that it should be used to designate different kinds of features that loom more largely in different kind of media products (genre distinctions also become more complex the closer they are examined, as suggested by Altman and Neale in relation to film). (2002: 27)

A gamer wanting to play Dead Island and Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare will do so based on the background mindset they have from their exposure to horror films, and obviously to other horror video games. Zombies and the infected certainly embody a high level of comprehensibility.

Still, the “milieu” can be perceived solely as a backdrop. In the five dimensions of games identified in Ernest Adams’ “The Designer’s Notebook: Sorting Out the Genre Muddle,” this level is called the “setting” which is independent of its genre (2009).16
 It is what Arsenault puts forward in his essay “Video Game Genre, Evolution and Innovation.” As he says, “Thematic or iconographic genres, such as Science-Fiction, Fantasy and Horror, are either seen as little more than window-dressing by the ludological line of thinking, or as narrative enablers and aesthetic or iconographic throwbacks to prior media that can guide interpretation (enter the narratologists!)” (2009: 155). From a videoludic standpoint, it’s more significant to mention that Dead Island is “a first-person horror-themed” game played on Sony PlayStation 3, Microsoft Xbox 360, and the PC or that Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare is a “3rd-Person Perspective” add-on (MobyGames’ description17
) available on PlayStation 3 and Xbox 360. In King and Krzywinska’s model, we are now talking about the “mode” in which the game-world is experienced (first-person or third-person mode, “real-time” or “turn-based,” and single-player or multiplayer options) and the “platform” or the type of hardware system on which a game is played (2002: 26). This is, for instance, implying that technological developments of newer “generations” change and/or improve the playing experience.

The term (or the dimension in Adams’ configuration) “genre” itself is actually reserved by King and Krzywinska to “what we collectively believe it to be”:


We use the term genre in much the same way as it is used in the wider gaming community—including industry, players, specialist magazines and websites—to mark some of the major distinctions between types of games. The nature of these distinctions is different from those found under the heading of genre in film, a reflection of some of the central differences between the two media. Genre is used in games to distinguish between broad categories such as “action-adventure,” “driving,” or “strategy,” to which few additions have been made in recent years. These can often be sub-divided or combined in various forms. (2002: 26)

To communicate which game categories Dead Island and Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare belong to, it is thus necessary to specify that the former is “a first-person horror-themed action game with strong RPG elements” offering “a large amount of free-roaming gameplay” (MobyGames’ description), and the latter is “a free-roaming western game . . . Action . . . 3rd-Person Perspective . . . Shooter” (a mix of MobyGames’ description and elements of genre definitions).18
 A new “combo” or framework of thoughts underlies this videoludic genrefication. 

As Adams avers in his Designer’s Notebook: “Video games work differently, as we know, and so far as familiar cases are concerned, it’s easy to see. Video game genres are determined by gameplay: what challenges face the player and what actions he takes to overcome those challenges. So we clearly have sports games, shooter games, racing games, and so on” (2009). Video game theoreticians have come to agree on this ergodic aspect too. Thomas Apperley has formulated the need to tackle games distinctively in “Genre and game studies: Toward a critical approach to video game genres”:


By shifting the focus of genre in video games from the imbroglio of visual, narrative, and interactive terminology to a specific focus on genres of interactivity, I suggest that a space is created that allows the scholar to examine games in a way that can classify them according to their underlying similarities rather than their superficial visual or narrative differences. This shift marks the unique function and role of video games within contemporary media. (2006: 21)

Mark J.P. Wolf drew a similar conclusion a few years earlier in “Genre and the Video Games”:


As narrative games grow more complex and cinematic, iconographic and thematic generic classifications from film will be able to be applied more usefully, but interactivity will always be an important factor in the way the games are experienced. Genres based on interactivity also avoid some of the problems found in literary and film genres [like relying on theme for the determination of genre, i.e., on isolating a film’s (or rather, film author’s) intentions]. (2001: 155)

Nonetheless, while the categorization of game genres based on interactivity might save some problems, as we’ll see, it doesn’t solve everything. 

As a matter of fact, Wolf recognizes and considers forty-two genres as distinct,19
 from Abstract, Adaptation, Adventure, Board Games, Combat, Demo, Diagnostic, and Educational to Maze, Pinball, Shoot’ Em Up, Target, Text Adventure, and Utility. When we talk about Telltale’s The Walking Dead: Season One (2012) and Terminal Reality’s The Walking Dead: Survival Instinct (2013), it’s far from self-evident that the “Adaptation” game genre be used to describe them, even if they are broadly based on the comic book created by Robert Kirkman (2003–present); this genre category is not founded on their gameplay at any rate. And to say of the second game that it is an adaptation “with Combat” or “Shoot’ Em Up” would still cause some frowning, even back in 2001 since “First-Person Shooter” was already an established genre. By the same token, some genres are identified by one action: C
apturing, Catching, Collecting, Dodging, Driving, Fighting, Flying, Gambling, and Racing; we also have Chase, Escape, Rhythm, and Dance as well as Target. With such precision, we might have to complete the list with Covering, Climbing, Jumping, etc.20
 And according to the Metacritic website, we could add Wrestling, insofar as the “genre” is listed with Fighting Games and Sports.21


Contrariwise, we have the opposite side of the process of sorting games into groups. In his early and first-of-its-kind article “Taxonomy of Computer Games,” Chris Crawford didn’t initially multiply the types: “I shall be content, however, to propose just one taxonomy. I divide computer games into two broad categories: skill-and-action (‘S&A’) games (emphasizing perceptual and motor skills) and strategy games (emphasizing cognitive effort). Each major category has several subcategories” (1984: 19). There are in both cases six subcategories. The skill-and-action games are divided into combat games, maze games, sports games, paddle games, race games, and miscellaneous games, and the strategy games into adventures, D&D games, war games, games of chance, educational games, and interpersonal games. Adventure (Atari, 1979) is the apparent archetype of the adventure subcategory. Like Temple of Apshai (Automated Simulations, 1979), D&D games were the fantasy role-playing ones influenced by Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson’s Dungeons & Dragons (Tactical Studies Rules,1974). Pac-Man (Namco, 1980) is the paradigm of the maze games; analogous to Toru Iwatani’s design, Dodge’ Em (Atari, 1980) is part of this category while in Wolf’s classification it is regarded as Dodging with Driving (the latter suggested more through the paratextual information than by the actual on-screen action, not dissimilar from the control of Pac-Man). In 1984, Space Invaders (Taito, 1978) was the most successful game and combat games refer mainly to “shoot-’em-up” games. Although Crawford was not a scholar, his “Reflections of Master Game Design”22
 were nevertheless right-minded. He did underscore the scope of his endeavor: 


I will insist on an important qualification: I do not claim that the taxonomy I propose is the correct one nor will I accept the claim that any correct taxonomy can be formulated. A taxonomy is only a way of organizing a large number of related objects. Many taxonomies are admissible. Indeed, attempting to construct several alternative taxonomies may be a useful way to examine the common traits of computer games. (1984: 19) 

Echoing King and Krzywinska’s model, Andrew Burn and Diane Carr acknowledge the openness of Crawford’s taxonomy in “Defining Game Genres”:


Thus, a game can simultaneously be classified according to the platform on which it is played (PC, mobile phone, Xbox), the style of play it affords (multiplayer, networked, or single user, for instance), the manner in which it positions the player in relation to the game world (first person, third person, “god”), the kind of rules and goals that make up its gameplay (racing game, action adventure), or its representational aspects (science-fiction, high fantasy, urban realism). All these possibilities for classification coexist in games, and none are irrelevant, but we would argue that the style of gameplay on offer is of fundamental significance. (2006: 16)

The “style of gameplay” seems a nice way to define a genre. But this fundamental significance loses its weight as soon as we ponder and stress that “genre should not be confused with style: the techniques and manner whereby the story is told” (Sipos, 2010: 5).23
 From a ludological perspective, the ways codified game mechanics are saliently used do not make a genre. This was proven by the database All Game Guide, now closed. Its central project was telling genres apart from styles: there were 15 genres for more than 196 styles.24


In Understanding Video Games: the Essential Introduction, Simon Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Jonas Heide Smith, and Susana Pajares Tosca suggest a more precise way to organize video games: “In this book, we propose a genre system based on a game’s criteria for success. We ask: ‘What does it take to succeed in the game?’ . . . So rather than focus on criteria like theme or narrative, the system we’re proposing focuses directly on a feature important to games: goals, and how to achieve them” (2008: 41). To explain their framework, not far from Crawford’s main distinctions, they compare the “fast reflexes and decent hand-eye coordination” needed to play Tetris (Alexey Pajitnov, 1985) and the “puzzle-solving skills and deductive logic” at the core of Myst (Cyan, 1993) gameplay. They come up with: (1) action games for which “their criterion for success is motor skill and hand-eye coordination,” (2) adventure games “characterized by requiring deep thinking and great patience,” (3) strategy games “occupying a space somewhere between action and adventure games,” and (4) process-oriented games which, “instead of giving the player one or more goals, process-oriented games provide the player with a system to play with” (2008: 43–44). These four genres are linked to subgenres that are sadly not listed but discovered throughout the book. Hence, th
e third example of action games they present in the explanatory paragraph is the “complex . . . platform game” Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time (Ubisoft, 2003). Since it is a mix of “challenging feats of coordination” and the resolution of spatial puzzles (2008: 44), one wonders why it is not a hybrid action-adventure game.25
 As they talk about the characteristics of the “classic genre of adventure” being incorporated in the “sub-genre” of action-adventure (2008: 267, n 73), wouldn’t action be as important as adventure for the main genre? Adventure also becomes later a “sub-genre” when they criticize the choice made by a colleague of Tomb Raider (Core Design, 1996), Half-Life (Valve, 1998), Close Combat (Atomic Games, 1996), and SimCity (Maxis Software, 1989) for a narrative analysis: “There are no adventure or role-playing video games among them, the two sub-genres with stronger narrative component” (2008: 198). We end up not knowing exactly where to stand.

Finding some directions

Even though the path I have followed has been well traveled, we have seen that the generic landscape has remained a bit foggy. It leads us to the same edge reached by Moine:


While it is clear from this that the question of genres cannot be answered on the basis of a logic of classification (it would be just as futile to try and impose laws in the territory of genres as to pretend to be able to organize and control the island of dinosaurs), any conception of genres has to take account of layering and successive stratifications, to propose models capable of explaining the play of complex interactions that form and shape cinema genres. Because of this, a genre cannot be considered a closed, static, and definitive collection; rather, it constitutes a point of equilibrium, a metastable state of a generic process. ([2002] 2008: 206)

Recalling Ryall’s questions, it can no longer be a matter of a precise and definite categorization. The notion has to be taken for what it is. In Arsenault’s terms:


The fundamental inaccuracy of genre as an intuitive and irrational concept is not an obstacle which could be overcome by dint of typologies and specific criteria, but is in fact its specificity. . . . It is by considering genre as a discursive phenomenon rather than a structural one, and as a temporary crystallization of a common cultural consensus, that we can properly capture its fundamentally unclear nature as a discursive phenomenon. (2009: 337–38, freely translated)

Genres, Moine also posits, “function simultaneously as a discursive act, a communication tool, and a means of cultural, ideological, and social mediation” ([2002] 2008: xvi). As the temporary dimension implies, there are many “crystallizations of a common cultural consensus” since—and these are the words of Crawford in relation to the flaws of his taxonomy— “the criteria for division are a matter of historical happenstance” (1984: 38). The crystallization creates in turn a constellation of games whose shape will change through time and according to the ways someone will navigate in order to look at them. Because, the “‘ideal world’ of the generic system” is a sociocultural construct. 

To return to the topic of my analysis, “Different accounts of the horror genre therefore offer competing accounts of what the horror-ideal might be” (Hutchings, 2004: 7–8). It all depends on how, when, and who speaks of it (I would not have written the same book ten or twelve years ago). Like Hutchings asserts, “Neither the industry nor audiences think about the horror genre as either a historical or a theoretical totality; instead they operate on a much smaller scale, interested only in what is relevant to them in the context within which their engagement with horror is situated” (2004: 7). However, as a scholar, my view does aim at a larger scale. This variable distance in front of the genre and two cautions formulated by Hutchings regarding his study allow me to make a concluding remark about my own investigation. The author of The Horror Film warns its reader that the definition of horror cinema cannot be based in the creation of a list of works, but rather on the exploration of the “shifting understanding of horror.” 


At the same time, one has to be aware that any new account of horror—such as that provided by this book—necessarily represents an intervention into this process of definition. At certain points I will no doubt refer to particular films as horror that some readers might not accept as part of the genre (The Silence of the Lambs [Jonathan Demme, 1991], for example). Given that there can be no fixed, once-and-for-all list of horror films, this is unavoidable. (2004: 9) 

Replacing “films” by “video games” and taking “this book” for the present one gives a pretty good idea of what to expect next. My second chapter is indubitably “an intervention into this process of definition” and of denomination.

Notes

1 Bearing this in mind, Thomas M. Sipos also asserts at first in Horror Film Aesthetics: Creating the Visual Language of Fear: “Horror is an elusive genre to define” (2010: 5). However, Sipos is in the end working very hard to trace some clear boundaries. For example, he divides horror into three subgenres: supernatural, horror/sci-fi, and horror psycho. He defines the second one: “Horror stories about the monsters of nature and science, I term horror/sci-fi (a subgenre of horror, and not of science-fiction)” (2010: 11, emphasis added on the negation). Early genre theory was based on such a strong dynamic of exclusiveness and inclusiveness. Forty years ago, Marc Vernet was describing the genre in terms of “obligations” and “interdictions”: “A genre film has to combine a number of required features in order to be recognized as such. . . . A western will have to include in the first place what is regarded as the American West in the late ni
neteenth century, etc.” And “a film genre shall not (or rather has to not) include certain elements, because the ‘law of the genre’ is as inclusive as exclusive. There can’t be, for instance, an episode during which the hero sings and dances in a detective movie, or a particularly atrocious violent death in the musical” (1977: 110, freely translated).

2 Similar to Cherry, Hutchings describes the heterogeneity of the horror genre in these terms: “If defining the western was not as straightforward as might have been supposed, it was as child’s play compared to defining the horror film. Unlike the western, horror films have no distinctive iconography to bind them all together. They are not limited to any particular historical or geographical setting: a horror film can take place anywhere (any town, country, planet) in any historical period (past, present, future). So far as the genre’s stylistic identity is concerned, while one can detect stylistic approaches that are popular and even dominant at certain moments in the genre’s history—a visually expressionistic approach in the 1930s, for example, or a relatively realist approach in the 1970s—such approaches are not common across the genre as a whole” (2004: 6).

3 What Twitchell designates by “horror art” is called art-horror by Carroll, so as to distinguish it from the natural horror of, say, an ecological disaster or genocide (1990: 12). Sipos also stresses: “Because horror requires an unnatural threat, it follows that there is no such thing as ‘nonfiction horror’ (unless one means critical reviews of horror fiction, films, artwork, etc.). Horror is a fictive genre, like fantasy and science fiction” (2010: 9).

4 Compared to the idea of the arena, Raphaëlle Moine uses, as for her, the image of the jungle to describe genres: “The illusion of a rigorous and comprehensive generic classification dissipates, leaving in its place a veritable jungle of genres in which categories and films, like the trees of a tropical forest, grow branches, roots, and vines that meet and intertwine” ([2002] 2008:
24).

5 Stephen Prince does more or less the same thing in his introduction of The Horror Film: “Along with Westerns, musicals, and gangster films, horror is one of cinema’s basic genres, one that emerged early in the history of the medium. Georges Méliès depicted the Devil as a vampire bat in The Haunted Castle (1896). The first screen adaptation of Frankenstein, produced by Thomas Edison, appeared in 1910. The wolf man even made an early appearance in 1913’s The Werewolf” (2004: 1).

6 For Worland: “The common appeal of the three main branches [horror, science fiction, and fantasy] of the fantastic film is their distance from everyday life and reality, the possibilities they open for imagination, creativity, and speculation about other lives, times, and worlds” (2007: 22). The distinction is not clear-cut because Worland also called these branches “genres” in the same paragraph.

7 Altman stresses: “Instead of imaging this process in terms of static classification, we might want to see it, in terms of a regular alternation between an expansive principle—the creation of a new cycle—and a principle of contraction—the consolidation of a genre” ([1999] 2000: 65).

8 Like I did in Perron (2004).

9 Translated as From Typologies of Mechanics to the Aesthetic Experience: Functions and Mutations of Genre in Video Games.

10 I’m adapting a remark of Hutchings here: “Critics do not simply assume or rely upon a pre-existing, well-established group of films when they write about horror but instead will often work to shape a group of films, including some and excluding others, in order to produce their own particular idea of what horror is” (2004: 3).

11 Initially published in an essay entitled: “A Semantic/Syntactic Approach to Film Genre.”

12 I’m using this adjective to stay in the tone of Aarseth’s editorial: “Games are not a kind of cinema, or literature, but colonising attempts from both these fields have already happened, and no doubt will happen again. And again, until computer game studies emerges as a clearly self-sustained academic field” (2001a).

13 http://gamestudies.org/1502/about.

14 Furthermore, the trailer won an award at the 2011 Cannes Lions International Festival of Creativity.

15 http://www.mobygames.com/game/dead-island. Let’s recall that MobyGames is a user-generated historical archive, documentation, and review project for all electronic games (computer, console, and arcade). It is consulted by more than one community.

16 For Adams: “Westerns and science fiction books are in different parts of the bookstore, but that’s not true of games. A shooter is a shooter, whether it’s set in the Old West or on Mars or anyplace else” 
(2009). Other dimensions than the genre are the audience (targeted by marketing strategies), the theme (i.e., the message or lesson of the work), and the purpose (the reason the developers made the game in the first place, and what they hope to achieve with it).

17 http://www.mobygames.com/game/red-dead-redemption-undead-nightmare.

18 The MobyGames’ Genre Definitions distinguishes among others: basic genres (like action here), perspectives and viewpoints, and themes (shooter is considered a theme, and placed under the action genre). Unlike Adams’ dimension, this “themes” rubric is rather a ragbag. We find there: Arcade, BattleMech, Casino, Chess, Comics, Cyberpunk/Dark Sci-Fi, Interactive Fiction, Post-Apocalyptic, Puzzle-Solving, Sci-Fi/Futuristic, or Video Backdrop. We’ll come back to this, but Horror and Survival Horror are marked as being different. See http://www.mobygames.com/glossary/genres.

19 For their part, Fencott et al. have compiled a table showing “a fairly typical list of genres used by major game review sites,” and come up with eighty genres (2012: 20).

20 For a critical analysis of Wolf’s taxonomy, see Arsenault (2011: 117–20).

21 http://www.metacritic.com/game/playstation-3.

22 It is the subtitle of the book found on the cover, but never recorded in the copyright notice.

23 In Film Art: An Introduction, David Bordwell and Kristine Thompson define style as: “The repeated and salient uses of film techniques characteristic of a single film or a group of films (for example, a filmmaker’s work or a national movement)” (1990: 412). It is opposed to a genre, that is, “various types of films that audiences and filmmakers recognize by their familiar narrative conventions” (1990: 410).

24 For example, under the Action genre, there were eighteen styles: 2D Action, 3D Action, 3D Platform, Action-Adventure, Ball and Paddle, Combat, First-Person Action, Fixed Screen Platform, Maze, Multi-Genre Action, Overhead View Action, Party, Rhythm, Side-Scrolling Combat, Side-Scrolling Platform, Stealth, Third-Person 3D Action, and Time Management. See: http://web.archive.org/web/20141114093515/http://www.allgame.com/genres.php.

25 In MobyGames’ Genre Definitions, a game is labeled a platformer because of its Viewpoints: “Platform: Platform games (platformers) are action games in which the playfield is set up as a series of planes (floors, levels, or platforms) for the player to navigate.” See http://www.mobygames.com/glossary/genres.


CHAPTER TWO

“You have once again entered the world of survival horror. Good luck!”

But more importantly, the depth and sophistication of many new titles is an important indication that horror games have finally diverged far enough from their roots in other game genres—action, adventure, role-playing—to be considered a new animal, a species of their own.

ARINN DEMBO, “THINGS THAT GO BUMP IN THE BYTE,” COMPUTER GAMING WORLD, NOVEMBER 1995, p. 44

Bearing in mind that the generic system is constructed and sustained through repetitions and variations,1
 I can with ease start this chapter in the same way I’ve introduced the discussion in the first one. Emphasizing that videoludic genres emerged by the use of “many types of hardware and software interfaces, display technologies, game forms, and representations,” Nick Montfort and Ian Bogost affirm at the beginning of Racing the Beam: The Atari Video Computer System that “it’s obvious to any gamer today, and certainly also to those who produce games, that there are well-established videogame genres: first-person shooters, real-time strategy games, sports games, driving games, platformers, adventure games, and survival horror games, for instance” (2009: 5). The editors of platform studies not being horror scholars, it’s quite telling to find “survival horror games” in their list—there is in fact a reason I’ll signal later. Yet, a similar assertion is made in “Survival Horrality: Analysis of a Videogame Genre” by Ewan Kirkland, a leading expert on the Silent Hill series and the horror genre: “In contrast [to clusters of game types tending to be broad, commonsensical, and under-theorized], ‘survival horror’ seems to mean something quite specific for critics and game academics alike” (2011). While survival horror might be in video games a genre as “uncontentious” as horror in the movies, there is indeed the flip side of the coin. Aiming to define a horror game in his chapter of Writing for Video Game Genres: From FPS to RPG, Richard Dansky reiterates the nuanced arguments made by film scholars:


Trying to figure out what exactly falls into the category of “horror game” can be, well, scary. Is it a game that features traditional monsters like zombies (Dead Rising [Capcom, 2006], Stubbs the Zombie [Wideload, 2005]) but that otherwise has standard or comedic gameplay? Is it a game that features no monsters whatsoever (Condemned: Criminal Intent [sic: Criminal Origins; Monolith Productions, 2005], Manhunt [Rockstar North, 2003]) but that features the standard horror trope of being stalked through a dark space by a killing machine? Is it the subgenre referred to as “survival horror” (Resident Evil, Silent Hill), which tends to mix old-fashioned adventure game puzzle solving with monsters and action sequences? Or is it some mixture of all of the above?” (2009: 113)

As can been seen, we are following a familiar path here. However, we do come to face a bend in the road. 

Loading screen . . .

In a pragmatic approach to genres, and carrying on the thoughts of film theorist Robert Stam pondering if genres were really “out there” in the world or if they were merely the constructions of analysts (2000: 14), Cherry has asked: “Who exactly is it who determines the genre of a film—the filmmaker, the marketing department, the media critic, members of the audience? What if the purpose of the genre label as applied by any of these groups is different? In what contexts does such labeling matter, if at all?” (2009: 31). She then underlines the nature of genres:


They are artificial creations, and as such genres are often “created” after the fact. Filmmakers may create texts, but they do not create genres. Though a few filmmakers may create innovative approaches (which others then emulate in order to cash in on a successful formula), film theorists or critics (or even fans) are often the people who invent labels for groups of films. (2009: 31)

Here, we encounter an interesting variation in regard to the video game. As it is relatively well known by now, the label “survival horror” we are talking about was coined in 1996 by the production team for Resident Evil (now called Resident Evil 1 to distinguish it from the whole franchise), the first of a long series of titles developed and published by the Japanese video games company Capcom. In Japan, as for other video game genres, the label was used in English on the covers of the trial version (taikenban) and of the first release of Resident Evil 1.2
 As Marie Kjeldgaard explains, “English is commonly used in Japanese media and advertisements. This use of English is often understood to bring forth positive, international associations in the mind of the Japanese consumer while conveying little referential information” (2014: 47). Insofar as the first game (and the whole series that will follow) is “imbued with American themes and topics” (Picard, 2009: 97) and has voice acting in the language of Shakespeare, the advertising slogan was indeed making sense even if it was not denoting an existent genre. What’s more, it was referring to an English loading screen. When a gamer was restarting a saved game, and since they had to utilize a typewriter to save their progress, a message was typed in three parts during the loading screen: “You have once again entered/the world of survival horror./Good luck!” (Figure 1).

The label will then be used in katakana on the subsequent Japanese covers of that game and the others, as well as being in some occurrences mentioned in a small box on the back cover where genres are indicated. “Survival horror” is therefore not the expression created after the fact by theorists or critics, but is rather originating from Capcom itself. Thus, before we can write the history of the genre, we have to reflect on the objectification of the generic denomination. Ludwig Wittgenstein formulates this requirement in his Philosophical Investigations. Although he is renowned for having articulated the necessity to understand games in relation to “family resemblances” ([1953] 2009: 36e, §67), his main object of inquiry was language. One of Wittgenstein’s distinctions proves fundamental to our current presentation: 


For naming and describing do not stand on the same level: naming is a preparation for describing. Naming is not yet a move in a language-game—any more than putting a piece in its place on the board is a move in chess. One may say: with the mere naming of a thing, nothing has yet been done. Nor has it a name except in a game. ([1953] 2009: 28e, §49)3


It is the discursive and communicative act of the usage of the label that we need to study from the outset. As for any conception of genres, recalling the lessons of the previous chapter, we must take into account the layering and successive stratifications leading to the agreed name and description of the genre. We also must be conscious of the interest group we are part of. To refer to the notion of discourse communities, Bruce Herzberg states that “language use in a group is a form of social behavior, that discourse is a means of maintaining and extending the group’s knowledge and of initiating new members into the group, and that discourse is epistemic or constitutive of the group’s knowledge” (in Swales, 1990: 21). What’s more, discourse is an exercise of power in and between communities. As Kirkland rightly points out, “‘Survival horror’ as a game category is unusual for its prominence within videogame scholarship” (2011). But this importance does not go without saying. As per Kirkland’s previous assertion, the genre did not right away mean something specific for critics and game academics alike. As we’ll discover, it depends on who you are and when you enter its “world.” This explains in part why I’ve used a spatial metaphor with respect to the notion of genre, since the “survival horror” might present itself differently. While the generic study of the horror genre in the video game may seem to go without saying since it was given a name, in reality it’s not that simple. 
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 FIGURE 1 The famous loading screens from Resident Evil (Capcom, 1996).


A species of their own

In the opening cut-scene of Resident Evil 1 (known in Japan as Biohazard) filmed in live action, the Alpha Team of the Raccoon Police Department’s Special Tactics And Rescue Service (S.T.A.R.S.) is attacked by a ferocious beast4
 and forced to escape into a nearby mansion. As a gamer playing Jill Valentine starts to explore the large and impressive house, she comes across a strange bold-headed and gray-skinned fellow dressed in a green shirt devouring one compatriot of the Bravo team they were searching for. No matter if Jill tries to slay it or not, the monster follows her when she runs back to her teammate Barry Burton, who kills it and then wonders aloud: “What is it?” Certainly, for any gamer even only remotely acquainted with George A. Romero’s The Night of the Living Dead (1968) and its descendants, the monster is a familiar creature, not a mystery. But for the fictional characters, it is something new and not easily grasped. Their reaction illustrates rather well the response one could have had in front of the game. In a sense, the survival horror is the zombie here and the critics are the people who faces it for the first time. Because game previews and reviews are more tied to the topicality of games or game releases and are targeted at gamers looking for playing experiences (more than scholars examining the structure or nature of these experiences), to scrutinize the discourse coming from the specialized press allows us to see the early attempts at the understanding and depiction of the genre. With this in mind, I’ll structure the following section as a chronological analysis of reviews and articles in English and in French5
 dealing at the time with Resident Evil 1, Resident Evil 2 (Capcom, 1998), and Resident Evil 3: Nemesis (Capcom, 1999), as well as other games associated with them. 

As we will see, even though the label was used at first in English on the Japanese cover of Resident Evil 1 , and in katakana on other covers and various advertisements in Japan, it has not been exploited to market the game(s) in the western hemisphere. Since the label was not indicated in the covers, it is for instance through the loading screen welcoming them back to “the world of survival horror” that western gamers learned about the label. Moreover, the specialized press did not right away refer to it as a generic marker.

In October 1995, Electronic Gaming Monthly published in October one of the first previews of Resident Evil 1, which proclaimed: “This CD is similar in theme and style to the Alone in the Dark series that appeared on the PC format. . . . What makes this game stand out is seeing it in action. Everything is so smooth and lifelike. To enhance the mood, Capcom has even added some nifty camera angles” (No 75, October, “Resident Evil,” 1995a: 99). In the following month, the Edge’s editorial team described it as “one of the most attractive titles soon to appear on the PlayStation.” Attention-grabbing affirmations under the title asked, “Capcom’s Alone In the Dark-a-like is set in a mansion infested with a flesh-altering virus. But can it surpass Infogrames’ classic?” (No 26, November, “Biohazard,” 1995: 26). Air Hendrix and Bruised Lee of GamePro also emphasized the similarity in their review: “Resident Evil takes Alone in the Dark-style gaming to a higher level with a gory Doom-like combat and gorgeous graphics” (No 91, April, Hendrix and Lee, 1996: 62). GameSpot staff repeated the chorus: “At the time of this writing, Resident Evil—a super-slick, realistically mapped, and ultra-violent Alone in the Dark—is at the top of the heap in cinematic 3-D adventure games” (December 1996).6
 As for Amos Wong of Hyper, he concluded, “Sure, Alone in the Dark veterans may find this a bit too ‘been there, done that,’ but if you haven’t experienced this type of game before, Resident Evil is a great title to cut your teeth on” (No 33, July, Wong, 1996: 47). Insofar as the genre had not yet come into existence, the analogy with the popular game that was the closest in terms of graphics and gameplay was the logical one to make. As highlighted in the Edge preview, “Capcom has used a similar graphical technique to that pioneered by Infogrames, with real time images presented over pre-rendered backdrops” (No 26, November, “Biohazard,” 1995: 27). In both games, a gamer could play either a woman or a man trapped in a mansion shown through predetermined camera angles. What’s more, Alone in the Dark (I-Motion Inc. & Infogrames, 1992; now called Alone in the Dark 1 to distinguish it from the whole franchise) has a place as important as Resident Evil 1 in the history of scary video games. We’ll return to the game, designed by Frédérick Raynal, more than once throughout this chapter and the book. 

Without naming Alone in the Dark 1, the preview of the Resident Evil 1 demo by the Official UK PlayStation Magazine did relate the two games in a premonitory way: “For its first foray into the world of 3D adventures, the Japanese giant [Capcom] has created one of the most gruesome, spine-chilling games PSM has ever laid eyes on. Prepare to be seriously spooked” (No 2, January, “Biological Warfare,” 1996: 18, emphasis added). Indicating the “Style” of the games, the PSM classified Resident Evil 1 as “Adventure,” and called it a “horror adventure” in the text. Edge magazine doesn’t give such categories in its section providing general information (format, publisher, developer, release date, and origin). But in the second preview of “Capcom’s schlock horror offering,” it is described as “an arcade adventure employing real time polygon characters placed over beautifully designed pre-rendered backgrounds” (No 28, January, “Resident Evil,” 1996a: 28). Since some sensorimotor skills are required to get out of the mansion alive, “arcade” is certainly taken here as a synonym to “Action.” Action is the genre attributed by GameSpot (1996), even if the review says “3-D adventure.”7
 While GamePro’s preview of December 1995 discovered “an intriguing third-person-perspective action game” (“Resident Evil,” 1995b: 188),8
 Hendrix and Bruised identified it as “Action/adventure” (1996: 62). PlayStation Magazine presented the demo of the CD, included with the issue, as “Genre: Arcade-Action-Adventure . . . Gore!” (No 4, July–August, “Resident Evil,” 1996b: 95). About the Director’s Cut released in 1997, PSM listed it as “Type: Action/Adv/Horror” (No 1, September, “Resident Evil: Director’s Cut,” 1997: 23) and Total Play “Genre: Adventure/Action 3D” (No 1, December, “Director’s Cut,” 1997: 28). The French magazine Joypad referred to it as “Genre: Adventure/action,” but reviewer Olivier9
 commented quite ahead of the crystallization of the genre and pointing to the label used in Japan, he said, “The way to manage the progression, linked to an attention to realism, gives a game that deserves its nickname “Survival Horror,” because survival is the principle of Resident Evil” (No 55, July–August, Olivier, 1996: 78, freely translated).

Action and adventure were indeed the main categories associated with the game right from the beginning, but they were not the only ones. For instance, although PlayStation Magazine’s Vladimir Sebansky portrayed Resident Evil 1 as “a clever blend of adventure game and action game,” underlining that the “‘adventure’ side” was very important insofar as it was not “a Doom-like game lacking refinement” (No 4, July-August, Sebansky,
1996: 38, freely translated), we did find that the magazine’s technical info listed the game’s genre as “Adventure/Sport” (p. 36).10
 Sport!? Choosing not to see this as an error, one wonders if it’s due to the amount of running around and backtracking in the game, or that a gamer has to “wrestle” with the zombies when they grab them. The affiliation made by The Feature Creature11
 to introduce an interview with game designer Shinji Mikami was less peculiar: “Evil’s one-player gameplay layers strategy over an action/adventure foundation” (GamePro, No 91, April, Feature Creature, 1996: 32). The “strategy” in question is certainly not that of Real-Time Strategy games (RTS) and their typical approach to the complex planning of a long-term series of actions. Instead, it makes more sense to approach the term “strategy” with the general meaning given by Crawford to games emphasizing cognitive effort, and to consider the puzzle-solving requirement of certain sections to progress.12
 Lastly, Wong’s Hyper review attributes the “Category” of “Action/RPG” to Resident Evil 1 (1996: 47). The link to role-playing games might come from the system asking to combine items and the extensive management of the inventory, since Jill could only carry eight items and Chris Redfield just six. It might also be related to the possibility of choosing to personify one or the other of those two S.T.A.R.S. members, since it was one of the marketing elements on the game back cover: “Choose which soldiers to play: each creates their own graphic storyline” (we’ll come back to these characteristics in Chapter 10). Three years later, Official UK PlayStation Magazine similarly designates the gameplay of Resident Evil 3: Nemesis as “Style: Horror RPG,” symptomatically reflecting on the revamping of the inventory system (No 48, August, “Resident Evil 3,” 1999: 44–45). However, whether they labeled the games in question as “sport,” “strategy,” or “RPG,” these examples illustrate how discursive forces were confronting each other in order to assess the kind of play experience on offer. Nothing was hitherto specific enough to warrant a unique name like “survival horror.”

While it was in katakana at the bottom of the cover of the Japanese version, the mention of the label appears in 1997 on the back cover of the American version of Resident Evil: Director’s Cut: “The nightmare lives in the award-winning game of survival horror.” Nonetheless, it is the “award-winning” adjective which was highlighted in red, not the name of the genre to come; what’s more, we read nothing about it on the back cover of the French edition of the game, only that “the nightmare becomes reality with this new version of the most thrilling game of all time, which won numerous awards” (freely translated). As a consequence, the label has only been slowly picked up starting in 1998 by the specialized press. 

Promoting the availability of the Director’s Cut, Santoni Jean of PlayStation Magazine warned the reader: “A delicacy only for those who do not yet know the survival horror from Capcom. Prepare your vomit bags!” (No 16, January, Jean, 1998: 48, freely translated). Understandably, the expression replaces “the game from Capcom” and might not be taken in a generic sense. At first, magazines such as PSM (which had an image of Resident Evil 2 on its cover and dedicated eight pages to it), PlayStation Magazine

,
 and Total Play were still classifying this second opus as “Type: Horror/Action” (No 6, February, “Resident Evil 2,” 1998a: 58), a “game of adventure, action and horror” (No 17, February
, Marisse, 1998: 64), and “Action/Adventure” (No 20, September, “Resident Evil 2,” 1998b: 108), respectively. With Resident Evil once again on its cover, the March 1998 issue of Edge opened its nine-page feature on the game with a direct allusion to the initial message: “Resident Evil was unleashed in early 1996, and the much-derided interactive movie was duly reborn. Since then, a much-hyped sequel has caused global hysteria in the US and Japan, realizing a [
sic
] international gaming phenomenon. Enter Capcom’s terrifying lucrative world of ‘survival horror’” (No 56, March, “Evil Empire,” 1998: 84). Here, the reference was not aiming at the game, but at the “lucrative franchise” getting under way with this second production. One section of the article was also entitled “The World of Survival Horror.” There is a long analysis of Resident Evil 2 afterward with no mention of that “world.” It praised the exciting gameplay that challenged “players’ brain as well as their reflexes” and, above all, the visual qualities and the technical merits of Resident Evil 1. As a result, the reference might equally point to the game-world into which a gamer was transported. The cover story of the January 1998 issue of Computer & Video Games previously suggested this by asserting: “Resident Evil 2 takes the now-famous ‘world of survival horror’ to the next level with graphical environments, storyline and character design that utterly smash the original” (No 194, January, “Resident Evil 2,” 1998c:18). But more notably, “Survival Horror” was given as the genre for the game in the text box at the top of the page.13
 That kind of statement was really nonmainstream. Until then, and given its short period of existence, “survival horror” was rather a substitute for “horror,” more in connection to King and Krzywinska’s milieu or Adams’ setting. The review in the May 1998 edition of Hyper provides evidence of this ambivalence. Kevin Cheung wrote: “Resident Evil 2 marks Capcom’s return to the genre of survival horror that was literally reinvented with the original Resident Evil” (No 55, May, 1998: 53). How could a genre that hadn’t got its birth certificate yet be “reinvented”? Furthermore, Cheung went on in the subsequent paragraph to call the game “A Realistic Horror Experience.” He stated that, among other traits, different camera angles were “exploited to create a horror movie climate” (p. 54). In the end, Resident Evil 2 remained “Category: Horror/Adventure” (p. 55). Ultimately, whereas it was in katakana at the bottom of the Japanese version, the label was only suggested on the back cover of the American version: “Can you survive the Horror?” The most direct assertion about the genre label was made on the back of the manual: “Welcome to the World of Survival Horror.” But it was used to promote the official strategy guide, the action figures, and the comic book series.

The reissue one year later of the Platinum version of Resident Evil 2 led to more affirmative stances, like the one made by Alexandre Goudeau in PlayStation Magazine: “The first Resident Evil was an event, a game of a new genre, the survival horror, which found millions of followers. These were anxiously waiting for the follow-up game and luckily, it lives up to their expectations” (Special Issue 8, October, Goudeau, 1999: 14, freely translated). But the table for generic familiarities was really set with the 1999 release of three important games: Capcom’s Resident Evil 3: Nemesis, Dino Crisis (now called Dino Crisis 1 to distinguish it from the series), and Konami’s Silent Hill (now called Silent Hill 1 to distinguish it from the whole franchise.) Obviously, on the one hand, these were still seen as “Adventure/Action” (and vice versa) or “Horror Adventure” by most of the gaming press. However, on the other hand, for the reviewers who employed the label “Survival Horror” (sometimes written “Survival/Horror” or “Survival-Horror,” leaving open the idea of a division or a combination between its two fundamentals14
), the naming became more a manner to designate a group of comparable games. 

The association between Alone in the Dark 1 and Resident Evil 1 was henceforth not just a connection between two games and a simple matter of sameness. It was a question of positioning and inclusion into a cluster. James Mielke from GameSpot has remarked, “While Alone in the Dark may have been the forefather of the survival horror genre, Capcom’s Resident Evil series perfected it, with each installment improving on its predecessor with finesse and style. Now Capcom’s bread ‘n’ butter flagship series (no, not Street Fighter, silly) is back in the form of Resident Evil 3 Nemesis” (October 1999).15
Taking a look at the three games of the franchise, Julien Chièze made an analogous observation in PlayStation Magazine: 


In July 1996, the lives of millions of players have dramatically changed. The horror had just paralysed them. Resident Evil (Biohazard, for the Japanese) was born! Capcom, the undisputed emperor of the fighting games, with the Street Fighter series, had finally come full circle and proceeded, for months, to create from scratch a new genre: the survival/horror! Indeed, if it is necessary to recall that Frédérick Raynal had already invented Alone in the Dark in December 1992, it is truly the duo Shinji Mikami and Yoshiki Okamoto who has found the perfect recipe for the horror console game! Their objective was clear: it was to develop an adventure in which the players are constantly faced with each of their fears, of their most unconscious phobias. (No 36, November, 1999: 93, freely translated)

And the next game will change things even more. Announcing that “Capcom trades in zombies for dinosaurs,” it is in a preview of Dino Crisis 1—conceived by Shinji Mikami who has designed Resident Evil 1—in the May 1999 edition of PSM that we have one of the first descriptions of the genre in a distinct text box:


What is Survival Horror? Capcom made up the Survival Horror genre because the company didn’t feel that the Resident Evil games really fit into any existing category. Okay, so we thought the whole idea was a little goofy. But now that we have a non-
Resident Evil series Survival Horror game, it kind of legitimizes the new category. [There is an insertion of an image of Resident Evil 1.] The original Resident Evil started the Survival Horror category. The goal of the game wasn’t necessarily to blow everything up, but to simply survive, even if it meant running away. [There is an insertion of an image of Resident Evil 2.] Resident Evil 2 improved on the idea, with refined techniques on setting a creepy ambiance to keep the tension level high. The game rarely let [sic] you feel safe. [There is an insertion of an image of Dino Crisis.] Dino Crisis should hopefully continue in the tradition and provide faster, smarter monsters, along many more horrendous moments that will make you jump. (No 21, May, “Dino Crisis”: 58)

In the same way the Halloween series was not enough to compose the slasher or stalker cycle16

—as it’s the body of different works with a common set of characteristics that makes a genre or a subgenre—more games and not just another Resident Evil indeed came to give survival horror its full scope. As evidenced in Mielke’s analysis in GameSpot, critics then accentuated the profit-motivation behind the development: 


When you’re Capcom, there’s no such thing as too much of a good thing. This is evidenced by the impending deluge of Resident Evil/Biohazard spin-offs; Resident Evil: Code Veronica, Resident Evil 3: Nemesis, Oni-Musha (the RE-style samurai game), and now Dino Crisis. A brand new excursion into the world of survival-horror, Dino Crisis is a fresh experience that abandons that creepy Umbrella laboratory for a taste of Jurassic Park. Not only that, but Dino Crisis is unique in that it so closely borrows from the RE series. But in regards to the storyline, this game is not related to Resident Evil at all. (July, Mielke, 1999)17


Steve Merrett from Official UK PlayStation Magazine was not any softer about Resident Evil 3: Nemesis in a later review: “The sequel’s job is to hone the survival horror concept and dish up more of the same—that is grasping, carnivorous zombies and demanding, but not infuriating, puzzles” (No 55, February, 2000: 93, emphasis added). With Dino Crisis 1, Silent Hill 1, and a game like Nocturne (Terminal Reality, 1999), survival horror was not just the “world of Resident Evil” anymore. Only one review referred to Dino Crisis 1 as “Genre: Resident Evil-like,” despite the fact that we could read in the text that it was in many points not a “Resident” (PlayPower, No 16, November, Lallée, 1999: 49). The specialized press had begun to map the whole terrain, trace routes, and define edges. 

Hubert Hôjô affirmed right at the beginning of his review of Dino Crisis 1 in Total Play: “Advertised as the explosive mixture of Resident Evil and Jurassic Park, Dino Crisis promised to renew a genre, the Survival Horror,18
 which was slowly beginning to rest on its laurels. For now, the result is unfortunately not as convincing as hoped” (No 21, October, 1999a: 28, freely translated). The change was partly announced on the back cover of the game: “Raw instinct takes over in this new, adrenaline-pumping journey into Survival Horror.” As Laurie Taylor did in her study (2009: 46), Mark Butler underlined in his Interactive Nightmares: A History of Video Game Horror that “the company’s marketing team attempted to coin a new term with their use of ‘panic horror’ in the publicity literature” (2011: chap. 3, sec. 612). This is something we also read on 
various websites, along with the advertising of “survival panic.” Nonetheless, the publicity in Official U.S. PlayStation Magazine was not originally aiming at this, but at “The Survival Horror Game That Will Totally Consume You. All of You” (Vol 3, No 2, November, 1999: 8), while another ad online rather promotes “Survival Horror on a Much Larger Scale.”19
 Cam Shea came up with another label in Hyper: “Rather than survival horror, perhaps Dino Crisis may more accurately be referred to as ‘survival suspense,’ for the horror factor has been replaced by tense and suspenseful exploration. The atmosphere is built masterfully through intelligent use of camera positioning, the musical score, the ambient sound effects and frequent surprises of Jurassic proportions” (No 73, November, 1999: 56). And he took his suggestion seriously by formally declaring the game “Category: Survival Suspense.” 

Without going as far as to make a new type, Edge also defined Silent Hill 1 differently: “Unlike Resident Evil, Silent Hill is not an action adventure. For want of a better term, it’s more psychological; where both Resident Evils make the path of their story explicit, Silent Hill has a sweaty, unpredictable and nightmarish quality” (No 70, April, “Silent Hill,” 1999: 72). The different approach in the experience design was similarly stressed by Hubert Hôjô from Total Play: “Taking the concept of ‘survival horror’ where the Capcom team had stopped, Silent Hill offers us a personal vision; more subtle, more insidious and therefore more frightening. No more packs of zombies in search of fresh meat, but rather a storyline where oppression and Faustian pact are at the top of the bill” (No 19, July–August, 1999b: 76, freely translated and emphasis added). He concluded with an overall assessment: “What a pleasure! What intensity! What a fright! In renewing the current standards as far as ‘survival horror’ is concerned, Silent Hill manages to raise the level of instilled fear to a degree unsuspected until now. A revelation!” (p. 79, freely translated). Yet, one section was entitled “Resident Evil-Like” and it was indicated: “Genre: Adventure/Action.” That being said, and akin to the aforementioned comment by Merret regarding Resident Evil 3: Nemesis, the usage of the term “concept” reminds us here that “genre” is a concept in itself.

We can summarize in two arguments the discourse resulting from the circa-2000 arrival of Capcom’s Dino Crisis 2 on the market, also referred to as “The Sequel to the Blockbuster, Survival-Horror Hit!” (game back cover). On the one hand, again, there is the idea that the game is different. Edouard Duchamp of PlayStation Magazine coined once more a new label:


The game is much more focused on finding and destroying the dinosaurs, and thus more “arcade.” It’s another way to distinguish itself from the “Resident Evil” series to which it has too often been compared, according to the creator of both sagas, Shinji Mikami. According to him, in fact, the two games are not comparable, and the manner to have fun is totally different. This is also why he wanted to launch the Dino Crisis series, so to transform the survival horror into survival action, for those the adventure aspect was repelling. (No 44, July–August, 2000: 76, emphasis added and freely translated)

It was not a new term that Ben Stahl from GameSpot suggested but rather a new genre in which to place it: “Dino Crisis 2 is an original, enjoyable experience that can no longer be considered just another entry into the survival-horror genre. Dino Crisis 2 avoids the stereotypes of the genre and delivers one of the most refreshing takes on the third-person action shooter to date” (September, 2000, emphasis added). On the other hand, Edge had the inverse point of view, underscoring the known tropes: “Even the underwater sequence, which is well presented and excellently executed, is not enough to submerge the feeling that corridor-based survival horror has hit something of a creative dead end. . . . The usual locations are, of course, provided. What would a survival horror be without a medical facility?” (No 91, December, 2000: 104 and 105). 

In 2001, Edge saw the opportunity to initiate a definite pendulum swing back with the arrival of Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare (Darkworks) on the market; the cover and the feature story of their February 2001 edition included interviews in Paris with members of the production team. This issue was advertised in the Official UK PlayStation Magazine (No 55, February 2000: 122) with a catchy slogan: “Witness the return of the original survival horror.” The image announcing the article in the table of contents also had a memorable phrase: “The game that invented survival horror is back . . . and it’s nastier than ever” (No 81, February, 2000: 4). More importantly, the major part of the editorial was devoted to repositioning this series to its rightful place in the genre:

The French development community isn’t renowned for grabbing the videogame world by the scruff or the neck and shaking it until something interesting falls out of its pockets. But that’s exactly what Infogrames did in 1991, happening across an entirely new genre with the original Alone in the Dark.

It wasn’t until Japanese creatives at Capcom’s Osaka HQ encountered the series—in its 3DO iteration, if the legend is to be believed—that the genre earned itself a name: survival horror. It’s no secret that the company was in dire need of inspiration at this point—2D Mega Man titles and Street Fighter variants were beginning to grate—and the company’s fortune have [sic] since been built around what has become a rock-solid cornerstone.

So how did this unusual little adventure concept bloom to become a multimillion-selling phenomenon? Simply because everyone loves a good scare, something to bring out man’s inherent flight-or-fight response. Survival is the driving force behind playing videogames, whether it’s Tetris or Dino Crisis, but the horror part of the equation, the pu
nctuation of the action with interactive pokes in the eyes, was the gold dust.

But now that Japanese designers have taken the genre and twisted, explored and warped it, how can its pioneer come back? It is a task of horrific proportions. (p. 3)

Both GameSpot (June) and Hyper (No 94, August) reiterated this stance. The former stated that “while Capcom’s Resident Evil is known as the series that brought the survival-horror genre to the mainstream, Alone in the Dark is the series that invented it” (Tracy, 2001). The latter observed, “In the past few years we’ve seen a resurgence in the horror motif, in film, TV and games. Unfortunately, most examples of this have been crude, vulgar works, like Scream 3 [Wes Craven, 2000] and Dino Crisis 2. Fortunately, someone at Infogrames remembered that they held the rights to the great-grand-daddy of the survival horror genre, Alone in the Dark” (Cotte, 2001: 72). 

In 2001, the release of Silent Hill 2 marked the advent of another key franchise. By the same token, it separated two different and opposite parts of the world of survival horror. John Davison of Official U.S. PlayStation Magazine (No 49, October) compared it with another Resident Evil game to better situate it: 


With Resident Evil-Code: Veronica X [Capcom, 2001] already out, the “survival-horror” genre is certainly heating up. But is Silent Hill 2 even the same kind of game? In some ways yes, although it’s far less violent, relying more on spooks and psychological terror than ridiculous-looking tentacle monsters. Is it the scariest game ever made? Well, unless there’s something out there we haven’t seen yet, we have to say “yes.” (Davison, 2001: 121)

It was the “slow fear” and, as stated by Sébastien Bénédict, the ways it did not just reproduce the rules of horror films the way Resident Evil did or make precise references to old tales and legends like Alone in the Dark (2002: 56) that gave both Silent Hill 2 and the genre a place in the special issue on video games of the Cahiers du cinéma. Along with “Action-Adventure,” “FPS (First Person Shooter),” “MMORPG (Massive Multiplayer Online Role Playing Game),” “Platformer,” “RPG,” “RTS,” and “Shoot them up,” we find “Survival Horror” in the lexicon: 


The player moves forward into a troubling world; strange creatures lurk in the shadow and you hear them before you can see them; soon zombies and other monsters will hit. Basically an adventure game set in a horror movie universe, the survival horror—as the name suggests, it is above all a matter of not to die—has gradually become a genre in itself (so as to be parodied in games like Luigi’s Mansion [Nintendo of America, 2001]). The best are called Silent Hill, Resident Evil and Alone in the Dark. (“Lexique,” 2002: 82, freely translated)

The review of Siren (Project Siren, 2003) in Edge gave other core definitional elements: “It’s not strictly a survival horror, since it seems at this stage that some characters are doomed from the start, but it does share the scarcity of ammo and the hesitant, frightened pace that are the hallmarks of the genre” (No 129, November, “Siren,” 2003: 36). By 2004, the PlayStation 2 Official Magazine-Australia still considered, through the first of the two Resident Evil: Outbreak games, the Capcom series as “the venerable old man of the survival horror genre” (No 31, September, O’Connor, 2004: 60). But it has highlighted as well with a “pre-play” of Fatal Frame II: Crimson Butterfly (Tecmo, 2003, known in Europe as Project Zero II: Crimson Butterfly) that the “old man” had been clearing a fairly homogenous world: “Survival-Horror Games 101: zombies, guns, blood and rabid dobermans should be guaranteed inclusions. Sadly, this has started to come true with less-than-original companies using Capcom’s ‘tried and true’ formula just one too many times. Tecmo, on the other hand, is set to return with their original, trippy freakiest Project Zero 2: Crimson Butterfly” (No 26, April, Witherstone, 2004: 24).

I shall stop here my survey—in the sense of a cartographer examining an area of land in order to make a map of it—of the journalistic accounts of the genre. It has served its purpose. And I’ll come back to it since Resident Evil 4 (Capcom, 2005) has literally been in 2005 a game-changer. As we have seen, the naming gradually came to describe a group of similar games. The label has established itself through various uses. Referring to a world, but also to franchise, a concept, a style, or a category, survival horror has remained, in Moine and Arsenault’s words, a “discursive phenomenon” reflecting the complex interactions at play in the crystallization of a common consensus arrived at although not always in one unified voice by the reviewers, journalists, and gamers. It’s based on this consensus that scholars have begun to examine the genre. 

A cross-media genre

The attention given to the horror genre in film studies, and in popular culture altogether, might be a first answer to Kirkland’s earlier observation about the unusual prominence of the survival horror within video game scholarship. As Krzywinska pointed out, constitutive aspects of the former genre have informed the latter. As we have just done, one would have crossed a vast, already explored territory to reach the videoludic border. Nonetheless, compared to journalists and reviewers, scholars didn’t cross it the same way. They—or should I say “we,” given that I’m part of it—form a different interest or discourse community, that is, “a group of people who share certain language-using practices. These practices can be seen as conventionalized in two ways. Stylistic conventions regulate social interactions both within the group and in its dealings with outside . . . . Also, canonical knowledge regulates the world views of group members, how they interpret experience” (Bizzell, 1992: 222).20
 In order to better define such communities, Swales identifies six characteristics, three of which are more pertinent to the present argument: a discourse community “has a broadly agreed set of common public goals,” “utilizes and hence possesses one or more genres in the communicative furtherance of its aims,” and “has acquired some specific lexis” (1991: 24, 26). 

While the specialized press exists to convey factual information about video games, review them, and closely monitor the current news (one of their main assets to sell issues and advertising space), scholars aim to understand, analyze, historicize, and situate video games within a larger media landscape and various political, economic, and historical frameworks; their struggle is for exposure and research funding, rather than advertising dollars and loyal readership. On the one hand, gaming magazines are generally published on a regular basis—typically monthly in the case of print magazines, more frequently for online publications—and composed of articles, reviews, news reports, written interviews, or cover stories running over one or a few pages and expressing an opinion or a tacit knowledge about a game, a series, a type, the industry, or the gaming world. On the other hand, the communicative genres of the academic community like scientific articles, theses, books, or conference proceedings tend to be longer, to be published by an author on a less frequent basis (even if some academic journals are also published monthly) and to rely on an explicit knowledge of the subject of study through references to previous works or original research programs. Whereas reviewers and journalists use popular language and the characteristic vocabulary of various gaming communities (like the RTS or FPS’ slang expressions, for example), academics utilize the specialized terminology of their discipline or borrow from others (anthropology, computer graphics and programming, education, ludology, psychology, semiotics, sociology, etc.). As a result, in hindsight, scholars have “entered the world of survival horror” with different markers, mapping tools, and agendas.

An early reference to horror video games is found in the 1999 essay by Angela Ndalianis: “‘Evil Will Walk Once More.’ Phantasmagoria—The Stalker Film as Interactive Movie?” Ndalianis links Roberta Williams’ game (Sierra On-Line, 1995) to Alone in the Dark 1, 
2
 (Infogrames, 1993), and 
3
 (Infogrames, 1994) and other interactive movies like The 7th Guest (Trilobyte, 1993), Ripper (Take-Two Interactive, 1996), and Harvester (DigiFX Interactive, 1996) in order to note that “horror themes and gory display of violence . . . were unprecedented in computer games” (p. 90). Resident Evil 1 is not mentioned, even less the idea of survival horror considering the time of publication. It is rather the main elements of the Stalker tradition of films (Halloween and Friday the 13th) that serve as the main horror comparison. The “metaphors” of navigation, labyrinth, and web are used to show the “integral creative role” (p. 108) of a gamer in the experience.

In her seminal essay “Hands-on Horror” (2002), which horror video game studies are significantly indebted to, Krzywinska didn’t mention survival horror at all, although Resident Evil 3: Nemesis was, with Clive Barker’s Undying (DreamWorks Interactive, 2001), the main object of inquiry. She instead talked about “horror-based videogames,” without any allusion to the action or adventure genre. She was at first aiming to distinguish games from films by focusing her attention on their similarities and differences. Krzywinska contrasts the “third-person shooter mode of Resident Evil 3,” very close to film editing, its “restrictive framing,” and the flight scenes typical of slasher movies to “the first-person shooter mode of Undying” which gives a gamer the “freedom to look around the 3D virtual space” and exploits the “gothic trend of using mise-en-scène to create brooding eeriness and make things not what they seem” (p. 210). Insofar as the stories of Resident Evil 3, Undying
, and other horror-based games are told by means of noninteractive cut-scenes, it created “an awareness of the dynamic between being in control and out of control,” (p. 215), and “a complex interaction between bounded choice and determinism” (p. 221) that are at the core of the gaming activity. Krzywinska’s objective was to show the impact interactivity has “on the rendering of horror genre tropes, strategies and formats” (p. 209), among other things because it compels “the player to investigate and overcome dangerous encounters” (p. 218). She acutely stressed how the interactive dimension of games, and particularly of the two scrutinized, was “organised to intensify and extend the types of emotional and affective experiences offered by the horror film” (p. 207).

Diane Carr has further explored the videoludic emotional experience in “Play Dead: Genre and Affect in Silent Hill and Planescape Torment” (2003). Her essay intended to be both a close reading and a comparative analysis of the two games, directly addressing the different strategies employed “to generate generically appropriate affect.” Silent Hill 1 was classified as a “3D survival horror game” twice, but without the “3D” the second time. However, it was also called a “3D horror game” two times (with “3D” in the first mention) and related to a known video game category: “In most action adventure or horror console games (such as Silent Hill), to ask someone what level they are on, is to ask them what location they have reached. In an RPG, to ask someone what level they are on, is to ask what their avatar’s experience rating is. Experience is a strategic, indexed commodity.” Since Planescape Torment (Black Isle Studios, 1999) was solely designated as a “fantasy roleplaying game (RPG),”21
 the defining parameters appeared to be less clear for the survival horror category.

As it has been the case for the specialized press starting in 1998, the label and the genre h
ave been addressed in a more direct manner by scholars around 2004. Richard J. Hand opened his “Proliferating Horrors: Survival Horror and the Resident Evil Franchise” (2004) with a definition: 


“Survival Horror” is a distinct genre in interactive computer games. It is a term that has common currency amongst players and producers although examples of the genre are frequently categorised under the broader definition of “Action” games. “Survival Horror” is generally understood to be a game in which the player leads an individual character through an uncanny narrative and hostile environment where the odds are weighed decidedly against the avatar. There is a huge diversity within this broad definition. Some avatars have psychological depth and their wits are pitted against elaborate puzzles, while others are little more than first-person shooters; some narratives have complex temporal structures while others are unabashedly experiential; some games construct enormous spatial environments while others take place behind the closed doors of a neo-gothic house. (2004: 117)

As its title and publication in a book on horror film suggest, the chapter was more concerned with the whole Resident Evil franchise, with references to the novelizations of the games, the comic books, the Resident Evil screenplay originally written by George A. Romero, and Paul W.S. Anderson’s eponymous movie (2002). This didn’t prevent Hand from wishing to outline the origins of the genre. The first two sections of his text are entitled “A Brief History of Survival Horror Games” and “Precursors of Survival Horror.”22
 He presents Alone in the Dark 1 as “the first survival horror computer game” (p. 117). Then, Hand slips the first-person light-gun arcade game The House of the Dead (Sega, 1998)23
 and Clive Barker’s Undying into the list of post-Resident Evil titles, making it less homogeneous. The initial section ended with a peculiar assertion: “In any case, the link with film is all the more essential because one important sub-genre of survival horror games adapts horror movies and vice versa” (2004: 119, emphasis added). Unfortunately, this “sub-genre” will never be delineated thereafter. And if we follow Matthew Weise in considering Resident Evil as a procedural adaptation of zombie movies (2009: 250–62), this definition is not patent. 

What’s more, Hand errs on the side of generalization. Given that Space Invaders relies on “a survival scenario,” early computer games were seen as ancestors. Hand puts Pac-Man in particular on a pedestal, asserting that “the eerie labyrinthine journey of its protagonist and the mixture of pursuit and escape make this computer game the forerunner of contemporary survival horror” (p. 121). He cites RPGs as a key influence because they share the unclear boundaries of many games; their exact “size” is not easy to gauge compared to the length of a film, and they allow players to design more personal characters and narratives: “What role-playing games have established specifically for survival horror are the logic of experience leading to rewards, the motif of life force and knowledge, and the acquisition of better weapons” (p. 121). Above all, as reviewers did before him, Hand came to substitute “survival horror” for “horror”:


It would be misleading to consider the genesis of the survival horror game as descending exclusively from game culture. “Survival” is a central concept in many examples of horror culture, and “survival horror” in literature or film presupposes a narrative in which the reader/spectator follows (rather than “plays”) the journey of a protagonist (not avatar) through the eerie and horrific. (2004: 122)

In that really broad perspective, “Survival horror is, however, as old as the uncanny itself” (p. 122); and “George A. Romero, the man whose films started contemporary survival horror” (p. 130). Can we really say “contemporary” when the “distinct genre” was labeled and introduced only eight years earlier? In the end, Hand’s account was more concerned with the iconography, themes, or narratives of the horror genre than with the videoludic specificities of the survival horror. In his attempts to find stable traits between different works, he has retrospectively rewritten history. 

In line with Krzywinska and Carr’s analysis, my own first approach was centered on the emotional experience of a gamer in comparison to that of the spectator in “Sign of a Threat: The Effects of Warning Systems in Survival Horror Games” (Perron,2004). Wanting to unpack the ways the shock of surprise and the tension of suspense were designed (therefore less focused on the survival aspect), I’ve cut short the generic reflection by placing my essay under “the study of the cross-media genre of horror.” Nevertheless, I did give a definition of the opus under scrutiny:


Generally speaking, survival horror games follow the same formula, and gamers know what gaming experience to expect. At the plot level, the hero/heroine investigates a hostile environment where he/she will be trapped (a building or a town) in order either to uncover the causes of strange and horrible events (Alone in the Dark, Resident Evil, Siren) or to find and rescue a loved one from an evil force, be it a daughter (Silent Hill, Fear Effect [Kronos Digital Entertainment, 2000]), a mother (Clock Tower 3 [Sunsoft and Capcom, 2003]), a wife (Silent Hill 2) or a brother (Resident Evil 2, Fatal Frame [Tecmo, 2001]). At the action level, in a third-person perspective, the gamer has to find clues, gather objects (you cannot do without keys) and solve puzzles. In order to survive with the weapons he has (or will come across), the gamer has to face numerous impure, disgusting, creepy and threatening monsters (zombies, demons, mutated beasts, abnormal creatures, spirits, vampires, etc.). The conflict between the avatar and those monsters is the dominant element of horror. (2004: 132–33)

Because the notion of genre is the subject of this present chapter, I’ll emphasize two
elements in this early definition—a second definition, more recent and obviously much better, will be introduced later. First, I have indicated that the games were played in a third-person perspective or point of view, specifying in a footnote: “There are also first-person horror games, but they are indeed called such. For instance, Nosferatu. The Wrath of Malachi (Idol Fx/iGames Publishing, 2003) is presented as a ‘first-person shooter survival horror,’ and Clive Barker’s Undying . . . has been categorized among others as a ‘surviquake horror’ [a Quake (id Software, 1996) and survival horror hybrid]” (p. 132). This differentiation of “mode” was and is important to define survival horror. Secondly, and it would have been necessary, I didn’t note the video game “genre” it was part of.

Kirkland did refer to the genre in “Restless dreams in Silent Hill: approaches to video game analysis” (2005), where he spoke of the first game and the whole series as a “horror adventure.” But insofar as “an understanding of the survival horror template help[ed] appreciate the Silent Hill games’ structure” (p. 172), Kirkland clarified the generic system:


Survival horror might be understood as: an action adventure game employing a third person perspective, and drawing on horror film iconography, in which a typically average character navigates a mazelike landscape, solving puzzles and fighting off monsters with limited ammunition, energy and means of replenishing it. (p. 172)

The scholarly categorization of survival horror remains at the border of the action and the adventure genres.24
 Even so, following Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Heide Smith, and Pajares Tosca, the territory of the second type constitutes a larger situating ground than the first one.


Released in 2001 for the PlayStation, Resident Evil: Code Veronica X is the fourth title in the very popular Resident Evil series. It is somewhere within the adventure genre and the subgenre of “survival horror.” Along with other titles like Silent Hill and Alone in the Dark that fit this hybrid category, the player controls a character who has to get out of some enclosed place solving puzzles and destroying horrific monsters along the way. (2008: 184)

For them, the characteristics of the classic genre of adventure have been “incorporated into others such as the sub-genres of action-adventure or survival horror” (p. 267 n 73). In a sense, Jay McRoy explicated the primacy of the adventure in “‘The Horror is Alive’: Immersion, Spectatorship, and the Cinematics of Fear in the Survival Horror Genre” (2006) when he noted: “Atmosphere is privileged over action, and although games like Resident Evil and Silent Hill contain plenty of violence, the carnage that players are capable of creating is substantially limited by available weaponry, a scarcity of ammunition, and, as is most conspicuously the case in Silent Hill, the central protagonist’s relative ‘ordinariness’” (2006: sec. 8). This primacy of the mood was in turn elucidated by an inescapable association: “The video game genre known as ‘survival horror’ resembles contemporary horror cinema in that both increasingly popular forms of entertainment allow audiences to experience fear resulting from the development of suspense coupled with the dread and shock of encountering monstrosity” (2006: abstract).

The similitude is similarly based on the “mode”: 


Unlike so-called “First-Person Shooter” games like Castle Wolfenstein [Muse Software, 1981],25

Doom [id Software, 1993], the House of the Dead series, and Clive Barker’s Undying, which also have plots drawn from nightmarish conceits, events in “Survival Horror” video games are “viewed” primarily from a third-person perspective framed in high-angle long shots intended to intensify the sensation of vulnerability, isolation, and, in certain “key” moments, shock. (2006: sec. 5)

Like Krzywinska, McRoy also showed the differences between games and films, and emphasized that “a film studies approach has its limitations” (2006: sec. 22).

It would be undeniably restrictive to see survival horror in the sole light of cinema or of other current video games, as reviewers did at each release. Horror scholars such as Taylor, Kirkland, Niedenthal, and Krzywinska have therefore come to contextualize the games in the older tradition of the Gothic fiction, “one of survival horror’s parents,” as Taylor states in “Gothic Bloodlines in Survival Horror Gaming” (2009). Furthermore, the latter even coined a new term to highlight this origin: “The ludic-gothic is created when the Gothic is transformed by the video game medium, and is a kindred genre to survival horror” (2009: 48). Taylor’s essay stood as a study of the definition of the videoludic horror genre based not only on the creation of fear, but above all on the process of transgression and subversion of narrative and gameplay norms. Her ludic-gothic genre “refers to games that may be generically classified as horror or Gothic, but which are dependent on the boundary crossing that is definitional to the Gothic in other forms” (p. 48). Video games remediate many aspects of Gothic poetics: the prevention of mastery, the obscuration or unreliability of the vision (e.g., the insanity effects of Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem [Silicon Knights, 2002]), the emphasis on the processing of written texts scattered in typical Gothic locations as well as the textual materiality that gives access to a lost
history (as the many files and documents in Resident Evil’s Spencer Mansion), the encounter and use of anachronistic technologies (like the camera obscura in Fatal Frame [Tecmo, 2001, now called Fatal Frame 1 to distinguish it from the whole series]), as well as equally strong female and male characters.

According to Taylor, this account has allowed for a more precise classification: “Ludic-gothic games are narrowly defined in relation to their processes and the operations of those processes in contrast to survival horror games which are based on horror and survival—meaning focused on affect and on running instead of fighting for gameplay” (2009: 55). We can actually attribute the Gothic’s influence on gaming to its transmedial nature. Without referring to Taylor’s thoughts and new label,26
 Kirkland in “Gothic Videogames, Survival Horror and the Silent Hill Series” (2012), and Krzywinska in “Digital Games and the American Gothic: Investigating Gothic Game Grammar” (2013) and “The Gamification of Gothic Coordinates in Videogames” (2015a, 2015b for a shorter version) have also inventoried the Gothic themes, narratives, and various tropes in games. In addition to aspects just mentioned, Kirkland has linked the experience of playing a Silent Hill game to “the fear generated by Gothic cinema through ‘the manipulation of space around a human body’” (2012: 107) and to the “key quality of the Gothic being its ‘ability to actively engage the reader’s participation in the story’” (2012: 2009). In “Patterns of Obscurity: Gothic Setting and Light in Resident Evil 4 and Silent Hill 2,” Niedenthal concentrates his study on “the sense qualities of Gothic settings, such as illumination and atmosphere” (2009: 169), so as to explain the experience of survival horror video games. As for Krzywinska, she has provided five major coordinates for “defining and evaluating Gothic in games” (2015a: 59): story/character, mise-en-scène, affect, style, and function. Among others, with their propensity toward mastery and victory, games like House of the Dead, Dead Rising, and Left 4 Dead (Valve South, 2008) don’t “pass easily into the category of Gothic” (p. 69). But it is interesting to note that Krzywinska still felt the need in 2015 to clarify the use of the label, asserting that “survival horror, a name used by developers and publishers to differentiate these games from other horror-based games, stands in significant contrast to such ‘pseudo-gothic’ games.” In fact, “the false hero logic of survival horror games ensures their place in the history of Gothic fiction” (p. 70).

The (survival) horror genre

These references to the Gothic, which I’ll not follow closely in my own inquiry, point up to the size of the territory of the videoludic horror genre and reiterate the variety of roads one can take to explore it. They likewise question the strictness of the notion of genre. In Taylor’s words:


Games labeled survival horror . . . are not always horror (as with the Dino Crisis games that game producer Capcom attempted to classify as “panic horror”) and are not always about survival, as with the light-gun Resident Evil: Survivor (Capcom, 2000). As with other genres, survival horror is the child of many other genres, notably adventure, but also including action, horror (without the survival component), and the Gothic. Survival horror games earned their genre title because of their use of horror elements and because of their gameplay emphasis on surviving instead of thriving. Like most genre definitions, survival horror is a loose category and one unevenly applied by players, journalists, designers, and scholars. (2009: 46–47, emphasis added)

As a matter of fact, what Taylor was advocating with her introduction of the ludic-gothic genre was “the need for the articulation of additional game genre definitions, their histories, and their kinship relations. In any examination of gaming, each different critical methodology and apparatus can allow for a more accurate or more fully developed perspective” (2009: 57). In that vein, if we are to make sense of a body of works that has been created throughout the years, we should avoid overgeneralization. As we have found in regard to Hand’s observations, if we don’t differentiate “survival horror” from “horror,” and declare that “survival horror is as old as the uncanny itself,” we deny the basic videoludic qualities and features that have formed the temporary crystallization of a common cultural consensus. 

Like Matthew Wiese has stated in “The Rules of Horror: Procedural Adaptation in Clock Tower, Resident Evil, and Dead Rising”:


Survival horror, the term which in recent years has come to mean virtually all horror-themed video games, is problematic for a variety of reasons. It is specifically tied to the Resident Evil franchise, which originated in 1996 and was highly influential. Survival horror did not exist as a phrase in popular video game terminology prior to that, yet games are often retroactively labeled as survival horror in spite of the fact that they predate Resident Evil by several years. (2009: 241–42)

The survival horror genre has indeed been given a “post-dated birth certificate” more than once (Chapter 5 will give more examples). Quoted at the beginning of the chapter, Montfort and Bogost have certainly added the category in their list of well-established video game genres because one critic had traced “the origin of survival horror to the 198227
 VCS cartridge Haunted House” (2009: 6). This reference is aiding the authors to show how the Atari VCS has helped to define contemporary genres. The critic concerned, Christopher Buecheler, had been answering positively to the question asked at the outset of his review: “Haunted House: An Atari 2600 Classic . . . and the True Progenitor of Survival Horror?” (2002). Brian O’Toole reiterated this origin story in his “Brief History of Horror Gaming” for Fangoria: “Then, in 1981, the fear really came home, starting with the first survival-horror game, Haunted House for the Atari 2600” (2010: 33). In the first and only issue of Horror Games Magazine, Vim Sical and Remi Delekta’s article “Survival Horror: un genre nouveau” demonstrates the search for the first record of the category in an even more interesting fashion. In a section called “The origins of Survival Horror,” they asserted: 


In 1992, a French publisher of video games (we won’t include the name to avoid advertising for Infogrames) judged that the PC was powerful enough to scare the player. Thus was born the first real survival horror in the history of the video game: Alone in the Dark. Yes, contrary to what is often thought, Resident Evil, which only appeared four years later, is not at all the precursor of the genre. Besides, Alone in the Dark has self-proclaimed itself ambient survival horror. Hence the name of the genre of which it has accordingly given rise to. (2003: 13, freely translated)

Since Shinji Mikami has for many years foreclosed the influence of Alone in the Dark 1 on the design of Resident Evil
—we’ll come back to this denial in Chapter 6—it would have been even more scandalous to discover that Capcom had appropriated the label from Infogrames. However, although I have sought to find traces of this ambient survival horror marker, I couldn’t find any. The answer came directly from Frédérick Raynal, the designer of the original Alone in the Dark:


I hope I’ll not disappoint you, but the term Survival Horror (let alone ambient) has never been discussed by me, the team or Infogrames at the time. For me, the term originated with the release of Resident Evil. I think it’s from them? “Ambient” might have been added later to create a more adventure branch (in which I better recognize myself) against the more “arcade” action of Resident Evil. I’ve heard this expression, but cannot say where it comes from. (Personal correspondence, December 12, 2010, freely translated)28


Beyond the chauvinism displayed by Sical and Delekta’s untruthful self-proclamation, it must be concluded that some reviewers, journalists, and scholars do fetishize the label, or simply use it as a hackneyed expression in order to speak of videoludic horror. Yet, there are significant distinctions to make.

Weise has concluded his statement quoted above with a fundamental clarification: “All survival horror games are horror games, but not all horror games are survival horror” (2009: 242). It is one thing to say that Haunted House for the Atari 2600 was the first “horror” game, and quite another to affirm that it’s the foundational “survival horror.” We then recognize how the label does not in all respects, like Kirkland initially thought, “mean something quite specific for critics and game academics alike” (2011). In order to delineate some limits, I’m proposing the second definition I have given of survival horror: 


Alone in the Dark and Resident Evil have set the conventions of the genre. From a videoludic perspective, the survival horror games remain action-adventure games developing a specific storyline that draws on common horror themes and is told through cut-scenes as well as various written or audio documents. While survival is the principal issue of a majority of video games, it is emphasized by the vulnerability of the player character who, without the gun power and the supply of ammunition found in shooter games, has to face or run away from monstrous foes while finding his way out of labyrinthine spaces, gathering various items, solving puzzles and overcoming obstacles. The survival horror is also notorious for its clumsy controls, which make the gamer’s life even more difficult—both for combat and for movement through the game world. From a horror perspective, the genre is defined by the use of all the horror film tropes. It creates an eerie atmosphere in dark and/or claustrophobic spaces. To take advantage of the camera work and the montage, it shows the player character in a third-person perspective. (Perron, 2012b: 637)

It is a combination of King and Krzywinska’s milieu, mode, and genre—less about the platform, although many of the games were designed for the consoles—that determines the extent to which a game qualifies as survival horror. As I have said earlier, the third-person perspective or point of view remains particularly important because the game design revolved around predetermined camera angles and/or the presence of a player-character in the frame linking games to movies. As another point of reference, the MobyGames’ Genre Definitions distinguish the theme of horror29
 from the one of survival horror.30
 In the light of such “temporary crystallization,” and even if the borders can be disputed, it is for instance incongruent to find in IGN’s “The Evolution of the Survival Horror” (Barraza, 2008) games like DOOM

3
 (id Software, 2004) and F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon (Monolith Production, 2005). It is not much better to assert about Alien: Isolation (Creative Assembly, 2014): “But let me assure you, developers The Creative Assembly have delivered not only the best Alien game of all time, but also one of the best survival horror games of recent years” (North, 2014: 57), and to classify it in “Genre: Survival-Horror” (Verma, 2014: 63) or “Genre: Fundamentalist Survival Horror” because of its level of difficulty (Boulon, 2014: 18, freely translated). These games are part of the cluster or constellation made of first-person shooters, but that have diverged to form a group given precedence to stealth and flight over fight. Thomas Grip, the creative director of Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010) moreover calls these “horror simulators” (2015: 50). 

Down the long route taken until now, we have finally come to a vantage point where we can have a good overview. Even if it has slowly been mapped to become a more marked site, the “world of survival horror” remains only one “province of meaningful experience” within the realm of horror video games. Following Gregersen’s cognitive experientialist approach, 


Video games as total systems to be interacted with, i.e., total systems of represented worlds and embodied interactions related to both the interface and to the represented world as well as other aspects of the game, create finite worlds of experience. The overall game system is the artefactual component of a (potential) system of activity that scaffolds finite provinces of generic meaningful experiences. (2014: 165)

Accordingly, it is the overall system or larger territory of horror that needs to be explored. Depending on the elevation from which we look at it, the survival horror can be defined as a genre in itself, or as a subgenre of action-adventure game. Within this scope, and recalling Taylor’s ludic-gothic, the videoludic horror can be subdivided into other genres or subgenres—limits are still uncertain between these layers—in keeping with the criteria used to group the games, for example, the psychological horror games, the first-person horror games, the horror rail-shooters, or the zombie games. A game could as a result be encompassed in more than one subcategory; an arcade game like The House of the Dead (Sega, 1996) would for instance be included in the three last ones. That said, I’ll not be looking to trace such contours as that would not necessarily be constructive. Instead I’ll pursue the investigation I made since I started to take interest in the video game, namely the examination of the emotions at the core of the experience.

Notes

1 Barry Keith Grant defines film genres in these words: “Stated simply, genre movies are those commercial feature films which, through repetition and variation, tell familiar stories with familiar characters in familiar situations. They also encourage expectations and experiences similar to those of similar films we have already seen. Genre movies have comprised the bulk of film practice, the iceberg of film history beneath the visible tip that in the past has commonly been understood as film art. They have been exceptionally significant as well in establishing the popular sense of cinema as a cultural and economic institution, particularly in the United States, where Hollywood studios early on adopted an industrial model based on mass production” (1995: xv).

2 I owe to David Javet and Martin Picard, two japanologists, the return to this initial Japanese labeling and the ins and outs of the English use. 

3 I have to thank Simon Dor for this reference.

4 We only see a jaw in close-up and few points-of-view shots going after the squad; there might be more than one beast.

5 I have looked at the magazines I own or the scanned versions of others I could find—such an investigation could certainly have gone further into detail. Since I don’t read Japanese, and even though the distribution of the games was certainly well covered in Japan, I have concentrated on English and French publications.

6 To be true to the various quotes, I have not used the italics for titles when it was not italicized in the reviews.

7 GameSpot has changed its manner of categorizing games since 2013. Nowadays, Resident Evil 1 is: “Genre(s): 3D, Survival, Adventure, Action. Theme(s): Horror.” The old page with the sole “Action” tag can be visited via the internet archive: https://web.archive.org/web/20131008061557/http://www.gamespot.com/resident-evil/.

8 Prior to Issue 91, issue numbers were not provided on the cover of the magazine. Volume and number were only given in the credits included before the table of contents. And it did not count the special issue since Issue 91 is “Volume 8. #4.”

9 The article is only signed “Oliver.” Since Olivier Prézeau and Olivier Fallaix have contributed to the issue, we can’t know which one is the reviewer of Resident Evil.

10 In his essay entitled “Video Game Genre, Evolution and Innovation,” Arsenault points out: “The word genre as we use it comes from French (inherited from Latin and Greek) and means type or kind, but it also subsumes gender (in Greek, it also included race!); more importantly, it is used as a ‘filler’ word akin to the English ‘like,’ ‘kind of,’ and ‘sort of.’ What I’d like to stress is that it means nothing more specific than that” (2009: 157). He then explains that, in the translation, “what gets lost is the very openness and extent of the vagueness of the concept” insofar as we could say: “‘C’est genre un film de science-fiction’ or ‘c’est un genre de film de science-fiction,’ amounts to ‘it’s kind of a Science-Fiction movie’ or ‘it’s a kind of Science-Fiction movie,’ and is very much unlike the assertive, unhesitant ‘it’s a movie of the Science-Fiction kind’” (p. 158). Sebansky gave a great example of this openness of the French term when he wrote to argue for the greatness of Resident Evil 1 saying it is “the kind of game [Le genre de jeu] that will convert more than one gamer to the PlayStation” (1999: 35, freely translated). He is not advocating here for a “PlaySation-converting game” genre, but using the word in a general sense.

11 That’s the name given to the author of the interview.

12 We doubtlessly need to distinguish “strategy in a game” from a “strategy game” (See Dor, 2015: 24–32). In “The Escapist’s Genre Wheel,” wishing “to get past . . . superficial impressions and discover what’s at the foundation of each gaming experience,” Russ Pitts and Steve Butts have demarcated the two main types of play: action and strategy. For them, “Strategy games are large, cerebral, and academic. Action games are immediate, smaller in scale and more visceral. One is contemplative, the other reactionary. Utilizing these two divisions, we felt we could move forward and further classify the experience of play.” They’ve also separated two modes of play: “Conflict here merely means that the primary challenge in a game is presented by other similarly powered avatars. We contrast that with games of ‘Exploration,’ where the primary challenge is merely surviving or traversing the environment itself.” In the eight basic game types they put forth to make sense of “the seemingly vast ocean of possible game genres,” Survival Horror has been associated with the “Action/Exploration” combination and, to make a comparison, Driving with the “Action/Conflict/Exploration” one (Pitts and Butts, 2010).

13 As a sign, since Grand Turismo was one of the next games to be examined and labeled “Driving Game,” there is no doubt that this part of the box was for the type.

14 In their essay “Agency mechanics: gameplay design in survival horror video games,” Habel and Kooyman even inverse—likely through inadvertence since it happens only once—the expression to talk about “horror survival games” (2014: 2).

15 Sign of the unclear nature of the genre, or of the already started evolution of the series, Resident Evil 2 was considered an “Adventure” game by GameSpot (https://web.archive.org/web/20131008055930/http://www.gamespot.com/resident-evil-2/) and Resident Evil 3: Nemesis an “Action” one (http://web.archive.org/web/20131008061438/http://www.gamespot.com/resident-evil-3-nemesis/). The same thing can be underlined in regard to Silent Hill. Silent Hill 1 was classified as an “Adventure” game (http://web.archive.org/web/20130912012229/http://www.gamespot.com/silent-hill) and Silent Hill 2 as an “Action” one (http://web.archive.org/web/20131005192744/http://www.gamespot.com/silent-hill-2). Furthermore, Dino Crisis 1 is distinctly an “Action” game (http://web.archive.org/web/20131008061717/http://www.gamespot.com/dino-crisis/) and an “Adventure” one (http://web.archive.org/web/20130814235730/http://www.gamespot.com/dino-crisis/reviews/dino-crisis-review-2670108/), but not an “Action-Adventure” game.

16 John Carpenter’s Halloween (1978) could somehow be seen as equivalent to Alone in the Dark 1, and the Friday the 13th series as the Resident Evil one. According to Vera Dika (1990), Halloween introduced the basic elements of the “Stalker Formula” and Friday the 13th (Sean S. Cunningham, 1980) and Friday the 13th Part 2 (Steve Miner) made the most successful recombination (even if the Halloween series was to become as prolific and popular).

17 Given that Resident Evil: Code: Veronica will only be out in 2000, and Onimusha: Warlords in 2001, Mielke was talking about games in development and invoking known future releases.

18 But we still have at the top of the page: “GENRE: Adventure/Action.”

19 http://www.retrogamingaus.com/?s=dino+crisis.

20 The thoughts related to the questions of the community arise from the funded research project on game genres and discourse communities I have been conducting with Dominic Arsenault and Carl Therrien at 
the Video Games Observation and Documentation University Lab (LUDOV). For more information see: http://www.ludov.ca/en/observation/video-game-genres-and-discourse-communities.

21 The qualifying adjective “Computer RPG” was added in the second footnote to tell it apart from “live-action RPGs.”

22 I’m omitting the lines of Night of the Living Dead and Anderson’s draft scenario preceding these.

23 Hand is speaking about the Sega Saturn port, as the Arcade game entered the Japanese market in 1996. 

24 Although not dated, the description of the genre by the database All Game Guide has in the same way associated it to the two genres: “Survival horror games are not quite action and not quite adventure, but incorporate elements of both in an attempt to build suspense, horror, and fear in the player. They often feature fixed camera angles for a more cinematic presentation.” See: https://web.archive.org/web/20141210111346/http://www.allgame.com/style.php?id=421.

25 Clearly, since he is referring to DOOM, McRoy is rather referring to Wolfenstein 3D (Id Software, 1992), and not to Castle Wolfenstein which has a 2D top-down perspective.

26 Still, Kirkland, Krzywinska, and Taylor have published essays in Horror Video Games (2009). The first two should then have been aware of the work of the third. Kirkland did, however, quickly say in his “Survival Horrality: Analysis of a Videogame Genre” that “Taylor discusses survival horror’s close relationship to gothic literature” (2011).

27 is the copyright year appearing on 
the box of the game.

28 I have been in contact with F. Raynal thanks to my colleague Alexis Blanchet from Université Sorbonne Nouvelle - Paris 3. http://www.univ-paris3.fr/l-universite-sorbonne-nouvelle-paris-3-165136.kjsp?RH=1508852133322.

29 “Horror: Denotes any game with classic ‘horror’ elements. Usually refers to traditional gothic horror, but can include other horror styles. Examples: Alone in the Dark, The Lurking Horror, etc” (http://www.mobygames.com/glossary/genres).

30 “Survival Horror: Survival horror is typically a third-person perspective game in which the player has to survive an onslaught of undead, human, anim
al or monster like opponents, usually in claustrophobic environments. Horror film elements are used liberally. The player is typically armed, but not nearly as well-armed or armoured as a player in a first-person shooter game. The player’s goal is generally to escape from an isolated house or town that is inhabited mostly by zombies and monsters through shooting and puzzle solving” (http://www.mobygames.com/glossary/genres).


CHAPTER THREE

Something to fear: From the fictional to the videoludic

One can find evidence of fear lurking in the background of many kinds of emotions that on the surface might seem to be the antithesis of fear. Courage is the ability to overcome fear. Children learn to be moral to some extent by their fear of what will happen if they are not. Laws reflect our fear of social disorder and, by the same token, social order is maintained, however imperfectly, by fear of the consequences of breaking the rules. World peace is a desirable humanitarian goal, but in practice war is avoided, at least in part, because the weak fear the strong. These are bleak statements, hopefully over-statements, but even as partial truths they emphasize how deeply fear cuts into the mental fabric of persons and societies.

Joseph Ledoux. The Emotional Brain. The Mysterious Underpinnings of Emotional Life, 1996, pp. 129–30.

Through Altman’s distinction between the western and horror, as well as Twitchell’s comments about the shivers, we have already underlined in Chapter 1 a fundamental aspect of the genre. As much as comedy is a form of entertainment that is meant to make people laugh, horror is meant to frighten them. Starting with those I have quoted, most horror scholars agree on the prominence of such a response; and I do too. Of course, there are a few objections. But as is often the case, they allow for a better explanation of one’s own perspective.

Gut reactions

Wishing to define the wider category of the fantastic in literature in his famous book The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre, Tzvetan Todorov acknowledges that one of its functions is to produce “a particular effect on the reader—fear, or horror, or simply curiosity—which the other genres or literary forms cannot provoke” ([1970] 1987: 92). But for him, if the sentiment of fear was necessary, both in the audience and the fictional characters, this would lead to the conclusion that the work’s genre would depend on “the sang-froid of its reader” (p. 35). As this function of the genre is derived from the “psychology of reading” that is “alien to the strictly literary analysis” he was doing (p. 92),1
 Todorov infers that while it’s linked to the fantastic, fear is “not a necessary condition of the genre” (p. 35). Éric Dufour pursues this reflection in Le cinéma d’horreur et ses figures.2
 He refers to Philippe Rouyer’s definition, which affirms that one can speak of horror in the real or imaginary world when one is in the presence of a phenomenon that tends to create disgust or fear (1997: 17). Then, he asks, “Yet, can we define the horror film in a unilateral psychological way, that is only in reference to a spectator and their mental states?” (2006: 41, freely translated). Insofar as a film might not have the same effect on different persons or even on the same person over time, Dufour goes against the belief that the genre necessarily has to frighten the viewer and explains: “Because it defines horror cinema, not by what is shown, but by the way it is shown—as if one could isolate the form from the substance and define horror cinema independently of any consideration for the substance. Nonetheless, film genres are defined by a set of characteristics that are essentially a matter of content” (2006: 42, freely translated).3
 Certainly more so than Dufour, Carroll is also notorious for having ultimately put emotions aside in The Paradox of Horror. He is at first concerned with the structure of emotions and does define the one he calls “art-horror” (1990: 8). However, his thought theory of emotional responses to fictions and his emphasis on the process of discovery of the monster foreground the cognitive attraction and pleasures of the genre. To the extent that horror narratives are mostly exploiting dramas of proof, of disclosure, and of ratiocination, he concludes that “experiencing the emotion of art-horror is not our absolutely primary aim in consuming horror fictions, even though it is a determining feature for identifying membership in the genre. Rather, art-horror is the price we are willing to pay for the revelation of that which is impossible and unknown, of that which violates our conceptual schema” (1990: 186). In Carroll’s logic, we want to discover the impure and unclean monster knowing we’ll feel specific negative emotions more than we are searching to be art-horrified or disgusted by that discovery.

We can respond in three ways to these divergent points of view. At first, it is no less tricky to delineate the horror genre by its structures or “set of characteristics.” As we have seen in Chapter 1, horror is marked by its great diversity. Furthermore, I’m not sure that any theoretician actually isolates the form from the substance. Given as an example by Dufour, Rouyer mentions at the beginning of Le cinéma gore: une esthétique du sang that he will demonstrate how horror films “articulate a limited number of subjects around precise forms” (1997: 18, freely translated). He likewise distinguishes the “gore films” from films with some “gore effects.” Indeed, Rambo (Sylvester Stallone, 2008) doesn’t become a splatter film even though Rambo literally blows to pieces the Tatmadaw driver of a jeep with the machine gun mounted in the back. Secondly, Carroll’s curiosity theory might just have lost sight of an aspect that the philosopher himself underlines in a later essay on “Film, Emotions, and Genre”: “Emotion supplies such a persuasive coloration to our movie experience that it may, so to speak, fly in under the radar screen” (1999: 23). What’s more, as Carroll also states once again, some genres like horror are “named by the very emotion it is their purpose to arouse” (p. 35). Aren’t we, in the end, looking to experience these fictions exactly for this purpose? In Altman’s terms, genres follow an “incremental logic” in which the viewer becomes satisfied “by an increasing opposition between (generic) pleasure and the (cultural) interdictions that restrict it” 
([1999] 2000: 152). Therefore, “It is instructive that the two genres most noted for their incremental logic—the horror film and the thriller—should be designated by terms describing the spectator’s reaction rather than filmic content, for it is precisely on heightening viewer sensation that generic logic depends” (p. 153). The cognitive approach to film has come to advocate that cognition and emotions work together. They are part of the same understanding process.

As Carroll does (1999: 28), making an analogy between emotions and searchlights directing our attention and organizing the details in significant forms just reflects the unavoidable key importance they have in a drama of disclosure and play of ratiocination. One doesn’t witness the investigation to corroborate adultery in a melodrama and the hunt to prove the existence of a monster in a horror film in the same way. In this latter situation, the viewer is as curious as willing to take a chance about what they will discover in order to show how they aren’t afraid.4
 Finally, the reaction to a horror novel, movie, game, or even theme park is unquestionably subjective. Depending on everyone’s age,5
 sensibility, or assuredness, it will be more, or less, intense. Nevertheless, this doesn’t signify that fear is not the targeted or desired emotion. Even if Dufour asserts that Rouyer’s definition is only shared by a part of the audience not interested in the genre and only associating it with gratuitous violence (2006: 42), the spectator’s response is at the heart of the cultural and social mediation of the genre regardless of whether you are an aficionado or a neophyte. In Terror and Everyday Life: Singular Moments in the History of the Horror Film, Jonathan Lake Crane explains that the viewer must take the contemporary horror film—often moving from laughter to terror—seriously.


The audience must willingly engage these disturbing effects. When watching a contemporary shocker, they must not only suspend disbelief, an action all films require, they must also cooperate by laying their bodies on the line. Laughter and fright both require gut reactions. The body must react to a “successful” death or humorous interlude; however, each reaction involves the body in diametrically opposed physical states. The audience must willingly allow the film to put blood pressures up a notch and tickle macabre funny bones. Films will not work if we refuse to involve the body in the spectacle; however, when we give ourselves over to the film we put our own flesh at risk. (1994: 37)

Janet H. Murray has formulated differently this notion of “willing suspension of disbelief” coined by Coleridge. Because it is too passive, Murray talks about an “active creation of belief” since the pleasure of immersion in an imaginative world is about using our intelligence to strengthen the reality of the experience, not suspending it (Murray, 1997: 110). Then, the corporeal engagement of the viewer has been put forward by the now canonical expression introduced by Linda Williams: the horror genre is a “body genre” ([1991] 1995).

In my essay “The Survival Horror: The Extended Body Genre” (2009a), I addressed in what ways the psychological and physiological reactions of a gamer were not, as Williams asserts for the movies, just mimicking the emotion or sensation of the body of the characters on the screen. I have analyzed the various factors that point out how it is really the person playing who is meant to be scared in survival horror video games: for example, the distance from which the player-characters are seen in the third-person perspective or point of view; the behavior of player-characters concentrated on actions (rather than on reactions); their inevitable “stone face” regardless of what happens, all of which contribute to the urge for a gamer to act and feel through their presence, agency, and embodiment in the fictional world (these notions are addressed in more detail in Chapter 7). One has to admit that the growing popularity in recent years of the broadcasting of videos showing people playing games on a video-sharing website like YouTube has given a great emphasis on the reception side of the experience; it has turned the cameras toward the gamers as it was never the case with the more quiet film viewers. In “Let’s Play” videos, that is, a commented playthrough of a game,6
 LPers (Let’s Play creators) most often film themselves playing in a split screen or with a Picture in Picture. PewDiePie,7
 Markiplier,8
 Squeezie,9
 TheGirlFromAus,10
 and many other LPers play horror video games and—if not solely in order to—display their genuine and exaggerated responses to what they are experiencing. With the aim of exhibiting how scary a game is, and in what really looks like an exercise of sang-froid, the IGN (Imagine Games Network) now “locks”11
 in a dark room some members of its staff and for instance, records them playing Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013)12
 or Alien: Isolation (Creative Assembly, 2014).13

GameSpot has done the same thing with Here They Lies (The Tangentlemen, 2016) released for the PlayStation VR.14
 Fans make compilations of the best reactions. A big part of the success of Amnesia: The Dark Descent is, for example, due to this practice.15
 Video game publisher Bethesda has, among others, released a video showing off the actual playtest responses to The Evil Within (Tango Gameworks, 2014)16
 and the developer Supermassive Games has added such playtests as a bonus clip explaining “The Science of Fear” of Until Dawn (2015).17
 While some of these videos have millions of views,18
 and they are now part of marketing campaigns, they’re made and looked at in great part to witness a particular effect. 

Working on the figures of fear, Philippe Dubois explains that as any passion or emotion, fear is unpresentable. It can therefore only be considered through its manifestations which will then be literally read through its effects on the bodies ([1982] 1988: 41, freely translated). Fear possesses a great power of fixation and stiffening: “Here is fear in its origin and its essence: a petrifying amazement and a reduction to the surface, that is to say, freezing of the subject and flattening of the world, as if something of the Photography was working in fear—what we call its Medusa-effect” (p. 40). As in the Medusa myth, the viewer is petrified by what they see. The mouth and eyes wide open, the uprising of eyebrows, the stiffening of the muscles, and the uprising of the body are signs of the felt agitation. Whereas drawings, paintings, and photographs—it’s hard not to think about Paul Ekman’s photographs of faces reflecting emotions (Ekman and Friesen, 2003)—exploit the fixation of the “pregnant moment” of the reaction, audiovisual recordings capture the whole sequence of the body in motion. This includes the scream, the shaking hands on the keyboard and mouse or the swinging of the controller, the backward movement, or the hands brought close to the body as a protection. It is fun to look at a Let’s Play or at other recordings of people playing a horror video game because we see them getting scared. And as opposed to the Medusa myth, a gamer is not petrified for eternity; they are reenacting the frightening encounter over and over again. Be that as it may, the responses to the genre are obviously not reducible to this fixation effect and are more complex than a shock.

In the name of

Following Carroll’s remarks, we have pointed out how the name of the genre was significant. This emphasis has been made by many, including Worland:


The particular terms that have evolved to name genres often emphasize one aspect of the form over another . . . . Even so, it is important to pay attention to a genre name, however arbitrary it might seem. Though “gothic novel” emphasized a setting, “horror movie” stresses the emotion of fright experienced by both the characters and the audience, which remains this genre’s primary distinguishing feature. (2007: 16)19


It is certainly not my objective to establish that the adoption of “horror” is arbitrary, nor is it my intention to discard it. As Carlos Clarens has already noted in 1967, the label is “the one sanctioned by usage” and it wouldn’t make sense to brush it off the table. It still holds as a common cultural consensus to designate a large body of works—and that explains the subtitle of the present book. Nonetheless, counter to Clarens (1967: xiv) who was aware of the designation’s “shortcomings” because “the term unavoidably carries its connotation of repulsion and disgust,” I do not think the name is “the best one available in English.” Since it’s more germane to the study of the videoludic domain, I did choose to entitle my book “the world of scary video games.” For this choice to really be a well-founded statement, it’s then necessary to focus on the analysis and differentiate various emotions inasmuch as to be disgusted, horrified, scared, and terrorized stem from different appraised situations. 

While his main point somewhat incongruously advocates the opposite, it’s fascinating to see how strongly “‘Scary Movie’ Is Not a Genre” for Thomas M. Sipos (2010: 23). The author of Horror Film Aesthetics advises: “Although horror is an emotive genre defin
ed by its intent to scare, horror fans and critics should avoid the term ‘scary movie’ when they mean horror. This is because ‘scary movie’ was born in confusion and has continued to muddy genre terminology ever since” (p. 23, my emphasis). His dismissal rests on the modern popularity of the first Scream film (Wes Craven, 1996) in which teenagers talk about “scary movies” instead of “horror movies” and do in fact, in their fictional world,20
 only discuss “slasher” ones. In addition, the parodic Scary Movie series with its five productions between 2000 and 2013 had just given the label a bad name—fortunately, there exists no such successful parodic “scary game” series yet. Notwithstanding these uses—avoiding common expressions for the reason that they have been related to a parody seems a bit extreme—why would the term be rejected since “horror always finds new scary masks to resonate current concerns” and “while other genres depict frightening incidents, only horror spotlights the fearsome, making fear its raison d’être” (2010: 6)? Isn’t the qualifying adjective “scary” as or even better at expressing this raison d’être than “horror”?

In Chapter 1, I mentioned that the first use of the term “horror” was chosen to categorize the monster movies at the beginning of the 1930s. Indeed, Universal’s Frankenstein (1931) opened with an apposite warning. Edward Van Sloan, who plays Dr. Waldman in the movie, takes center stage and recites:


We are about to unfold the story of Frankenstein: a man of science, who sought to create a man after his own image, without reckoning upon God. It is one of the strangest tales ever told. It deals with the two great mysteries of creation: life and death. I think it will thrill you. It may . . . shock you! It might even . . . horrify you! So if any of you feel that you do not care to subject your nerves to such a strain, now is your chance to . . . well, we’ve warned you.21


While this preamble was a good way to make viewers anticipate the worst, it additionally prepared them for a specific emotion; hence this might be one of the origins of the genre as critics have drawn on Van Sloan’s speech to talk about the new Universal movies. But as Twitchell has reiterated, the choice of the word did, and does, define the scope of the intent: “Horror really refers to a rather specific effect of that fright. To understand the meaning of ‘horror’ we are initially taken back to the Latin word horrēre, which means ‘to bristle,’ and it describes the way the nape hair stands on end during moments of shivering excitement” (1985: 10). We can speculate that this was the way the spectators of the 1930s felt in front of Frankenstein, Dracula, the Wolf Man, or the Mummy—both the films and the characters. We also need to take the analysis of such a reaction even further. To do so, I’ll draw once again22
 on Steven Jay Schneider’s challenging comment in “Toward an Aesthetics of Cinematic Horror” that “a small number of films—horror films or otherwise—released since 1960 have actually succeeded in horrifying a significant number of audience members over time, space, and repeated viewing” (2004: 133–34). Schneider underscores that the word “horror” is taken in many senses (such as disgust, startle, shock, anxiety, dread, fear, and terror) that might not really touch the nature of it. In order to shed light on the proper experience, he calls to Robert C. Solomon’s thoughts on “real horror.” 

Solomon delineates real-life horror (e.g., the 9/11 attacks) from art-horror (the fiction films). For him, 


The object of horror is concrete as opposed to abstract . . ., specific rather than non-specific. Thus one might dread the unknown or be generally anxious but one is properly horrified only by a particular and more or less immediate event or object of perception. Horror is detached (or at least distanced from) [sic] action, however, which distinguishes it from fear. Thus, horror evokes no “action readiness,” though one might react to the horror, as opposed to from fear (e.g., by turning away or screaming). (2003: 243) 

Horror is focused on the present, not on a possible future threat to our safety. Insofar as in horror, “one stands (or sits) aghast, frozen in place or ‘glued to one’s seat,’ it is a ‘spectator’s emotion,’23
 and thus it is especially well-suited for the cinema and the visual arts” (p. 241). But the response provoked by the art-horror is more a response to the art than the horror itself. We take a step back from the representation. This is why we can appreciate it, an appreciation often coming after and not during the horrifying moment. In Ed S. Tan’s theory, these retroactive appreciations would be considered artifact emotions, which “arise from concerns related to the artifact, as well as stimulus characteristics based on those concerns” (1996: 65).24
 But considered in its essence, “Horror is an extremely unpleasant and even traumatizing emotional experience that renders the subject/victim helpless and violates his or her most rudimentary expectations about the world. This way of thinking about horror renders utterly inappropriate any question of enjoying or getting pleasure from horror” (Solomon, 2003: 254). The terrorist attacks relentlessly committed throughout the world remind us too often how awful this emotional experience is. The advent of splatter and gore films marked in the classical history of the genre by the release of Herschell Gordon Lewis’ Blood Feast (1963), or of the torture porn cycle of the 2000s with Saw (James Wan), Hostel (Eli Roth, 2005), and The Devil’s Rejects (Rob Zombie, 2005) hasn’t brought about ready access to the core of the horror emotion. These films have used stereotyped characters, formal clichés, and narrative formulas to portray their graphic violence—torture, dismembered bodies, human eviscerations, guts spilling on the floor, and blood spurting everywhere. They certainly shock, disgust, or make viewers feel physical revulsion. Still, most of the time they leave the viewer distanced or quickly detached from what’s happening. Solomon gives a very good example to distinguish the true horrifying reaction: any decomposing corpse will disgust us since this is an automatic and inflexible physiological reaction, but it is only the decaying body of a person we know or love that will truly overwhelm us. A great sense of significance is needed in this second occurrence. In Dufour’s phrasing, “Horror refers to the atrocious and incomprehensible nature of an attested state of affairs” (2006: 202, freely translated). 

One must therefore be aware that to talk about the horror genre or its effects is always to implicitly talk about the confines of art-horror. Filmic horrifying experiences, or what are considered horrifying in the interests of the public, are most likely censored by motion picture rating systems controlled by industry committees or official government councils. This explains why many scenes are removed or edited from “horror” films. Following this logic, I’m trying in my teaching of the genre to distinguish “horror” films from “horrifying” ones in order to, at least, underline a certain variance in the experience. Consistent with this account, really few contemporary movies have, for instance, succeeded in horrifying me. Three paradigmatic film experiences come to my mind. No matter the degree of tolerance one has in front of images difficult to watch, A Serbian Film (Srđan Spasojević, 2010) certainly ranks among these; it is besides one of the most censored contemporary films (Shoard, 2010). The entire story is about sexual assault and abuse, murder, and necrophilia. Yet, if I show a lot of composure in front of such filmic (contrary to real) events,25

A Serbian Filmhas really hit me with its climax depicting rapes involving the main character, a semi-retired porn star, his brother, his wife, and his son. Bearing in mind the circumstances and misunderstanding that put the widower looking for a new wife in an extremely bad position in its conclusion, Audition (Takashi Miike, 1999) provides the second paradigm. Though Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan (aforementioned in endnote 20) is not a horror film, its opening scene depicting the landing on the Normandy beach constitutes another astounded moment. Knowing how it reconstructs history and linking it to the real horror and deaths of the Second World War soldiers, it is harder to stay distant from what is happening. The videoludic adaptation of this historical episode in the first-person shooter Medal of Honor: Frontline (DreamWorks Interactive, 2002) works differently. It quickly throws a gamer in the action and sets goals, leaving aside the weight of the human tragedy. Accordingly, as hard as I can try, I might have been shocked and disgusted by some images in recent games like Dead Space (Electronic Arts Redwood Shores Studio, 2008, now called Dead Space 1 to distinguish it from the whole franchise) and The Evil Within with their photorealistic graphical style. However, I cannot think of a horror video game I have played that left me utterly standing aghast or frozen in place. The videoludic experience revolves around another core emotion. 

The answer is fear

Asserting that the need to match the backstory and the setting to the gameplay is true for any game, Richard Dansky wonders: “What, then, makes the writing of a horror game special?”


The answer is fear. The writer on a horror game has an added responsibility. In addition to supporting gameplay, creating an engaging story, and writing good dialogue, the horror game writer must help create and sustain a feeling of fear. And that means working with mood and tone in a way that can be different from other games. Military jargon and modern weaponry are generally what’s needed to define a tactical shooter in the minds of the audience; keeping a mood of fear going in a game can be sometimes a little trickier. (2009: 115)

If bigger guns and more powerful means of extermination can easily make a better shooter (let’s think about the Lancer Assault Rifle with the chainsaw bayonet of Gears of War [Epic Games, 2006]), bigger monsters don’t necessarily render a game scarier. The exploration of the Cellar Archives in Amnesia: The Dark Descent perfectly exemplifies this intricacy. The dark area is filled with water. We only see the splashes of movements in the water, and that is enough to make us desperately run away, avoid the water, and jump around on boxes to stay safe. The monster might be invisible, but its sole menace remains frightening. The importance to give to fear is central and not just screenwriting advice. 

Following Wayne A. Davis’ reflections in “The varieties of fear”: “‘Fear’ denotes several different, though related, psychological states. We can be afraid of something [reactive fear], afraid to do something, afraid that something will happen [propositional fear], or simply afraid [experiential fear]” (1987: 288). Fear is indeed as much a basic emotion as the bas
is of others or of definitional comparisons. Fear is lurking in the background of many kinds of emotions as the quote of Ledoux placed as the chapter’s epigraph underlines. In fact, it can even be true for the one we have just scrutinized. For Aaron Ben-Ze’ev, “Horror is a kind of intense fear which denies flight or any other viable manner of coping with the situation” ([2000] 2001: 483). Solomon formulates this relation differently when he indicates: “Of course, one can be frozen (or ‘paralyzed’) by fear, but that is when fear becomes horror. Horror involves a helplessness which fear evades” (2003: 241). He also notes that distinction between horror and fear applies as well to horror and terror: “Terror is an extreme form of fear (and I would argue that it, like horror, necessarily excludes pleasure26
). Terror, too, requires a real danger, or at least the belief that a danger is real” (p. 242). Davis comes to an agreement with this account: “Terror involves the intense fear that one may be killed or seriously injured at any time, accompanied by a sense of helplessness. Dread is caused by a wider category of often long lasting fears, such as the fear that one will fail an exam” (1987: 287). He also says “fright results from the sudden fear that one is about to be injured or even killed” (p. 287). Contrasted with the astonishment of the attested state of affairs of horror, “Fear does not anaesthetize consciousness but actually sharpens it. It makes us aware that reality contains many more layers than common sense would have us recognize, and that some of these layers are enticing, though also menacing, precisely because we do not understand them” (Cavallaro, 2002: 6–7).

Insofar as it’s the oldest and strongest emotion of mankind (dixit Lovecraft quoted in the introduction), and as it brings to light the key features of prototypical emotions, fear might be one of the most studied emotions. To draw on a previous overview (Perron, 2005a), emotions are intentional and object oriented. They are as much processes as states because emotional reactions develop over time and usually consist of sequences. Emotions are functional in the way they regulate the interaction between the individual and the environment, whether it is real or virtual. They arise in response to the meaning structures of a given situation and to positive or negative significant changes. Events happening at a particular time and place are appraised in relation to, first, a person’s well-being or to those related to him or her and, secondly, to what might be or can be done to keep or modify the course of action. According to Nico H. Frijda, emotions are thus action tendencies. They can be defined as “modes of relational action readiness, either in the form of tendencies to establish, maintain, or disrupt a relationship with the environment or in the form of mode of relational readiness as such” (1986: 71), or “be conceived of as plans or programs to achieve such ends, which are put in a state of readiness” (p. 75). What’s more, emotions result from events that are important to the individual’s goals, motives, and concerns. People possess a more or less enduring disposition to prefer particular states of the world. Fear, then, is always directed toward something, generally to the monster or to some kind of threat in the horror genre. Individuals appraise scary situations when negative changes in the environment put safety (their own, or that of others) at risk. The primary action tendency is therefore to disrupt the relationship with the environment and to put an end to the unpleasant sequence of physiological reactions. Along with involuntary physical arousal such as rapid heartbeat, sweat, and muscle tension, fear largely manifests in the impulse to move, to run away. 

In the organization of emotion types proposed by Ortony, Clore, and Collins in The Cognitive Structure of Emotions—known as the OCC model and based in the relation between events, agents, and objects in the environment of the person or agent feeling an emotion—fear is categorized as a prospect emotion. 


We often experience emotions in response to expected or suspected events (e.g., fear), and in response to the confirmation or disconfirmation of such events (e.g., relief). Emotions resulting from the consideration of such prospects and their confirmation or disconfirmation comprise the group that we call the “Prospect-based” emotions. In many cases the prospect of an event involves a conscious expectation that it will occur in the future, although . . . the fact that it appears to be possible for there to be experiences of what might be called “retrospective”27
 fear and relief suggests that this need not always be so. ([1988] 1994: 109)

This attitudinal and cognitive component of fear,28
 or of proposi­tional fear in Davis’ terms, is really significant because it explains in great part why horror has been the genre most often compared to a game. One of the main arguments of my essay “Coming to Play at Frightening Yourself: Welcome to the World of Horror Video Games” (Perron, 2005b) aimed to show that the genre was from the outset playful and interactive and that there was then only a small step to make video games. I’ll refresh this reasoning through a writer and game designer perspective and a different comparative example. Wishing to get away from the common videoludic dicho­tomy opposing the noninteractive aspect of telling stories and the gameplay, Chuck Jordan recalls in “The Brain That Couldn’t Die: Active Storytelling in Video Games” (2010) that the “idea of story as conversation, with the audience activ
ely engaged with the storyteller as the story’s being told, isn’t a particularly new one.” In fact, horror and suspense movies depend on this type of interaction between passivity and activity, and “a lot of really bad movies get it right without even thinking about it.” Like games, horror films are challenging (try to scare me!), more about the overall experience, and “use certain tropes so often than [sic] they’ve surpassed cliché and become rules.” They above all emphasize that the “tension in horror and suspense films comes from the interplay between the creator’s version of the story and the audience’s version.” The viewer or the player is always going to make a story out of the few ingredients they are given and is not waiting for the next moment to build hers/his.

A scene from The Exorcist III (William Peter Blatty, 1990) serves to illustrate this interplay. During a silent night about three quarters of the way through the film, in a hospital where peculiar incidents concerning a serial killer are happening, a nurse (with a red sweat shirt in stark contrast with the whitish setting) is left alone at her station when two policemen depart from the area (Figure 2A). The camera is at the end of a corridor and filming in a long shot. The station is at the far right end and there are three doors on the left, the first one being in the foreground. The nurse suddenly hears a strange cracking noise. After the second occurrence, and with no guard around, she decides to investigate. She slowly walks in the direction of the first door (Figure 2B). A new noise makes her startle at the instant she is about to push the door. A new low-angle medium shot shows her entering the room and looking around from the right side of the frame (Figure 2C). A close-up reveals the source of the noise: ice cubes fissuring and melting in a glass of water (Figure 2D). In the following of the low-angle medium shot, the relieved nurse is leaning toward the glass at the precise moment the room’s yelling patient springs from his bed at the bottom of the frame (Figure 2E). The nurse screams and quickly moves backward—a nice Medusa effect. Upset by the incident, she returns to her station as the camera takes back its position at the end of the corridor (Figure 2F). After a very short interval, the nurse hears another strange noise, now in the room near her station where a murder has been committed earlier (Figure 2G). Once again, after a little hesitation, she is going to enter into the room just as a policeman returning to his position leaves her alone (Figure 2H). The action not being filmed from a closer position, there is no cut this time. The nurse comes out of the room and locks the door (Figure 2I). When she starts to move away, the camera quickly zooms in at a bursting sound to reveal the sudden entrance of a white figure aiming a big pair of scissors at the nurse’s neck (Figure 2J). The last shot is a close-up of a nearby statue without its head. 
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 FIGURE 2 The murder of the nurse in The Exorcist III (William Peter Blatty, 1990).

For Jordan, 


scenes like these [‘don’t go into that room’] are so fundamental to horror and suspense films because they establish a rhythm of alternating control over the story: exposition, set-up, tension, pay-off. The filmmaker’s voice is mostly active during sequences of exposition, the audience’s voice in sequences of tension. The filmmaker stops delivering his version of events and invites the audience to formulate their own version of what’s going to happen next. 

Viewers are never “truly passive” since they are “constantly processing, re-interpreting, accepting, rejecting, and predicting.” That’s the most important lesson of horror films. The horror genre indeed revolves around the prospect of a threatening event that might, or not, lead to deadly consequences. In the scene, the cracking noises change the way the situation is appraised by the nurse. Upon the hearing of the first one, a viewer becomes consciously aware that something dreadful might take place. They are making scenarios in their head, thinking about the killer and imagining ways the woman could be murdered (a priest has been decapitated offscreen in a church earlier in the film). They enter in a fearful heuristic circle of gathering information and processing it, of questions and answers, and of anticipation and confirmation.29
 The “searchlight”—to bring to mind Carroll’s analogy—is wide open. As John Carpenter declared in relation to Halloween (1978): 


The people going to see the movie know in advance that something will happen. The question is not to know if something will happen, but when this will happen. The whole game is to make the viewer believe it will happen now and not make it happen; thus, one increases the anxiety, puts the viewer in a standby state and do surprise him or her when they least expect it. (in Siety, 2006: 9, freely translated)

Blatty plays with viewer’s expectations, cheating on the loudness of the noise made by the ice in a glass behind a closed door at many meters from the nurse (how could she be hearing this? Wouldn’t this wake the patient up?). He catches them off guard after the revelation of the origin of that sound. When a viewer thinks that it was only the ice, Blatty takes this opportunity to create a good fright. Then, he is pushing them to think that nothing more will occur since the action of the second investigation is presented in a long shot. The nurse safely coming out of the third room, the viewer is reassured and relieved, only to witness the shocking appearance of the white figure. The scene does take advantage of the “rhythm of alternating control over the story,” a rhythm in line with the dynamic between being in control and out of control identified by Krzywinska (see Chapter 2). The cognitive interactivity isn’t superfluous; it’s as imperative as the explicit one is in video games.30
 Like Steve Papoutsis, VP and general manager of Visceral Games, says about the videoludic domain in “Revival Horror: New Ideas in Fear-Making”: “Pacing is critical in a horror game. You need to allow room for the player to feel safe or experience relief in order to deliver the next startle or scare” (Thomsen, 2010).

Having observed it every time I have screened the scene of The Exorcist III during a class or a talk, there is little doubt that the responses of the audience—at least for the ones concentrated on the video screen and not on their computer or phone screen—run parallel to or are cued by those of the nurse. Concerned for her safety, the spectators go quiet really quickly as the woman walks toward the door in the foreground. Many of them scream and are startled alike the character by the abrupt rise of the patient. The tension decreases as the nurse calms down. Some viewers react once again with a yelp at the end. The emotions experienced might be called fiction fear and fiction fright. They are not fictional in the sense that they would be invented or imaginary; on the contrary, they are genuine.31
 The term rather refers to the concept of fiction emotions (or F emotions) introduced by Ed S. Tan to talk about the “emotions rooted in the fictional world with the concerns addressed by that world” (1996: 65). These emotions are empathetic in that “the action in the traditional feature film narration is realized by protagonists who display human traits and whose goals and fate are of interest to the film viewer” (p. 82). Viewers are scared with the nurse in Blatty’s film. The latter was charming in her previous short encounters, so one can even be saddened by her death. After all, an emotional connection was established through a shared reaction, hence a sense of commonality—both nurse and spectator “become human” together as it were.32
 The depiction of the whole murder could have been disgusting or repulsive and elicit nonempathetic emotions. But these fiction emotions need to be as well defined from another perspective. They are also witness emotions. Viewers can emotionally relate in any way to the characters on-screen under the condition that they know that they are only onlookers; they cannot act upon or be acted upon and have to wait for the uncontrollable outcomes. In other words, “The viewers of films are led to imagine themselves as invisible witnesses that are physically present in the fictional world” (Tan and Frijda, 1999: 52). While horror is, whether in reality or in fiction, a spectator’s emotion for the reason that it is intrinsically based on a helplessness that doesn’t engage an action, fiction fear is a witness emotion because of the notion of invisible presence. According to Tan,


The experiencing of emotion from a safe distance is one of the prime pragmatic characteristics of film viewing. A terrifying situation is entertaining precisely because you can do no more than watch; if you were in a position to intervene in order to protect yourself and others, then you would feel responsible and would no longer be able to enjoy the fictional events on the screen. But there is a more important, if less obvious, point to be made here: not only are viewers not capable of taking action, they are not called upon to do so. (1996: 76) 

To refer to another well-known expression in film studies, the horror genre produces what Isabel C. Pinedo has named a “bounded experience of fear” (1996: 25). And these boundaries have been pushed with the video games. 

Fear-motivated actions

Wishing to examine fright experiences caused by video games, Teresa Lynch and Nicole Martins have conducted a survey of undergraduate students who had played horror video games like Amnesia: The Dark Descent, Slender: The Eight Pages (Mark J. Hadley, 2012), as well as the games in the Resident Evil, Silent Hill, and Dead Space series. While the darkness, disfigured humans, zombies, and the unknown were first on the list of the forced-choice stimuli, the open-ended responses emphasize a chief precipitator: “Interactivity emerged as the most spontaneously reported cause of fear” (2015: 312). If this is certainly a self-evident truth, it does not follow that its whys and wherefores lose their interest and value. They rather signal the full extent of the videoludic domain.

From the start, Capcom’s famous message to the returning players of Resident Evil 1 might have been an informed choice. As a matter of fact, a gamer does enter the world of survival horror and scary video games, a nightmarish world where he or she is not secure. In connection with Tan’s observation above, the relative safety of the film viewer rests on an ontological distance according to Julian Hanich’s phenomenological approach. As he states in Cinematic Emotion in Horror Films and Thrillers: The Aesthetic Paradox of Pleasurable Fear, “The movie theater’s Here and the filmic world’s There are of different existential orders: they are, literally, worlds apart” (2010: 87). The viewer is absent from the filmic world. Hanich quotes Stanley Cavell for whom “a screen is a barrier. What does the silver screen screen? It screens me from the world it holds—that is, makes me invisible. And it screens that world from me—that is, screens its existence from me. That the projected world does not exist (now) is its only difference from reality”33
 (1979: 24). In the video game, the screen is not a barrier anymore. It doesn’t just screen the world to me: it is my gateway to it. It is hard not to be reminded of Stephen Poole’s formulation: “In the cinema, the world is projected at you, in a videogame, you are projected into the world” (2000: 98). The ontological distance of the video game is reduced, to the point of giving the impression of disappearing (and this is the ultimate goal of Virtual Reality). With the sense of presence or “being there” provided by both first and third-person alignments with one’s player-character, the world of a protagonist and the world of
a gamer converge. Not only as in cinema do “what we see, hear and feel . . . easily bridge the phenomenological distance” (Hanich, 2010: 95), the two worlds are literally connected through a wired or wireless controller and access via an explicit interactivity. Like I’ve said elsewhere (2016), a gamer is the one acting while remaining at the same time conscious of doing it for and with a character. The story-driven game is at the junction of an ergodic player-character’s body and of the exposition of the inner life of this protagonist. 

At the movies, Hanich remarks, action tendencies can turn into action or active decisions: “When we close our eyes. When we put our hands in front of our ears. When we scream in shock. When we reach out for the hand of our partner. When we turn our head away from the screen and look for eye-contact with likeminded viewers” (2010: 71). No matter the situation or the emotion felt, these will always be the actions viewers will be able to take; in an extreme case, they will leave the theater. They are suitable for both art-horror and fiction fear. In a phenomenological sense, closing one’s eyes in front of a scary scene is actually a way to take flight from the feared object.34
 However, looking away as a monster approaches toward the player-character in a horror video game will undoubtedly not allow a gamer to wait out the threat or avoid seeing the character’s demise and just keep going afterwards. If their own life is not in danger,35
 the one of their player-character is. Contrary to a viewer, a person playing is in that sense threatened by the monster or killer “in the same way as their victims are” (Hanich, 2010: 87). By way of illustration, at the beginning of Resident Evil: Code: Veronica X, in a scene tantamount to the one that opens The Exorcist III, Claire Redfield hears a banging noise offscreen when she enters the dormitory of one of the prison’s barracks, shown in a high-angle shot from the ceiling. The cognitive interactivity obviously makes a gamer imagine it’s a trapped zombie. Even if they are afraid to investigate, they also think about the possible reward and relief associated with the annihilation of that menace. After taking and reading a blue Prisoner’s Diary on a bed, Claire gets to the other side of the room and, from new camera angles, discovers a creature beating on the panes from outside. There are Handgun Bullets on a shelf near the window. When she picks them up—an action fulfilling the same function as the one of the nurse leaning toward the glass in Blatty’s movie—a triggered event makes the living dead break through the window and assault her (Figure 3). 
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FIGURE 3 From top to bottom starting on the left: The attack of a zombie in Resident Evil: Code: Veronica X (Capcom, 2001).

Two more zombies, one crawling from the aisle and another one appearing behind her, join the attack and compel Clair to defend herself. When the foes are down, she can collect the M-100P semi-automatic pistols the zombie dropped when he got inside (third image in Figure 3 with the black bars on the top and bottom to signify it’s a cut-scene), as well as more handgun bullets in the shower. The physical “presence” of the player-character Claire in the game-world has changed the parameters of the experience. Consequently, Tan’s last point in his aforementioned assertion needs to be formulated affirmatively: not only is a gamer capable of taking action, they are called upon to do so. In video games—and I’m also articulating the ramifications underlined by Hanich about films to state opposite conclusions—they don’t have excuse “from action . . . in the sense of practical intervention” and their passivity is not “one of the reasons for the frightening power of the moving images” (2010: 88).36
 When it is not pre-scripted and inescapable, it is possible to prevent the monster from killing the protagonist, a sidekick, or another person. Saving the eight characters is, for instance, the definitive goal of a “choose your own adventure” like Until Dawn. Ultimately, and despite the many “game over,” a gamer has to achieve the mission or destiny of their player-character, as in Resident Evil: Code: Veronica X with the reunion of Claire with Chris, the brother she was searching for. It is possible to do this because a gamer has a repertoire of actions via the game controls: from staying still to running, from crouching to jumping, from throwing punches to using various weapons, from looking at maps to accessing inventories, etc. Although the felt fear is based on the proposed fiction and a person playing remains a spectator of the action on the screen, it is not a witness emotion. It’s what I have termed a gameplay emotion or G emotion (Perron, 2005b; 2012a): an emotion arising from a gamer’s concerns and actions in the game—mostly in the game-world in the case of narrative games—and the consequent reactions of the game(-world). To stu
dy the videoludic emotional realm, it is necessary to recognize and examine how the interaction between game features such as controls, rules, mechanics, dynamics, systems, and structures are as much designed to stir up a gamer’s actions as to shape their experience. As for fear, the gameplay emotion is not unlike real fear. 

Torben Grodal has acutely explained in “Video Games and the Pleasures of Control” that as opposed to film, video games simulate emotions in a form that is closer to typical real-life experiences since “emotions are motivators for actions and are labeled according to the player’s active coping potentials” (2000: 201). It’s the perception and appraisal of the threat as well as the ways a gamer can respond that determine the intensity of our gameplay fear. Knowing that Claire’s health has been weakened by the confrontations preceding her entrance in the dormitory and that she is low in handgun ammunition, a gamer certainly isn’t moving forward with the same courage. Scary video games are constantly modulating the fear motivators. They take advantage of the fear system of both animals and humans. For Ledoux, “It is a system that detects danger and produces responses that maximize the probability of surviving a dangerous situation in the most beneficial way. It is, in other words, a system of defensive behavior” (1996: 128).37
 Regarding this behavior, video games draw upon the psychology of fear:


Limiting ourselves to the most general statement possible, we may say that a frightened animal is most likely to try one of the three F’s—freezing (keeping absolutely still and silent), flight, or fight—when he is faced with a punishment or the threat of a punishment; or he may learn something quite new which will terminate the danger to keep him out of the dangerous situation in the future. That most interesting of the animals, Man, behaves in much the same way. (Gray, 1971: 10)

And contextual factors need to be considered: “Fear would involve the complex disposition to freeze when the predator is far away, to flee when the predator comes closer, to fight back when the predator is even closer, etc” (Tappolet, [2010] 2012: 333). A gamer is indeed likely to try the three Fs in video games. The most important thing is that, depending on the design, they will have the choice.

Making choices is a constant demand. What’s more, the gameplay experience of the survival horror and scary games revolves around a main event schema: “Facing up to the monster.”38
 Games like Alien Isolation and SOMA (Frictional Game, 2015) advocate staying still when the Alien or the mutated Terry Akers, blind but very sensitive to sound, are around. Once combat is not part of the repertoire of common actions through game controls, the only option is to run and hide from the menace as in the latter games, Clock Tower (Human Entertainment, 1995, now called Clock Tower 1 to distinguish it from the whole series), Haunting Ground (Capcom, 2005), and Outlast. Again, compared to the viewers who “do not have to take action in terms of geographical flight from the diegetic threat” (Hanich, 2010: 87), a gamer does. It is always useful, and even vital, to know the ways and the places to run hiding. This is why it is as important, if not necessary, to look at the available map to know where they are and where they are going next; besides, one of the first goals in a new location is often to find a map. Video games can therefore put a gamer in a state not possible in cinema, that is, not only surprised but also panicked. For Prinz, “Fear and surprise have an obvious connection. Things that surprise us are often dangerous, and things that are dangerous are often surprising. The link between panic and surprise may be especially close. . . . Panic is a response to an immediate physical threat. It is associated with a fight-or-flight response (fight is likely when flight is impossible)” (2004: 153).39
 It also troubles the mind, making it difficult to think clearly or to act calmly. For example, when night falls in the open city of the first-person free-running zombie game Dying Light (Techland, 2015), a gamer is, in addition to the usual infected roaming the streets, chased around by Volatiles, a kind of lethal monster that can sprint, get around obstacles, climb, and pounce on his prey. With only the light beam of the flashlight to illuminate the way in the dark, and the minimap at the upper right corner of the screen indicating the assailants on their trail, the first race back to the safe tower occurs in a state of frantic agitation, by means of a lot of random turns, jumping and climbing obstacles getting in the way. 

However, in panic or not, this reaction follows and allows the prototypical action tendency of fear, that is, the impulse to move away. It’s triggered in the territory of the videoludic horror genre because it revolves around a specific situation or abovementioned gameplay schema. According to Gordon: “In human beings the flight-arousal syndrome [involving physiological (especially autonomic) arousal, the riveting of attention, readiness for flight, and a disposition to flee] is a frequent accompaniment, and perhaps a product, of a particular category of fears: fears of violent death or injury to oneself” (1980: 566). If the player-character could not be wounded and/or killed, and if a gamer did at all times have the possibility to avoid damaging combat and/or couldn’t end in situations where to defend themselves in order to survive was inescapable, t
he gameplay fear would not be so intense. Moreover, in general, “Fear-motivated action might accordingly be characterized as vulnerability-avoidance. Action is taken such that, even if one’s fear ‘comes true,’ or (in more general terms) if what one fears to be so is so, one will have salvaged what is important at stake” (Gordon, 1980: 568). The action can also be undertaken to prevent the fearful event from occurring.40
 With the conscious expectation of meeting monsters in the game-world, and whereas the prospect of such an event is more highly probable, a gamer can (try to) be ready for the confrontation. Since a great portion of video games are based on combat mechanics that create the need to kill the enemy to live, scary video games also give means of defense to the player-character. But like we have underlined regarding the survival horror genre, these means are not overpowering, so as to intensify the sensation of vulnerability and isolation. Because once a person playing is in full control of a situation, they are not afraid anymore.

The video game is a “thought-and action-triggering engine” (Perron, 2006: 69). In that sense, more than leaving a gamer standing aghast in horror, scary video games want to make them react and interact. The action readiness of fear and of its various intensities is unquestionably suitable to motivate concrete actions mapped into game controls. Being responsible for the survival of the player-character, a gamer is therefore not only concerned for the protagonist’s well-being, but for their own safety as well. This is certainly true for all avatar-based video games. However, following Aki Järvinen in “Understanding Video Games as Emotional Experiences,” both Super Monkey Ball (Amusement Vision, 2001) and Silent Hill 1 can elicit emotions of suspense, “yet the way in which the compounds of suspense, such as fear, are embodied in the game design and manifest in the player experience, are distinctly different” (2009: 92). It’s all the elements creating this frightening experience of scary video games that need to be analyzed.

Notes

1 Therrien has rightfully pointed out, “Evoking a psychological response from the reader is certainly not as problematic today as it would have been when Todorov wrote his seminal essay” (2009: 29).

2 Instead of Todorov’s book, Dufour bases his criticism on Gérard Lenne’s Le cinéma “fantastique” et ses mythologies (1895–1970) (1985).

3 For Dufour, the essence of the horror film is to be found in the full power of the image and, among others, in the main figures of transgression and alterity.

4 I’ll refer to the analogy of play and film viewing later, but the thoughts of Emmanuel Siety about the filmic fear are worth quoting now: “Going to the film theater to see a ‘scary movie,’ it is to play a game at a distance with the director. An ambiguous game one wants at the same time to resist and get caught by it. A game always a little bit dangerous because we are never sure that the film will not cross the lines of what we can endure. Without doubt, this is the first thing we are afraid of: to let ourselves be surprised by the image we did not want to see, the shocking image and the one that is really doing us violence. And that is why we are always more or less ready to cover our eyes if necessary” (2006: 9–10, freely translated).

5 Hence, this explains the need for movie and video game rating systems.

6 The History of the Let’s Play Archive dates the start of this practice in 2007. See http://lparchive.org/history.

7 https://www.youtube.com/user/PewDiePie.

8 https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC7_YxT-KID8kRbqZo7MyscQ.

9 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DoYc2mZ0Csk.

10 https://www.youtube.com/user/OfflimitsPC.

11 It is the term they use to present those sequences.

12 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Vcgdl4xQ18.

13 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7EWe69vP1pA.

14 http://www.gamespot.com/videos/here-they-lie-scares-the-crap-out-of-us/2300-6435141/.

15 See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eTlWBtz62Z0 or http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L1RKuM57nPA. Some parts have only the audio’s reactions. Less popular, there are also compilations of viewers’ reaction to films or TV series.

16 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ncJswGNsVs4.

17 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C-Y1ZP3kPX0&index=3&list=PLg5k9t7fx-vX3xyXp-xR2dkMpnTKabSGa.

18 On April 20, 2017, “How Scary is Outlast?” by IGN had 6,293,294 views (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1Vcgdl4xQ18,) and PewDiePie playing the same game had 17,248,210 views. (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CrGa54rpvF4&list=PLYH8WvNV1YElgJa3uulGCNSMoGtp-_i0G).

19 Moine reaffirms this noteworthiness: “The names of genres can be defined by the function that they seek to perform, by their ‘project,’ as it were. Certain genres have an illocutionary function—that is, they express the communicative aim that the films and their creators wish to achieve. Thus, a documentary is often employed to inform viewers of how things are. Other genres have a perlocutionary function—that is, they aim to change the behavior of viewers, to induce a particular response in them. Thus, a comedy solicits laughter, an erotic or pornographic movie solicits sexual excitement, and a horror film the emotion of fear or dread” ([2002] 2008: 15).

20 Sipos complains: “It’s as if these teens live in an alternate universe without Alien, Frankenstein, or The Haunting [Robert Wise, 1963]” (2010: 23). As a meta-slasher, why Scream could not concentrate its views on the slasher? It is not a documentary about the contemporary horror film; it is a fiction. Likewise, Sipos adds a clarification: “Saving Private Ryan [Steven Spielberg, 1998] is also a scary movie, though not a ‘scary movie’ ” (p. 23). Couldn’t we equally say Saving Private Ryan is a horror film, though not a “horror film”? I’ll come back to this example later on. 

21 I have remembered this famous opening while reading Altman who uses it to explain his generic incremental logic ([1999] 2000: 153).

22 I’m extending here comments I have made in Perron, 2005b.

23 Be that as it may, Solomon interestingly questions the use of the word: “What is horror? And what kind of emotion is horror? Again, there is some room for the challenge that horror is not an emotion at all, in the same way, perhaps, that vengeance, for example, is said not to be an emotion. That is, it does not name a discrete emotion but at best an emotion-related phenomenon (horror as the cause of certain emotions, vengeance as a consequence of certain emotions). Perhaps we could finesse the question by calling horror an ‘emotional phenomenon,’ but, as I noted, I think the boundaries of the category of ‘emotion’ are sufficiently indistinct so as to make this not a very significant qualification” (2003: 235).

24 If we consider the way they are experienced, we could still relate horror to art-horror: “Aesthetic emotions might be distinguished from utilitarian, pragmatic everyday emotions by an emphasis on their phenomenological quality. They are more felt than acted on” (Hanich, 2010: 21, emphasis added).

25 From my own reactions or sang-froid, and although I study the genre, there would not be many horror films. But this is not the point.

26 We need to distinguish here terror from what could be called art-terror.

27 Ortony et al. explicate: “Thus, although the experience of fear is usually a reaction to an anticipated future undesirable event, it is possible to retrospectively contemplate events in the sense that one can ‘think back’ about what one’s cognitions were, or might have been, prior to some event, or entertain how things would have been had they turned out differently. In such cases, fear can be experienced after one knows that the event in question has transpired” ([1988] 1994: 109).

28 Considering that I have referred to Ledoux, it is necessary to acknowledge his critical account of this cognitive dimension through his inquiry of the neural basis of emotions. For him, the “emotional” brain prompts physical body states before we are conscious of the emotion we associate with these. He concurs with the previous known study of William James: “The mental aspect of emotion, the feeling, is a slave to the physiology, not vice versa: we do not tremble because we are afraid or cry because we feel sad; we are afraid because we tremble and sad because we cry” (1996: 44). That being said, though I’ll quote Ledoux again, my lacking knowledge in neural science doesn’t allow me to really pursue this scientific avenue. 

29 For more detail about this heuristic circle of film viewing, see Perron, 2002. I have adapted it to video games in Perron (2006). And Arsenault and I have extended it to talk about the “magic cycle” (2009).

30 The distinction is made by Salen and Zimmerman in Rules of Play: “Cognitive interactivity; or interpretive participation. This is the psychological, emotional, intellectual participant between a person and a system. Example: the complex imaginative interaction between a single player and a graphic adventure game” (2003: 57). And “Explicit Interactivity; or participation with designed choices and procedures. This is ‘interaction’ in the obvious sense of the word: overt participation like clicking the nonlinear links of a hypertext novel, following the rules of a board game, rearranging the clothing on a set of paper dolls, using the joystick to maneuver Ms. Pac-man. Included here: choices, random events, dynamic simulations, and other procedures programed into the interactive experience” (p. 60).

31 I do not want to enter the debate surrounding the notion of quasi-fear proposed by Kendall L. Walton (1978). For a critical account, see Carroll, 1990: 71–72 and 228–29, n 22. 

32 I owe this point to Tanya Krzywinska.

33 I’m adding this last sentence to Hanich’s quote.

34 Hanich quotes the phenomenologist Aurel Kolnai: “‘Flight need [sic] not literally mean running away, traveling to a distant place, or going into hiding. It is not the spatial proximity of the feared object but the agent’s being actually or virtually exposed to its impact that matters.’ You don’t have to duck away from gruesome images, it is sufficient to look away. You don’t have to run out of the theater, it’s enough if you cover your ears. These are active decisions” (2010: 95). Otherwise, as we know, the immersion in the game-world is effectively making gamers duck away from things thrown at them. Driving games will also lead gamers to lean to the left or to the right during turns.

35 That’s what makes the fear pleasurable. A gamer is still in control of his gaming experience. As for them, the console or computer can be turned off in extreme frightened states. Like I did in Perron 2012a, I’ll quote Marcia Eaton in her essay “A Strange Kind of Sadness.” She asserts that “control permits us to attend to proprieties which provide us with aesthetic delight . . ., features [of a situation] which we would be unable to attend or to which it would be inappropriate to attend if we (or others) were genuinely endangered” (1982: 61). 

36 As another study makes explicit, video games are not movies: “Cutscenes are generally not sources of fear for most players, but casual players react more strongly to them. Core players seldom find cutscenes scary. Most players find cutscenes to be a respite from the game itself, though a minority of players is capable of being scared by some videos” (Windels, 2011).

37 In Ledoux’s neuro-scientific perspective, “The system is not, strictly speaking, a system that results in the experience of fear” (1996: 128). The reaction to fear can be referred to an emotional unconscious. An animal could be in danger and not “feeling” afraid. In philosophical terms, Robert M. Gordon will say: “I would be reluctant to speak of a mouse or a cat as afraid that it will be killed or as fearing that the dog will attack it. The major problem is not that it lacks the conceptual sophistication pre-supposed by these particular fears. The major source of my reluctance, at least, is a general reluctance to attribute, to creatures radically incapable of linguistic communication, ‘propositional attitudes’ such as beliefs and wishes; and a particular reluctance to say that they believe some things with certainty” (1980: 565).

38 For more details on the notion of schemata, see Perron (2006).

39 I have reversed the order of the sentences. In addition, Prinz says: “Some of the best candidates for innate panic elicitors (sudden loss of support, snakes) are generally surprising, and in ancestral environments, fight and flight may have been the safest response to anything completely novel or unexpected. It is tempting to conclude that surprise and panic begin as one emotion. Surprise may be a mild form of panic (low-arousal panic)” (2004: 153).

40 Davis (1987) is adding this prevention thesis to Gordon’s vulnerability-avoidance one. For another account of the avoidance strategy, see also Perron (2004: 139).


CHAPTER FOUR

Building the pyramid of scary video games: Toward the scare tactics of the videoludic horror genre


What’s the secret to good scares?


Masachika Kawata, producer of

Resident Evil VII: biohazard
: You need to create situations that combine aspects of shock and surprise with the instinctive fear we all feel for the “unknown.” Dark rooms that make you fear the possible enemies lurking within, shock scenes like creatures suddenly bursting through windows . . . Each little moment adds up to a really good, scary experience.

In Matthew Pellett, PlayStation Official Magazine UK 129, 2016, p. 61.

To talk in generic terms about the “horror video game” is to refer to a broad category of works obeying a logic of differentiation. But, as we have seen in Chapter 2, if all survival horror games can be categorized as horror ones, the opposite is not true. This observation can be reiterated in regard to the historical construct of scary games: many games associated with the horror genre might not be scary. Consequently, this chapter will describe how the experience of fear can be delineated and examined. Based on our previous knowledge about genre theory and about emotions, the goal will namely be to put forward a systematic set of elements and notions that will help to chart the large videoludic horror territory, ranging from known characteristics of the gaming apparatus to more precise design choices. I will utilize most of the tools in the following chapters, but some elements describing the technical specifications or some types listed for the sake of completeness will actually be less central to my inquiry. I will take the opportunity of their enumeration and description to further delimit my main body of works. Before starting, it’s essential to underscore that the cartographer’s instrument kit and architect’s workbox put to use here are the results of an extended study I have conducted with the Ludiciné team, now integrated to the Video Games Observation and Documentation University Lab (LUDOV). I’m therefore the one relaying the highlights, but I did not travel such dark land alone.1


The gaming apparatus: Technical and formal aspects

The “platform” and “mode” levels of the King and Krzyswinka’s model of video game analysis introduced in Chapter 1 might be elaborated further and approached differently. Right from the start, the location where the game is played has an influence on the gaming experience. To play in a video arcade or in a public space through a handheld console doesn’t grant the person playing the same ability to manage the setting as they do at home. The dreadful atmosphere at the heart of the horror genre asks for an ideal setting. One will recall the instruction given in the manual of D (WARP, 1995):


How to enjoy this game: To get the 120% enjoyment out of your PlayStation D [original release for the 3DO] . . . Make the room as dark as possible by drawing the curtains and turning off the lights. (Playing on a dark night is the best!!!) Turn up the TV or audio volume. If playing in the middle of the night, be sure to wear headphone so you do not disturb people around.

The directive for Amnesia: The Dark Descent repeats the same demand fifteen years later and clarifies the intention: “Our desire above all else is to give the player an uncomfortable and haunting experience and doing these preparations will drastically increase the intended effect” (manual). Consequently, scary video games are generally designed to be experienced solo and these single-player games are the type of experience I’m analyzing in this book. Yet, a gamer does not always have to face Evil by themselves as some horror games offer multiplayer modes. It can be in a split screen in which two people in the same physical space play on a single screen separated into different portions to represent the action space of each one in the game-world (like in the offline cooperative mode of Resident Evil 5, Capcom, 2009). On a shared screen, gamers are able to simultaneously be both in the physical space and in the action space of a game-world displayed on a single screen as in the cooperative mode of ObsCure (Hydravision Entertainment, 2004), or they can take turns in the game-world as in the alternating mode of arcade games similar to Monster Bash (Sega, 1982) and Ghouls‘n Ghosts (Capcom, 1988). Similar to the open fictional county of Navezgane of 7 Days to Die (The Fun Pimps, 2013) in which people can be cooperative or hostile depending on the used server options or the rules they are setting between themselves, a local or online network can let them interact in the same game-world.

The many hardware systems on which the games are played (the list would be too long to include here) and the physical media on which they are stored2
 remain the necessary equipment of the videoludic activity. This gear allows both a certain image resolution mostly displayed in full screen and a type of audio mixing.3
 With the possibilities to draw on the visual motifs of the genre (low-key lighting, projected shadows, unbalanced frames, gory imagery, etc.), such data outputs do have an impact; hearing the presence of an unseen monster behind you or perceiving that it changes position is scary. But it is understandably the means by which a gamer can act in the game-world that has the most important implication. Various hardware devices make it possible to intervene in the progress of a diegetic event and to in
fluence its outcome. The most common ones are the computer peripherals (keyboard and mouse) and game controllers (directional controls, joysticks, and buttons).4
 The light gun mimicking the look and behavior of a firearm (whether it uses photosensitive sensors or infrared technology) is popular in arcade rail-shooters like Crypt Killer (Konami, 1995) or The House of the Dead, and ported to home consoles. The Wii Zapper, a gun shell peripheral for the Nintendo Wii Remote and Nunchuk, also capitalizes on this trend. The Wii Remote itself, through an accelerometer and optical sensor technology, captures the gestures and movements of a gamer. The PlayStation Move and the Microsoft Kinect rely as well on similar motion-sensing game controls. Virtual reality (VR) technology5
 is aiming to develop this type embodiment even more. On the other hand, a gamer’s actions can be carried out by pressing directly on a touch screen. We are seeing this with Touch the Dead (Dream On Studio, 2007) on the Nintendo DS, and with many point-and-tap games for the Android tablet, Apple iPad, and other devices with touchscreen display. More uncommon is the sound sensor, with a “Voice Action Adventure” like Lifeline (Sony Computer Entertainment, 2004), “the first entirely voice-activated game on the PlayStation 2” (game back cover). During the whole game, the player-character is trapped in a monitor room of a space station hotel and is giving scripted commands through the headset microphone to a waitress called Rio. She is the one exploring and facing the monsters. 

What makes these input devices significant are the ways by which they involve a gamer. While examining the player actions in relation to their effect in/on the video game space, Andreas Gregersen and Torben Grodal underline how diverse types of interfaces affected gameplay. They recognize a fundamental difference: 


We will distinguish between primitive actions meaning actual body movements and on the other hand actions in the wider sense: moving the index finger (to pull a trigger) is a primitive action, whereas discharging a firearm is an action. For the present purposes, a primitive action (P-action) is thus defined as merely a movement of the body. A given P-action may be part of many different actions, and an action may be constituted by different P-actions. (2009: 69–70)

In other words, the P-actions (a gamer’s inputs on the device) need to be mapped onto virtual actions. As Gregersen and Grodal observe, “There is an arbitrary relation between P-action, the mapping, and its effects as relayed by the audiovisual feedback. In Halo 3 [Bungie, 2007], a move of the index finger will blow up a nuclear reactor, and in Wii-Tennis [Nintendo EAD, 2006] a full swing of the arm will merely return a tennis serve” (2009: 70). Furthermore, the emotional experience of gaming might depend more on a physical implication when many P-actions are needed to achieve a move. One thinks about the combos (sets of actions performed in sequence) performed in fighting games, or strategies deployed through numerous actions per minute (APM) in RTS games. The mapping of scary video games relies much more on few P-actions and on the relation to the player-character’s specular body on the screen. For instance, in a melee combat with a Necromorph in Dead Space 1, a gamer only has to press on the R2 trigger (P-action) of the DualShock 3 controller to make Isaac execute a “curb stomp” and squish the monster with his heavy boot (virtual action). According to Gregersen and Grodal, this is typical of the action-adventure games orchestrating “virtual action opportunities that are positively grandiose and spectacular, while actual body movements are limited to button pushes and joystick manipulation, and as such they rely very much on the consequences of actions relayed through audiovisual feedback for their embodied effects” (p. 70). Alongside this notion of consequences, we need to consider the ways by which the mapping of P-actions onto in-game consequences of actions lets a gamer intervene in the game-world. To do so, three main intervention modes, as well as the hybrid cases, must be distinguished.

The first one is the indirect mode: the hardware device is complemented by an on-screen interface (text parser, on-screen pointer, selection menu, etc.) allowing with some incongruence and/or a certain delay to direct or to influence a player-character in the implementation of various actions. It is undeniably the design approach taken by the point-and-click adventures: a gamer moves a pointer over the image and clicks on highlighted areas in order to watch the player-character perform different actions related to the diegetic elements; in Roberta Williams’ Phantasmagoria (Sierra On-Line, 1995—better known as Phantasmagoria) for example, Adrienne stands still while waiting to be told where to go, what to do or look at. What’s more, the results of a click are sometimes quite surprising or shocking; for instance, clicking on a bed makes Adrienne lay down on it only to see hands coming out from under the eiderdown to grab her when she dozes off. 

The second mode is the direct and symbolic one: operations or P-actions performed by a gamer are conventionally, but no less arbitrarily, related to the actions of a player-character in the game-world and to the manipulation as well as its corresponding action that are occurring instantly. This is the most common mode of intervention since William Higinbotham’s Tennis for Two (1958). Various keys or buttons are devoted to one or few context-sensitive actions. For example, in Resident Evil 1, the X button was employed to open doors, handle objects, check items, and fire weapon with R1 hold. However, the Circle and Triangle buttons weren’t used. The directional pad made Jill or Chris move like a tank, while holding the Square button made her or him run (they could not run backward though). With the advent of the dual joystick configuration, or of the keyboard/mouse configuration on PC, a gamer can now move more freely into the 3D space and manipulate the virtual camera (in third-person perspective or point of view) or the point of view of the player-character (in first-person perspective or point of view). 

Lastly, the third intervention mode is the direct and mimetic or isomorphic6
 one: operations or P-actions performed by a person playing mimic in a sufficient margin, the actions performed in the game-world, and the manipulation as well as its corresponding action occur instantly. While the light-gun games do utilize this mode for the upper body (a gamer can’t walk or run on their own in a rail-shooter), the contemporary motion-sensing input devices have made it in vogue (for a while); again, VR evidently aims to push the isomorphism further. By way of illustration, to move forward in Rise of Nightmares (Sega, 2011) played on the Kinect, a gamer has to place either foot in front of them, and the extent to which they place their foot forward determines the speed of their movement. Turning is performed by turning the shoulders left or right and they can turn while moving. They open most doors by pushing them with their hand or kicking them. It is possible to punch, stab, hack, and attack with a melee weapon by mimicking the gestures. In Escape from Bug Island (Spike, 2006) and Obscure: The Aftermath (Hydravision, 2008) for the Nintendo Wii, a person playing simply moves the Wii Remote with a curving motion in order to swing the melee weapon. Lifeline exemplifies a good case of hybrid intervention: the use of voice to give orders is mimetic, while the actions made by Rio are indirect.

Because the frightening power of the videoludic experience is based on a gamer’s actions and own coping potentials, the two direct modes of intervention are more apposite. Even with a “dynamic between being in control and out of control,” a gamer must be able to rely on the skills they will have often developed by necessity to stay alive and to choose between some defensive and offensive tactics rendered effective through the game mechanics. To recall the geographical flight from a diegetic threat, when the movements in the game-world are not well detected or measured by the hardware and don’t respond to the input, the effect of such a fundamental scary moment is lost. As clumsy as they were, the controls of the survival horror games were responsive. But IGN’s Jack DeVries condemns the mimetic intervention mode of Rise of Nightmares for this reason: “The option of an auto walk feature, while nice, is basically a neon sign on screen at all times that says ‘Our game doesn’t work!’” (2011). Although the back cover of Until Dawn’s box announces that “you’ll have to make split-second decisions that will mean life, or death, for each member of the group,” the indirect intervention mode during the chases, that is the use of quick time events (QTEs), also greatly reduces the emotional impact of the situation. The audiovisual sequences might be more freely or cinematically represented, but to only have to press the right button upon the on-screen prompt doesn’t put a gamer in the shoes of the pursued character(s). This is especially true insofar as the former had the control of the latter during the sequences of exploration, sequences not free of jump scares. P-actions on the thumbsticks ought to be mapped in real time with the movements of the player-character and/or the camera for a gamer to have the impression of being-in-the-game-world; movement plays an important role in self-awareness and the sense of agency.7
 The consequences of actions are otherwise difficult to assess when they are not related to what the person playing does. While missing one shooting event results in Chris’ decapitation by a Wendigo in Until Dawn’s chapter 8, choosing to open a banging trapdoor will lead Ashley to the same fate in the next chapter of the game. As was the case with interactive movies during which a player—the term I have used to refer to the attitude of an improviser taking decisions quite freely (Perron, 2003)—could choose between few options of a branching storyline, such a disparity leaves a gamer of Until Dawn more detached in relation to their actions, which are often not based on skills, but rather only on the improvisation of the moment. The replay value is thus rooted in the desire to see the result of the other option(s). 

The context of the reception, the physical and technical characteristics, as well as the interface and intervention modes of the gaming apparatus need to be coupled with known formal characteristics of the spatio-temporal representations of the game-world. Two-dimensional (2D) games can only be traveled on the x-axis, running horizontally, and the y-axis, running vertically. Alone in the Dark 1 and Resident Evil 1 were pre-rendered in 3D since the 3D characters moved across pre-rendered 2D backgrounds. A gamer could not yet explore an entire universe generated in real time from three-dimensional modeling (real-time 3D). In relation to the diegetic space, a person playing can look at the action from various perspectives or views. The game-world can be shown from an axonometric or oblique perspective (with geometric techniques that standardize the representation of three dimensions on a two-dimensional support, without a vanishing point as in Nosferatu the Vampyre [Design Design, 1986]), an isometric or aerial one similar to the top-down of the humorous run and gun Zombies Ate My Neighbors (LucasArts, 1993) or from a lateral or side view (retro games in 2D like Benjamin Rivers’ Home [2012] and Jasper Byrne’s Lone Survivor [2012] have limited the movements to left and right). The survival horror genre is famous for its use of a fixed view through predetermined camera angles showing the space in which the player-character moves. And the conventional view of today’s action and adventure games is mobile with a camera presenting the action through various movements, with or without cuts. In relation to the player-character, a gamer can see and hear the action from various points of view (or what are commonly referred to as perspectives;8
 Chapter 7 will be dedicated to the ins and outs of these visual characteristics and Chapter 8 will deal with sound). The game-world can be presented as if it is seen through the eyes of the player-character (first-person), or through the lens of a virtual camera that shows the player-character in the scene (third-person). At the moment a gamer can voluntarily trigger in more recent games a shift between first- and third-person perspectives like they do using the camera obscura in Fatal Frame 1 or, if they toggle between the points of view (e.g., The Suffering [Surreal Software, 2004]), the point of view becomes freely variable. More rarely, the latter can be variable but imposed (for instance, the point of view changes from first- to third-person outside the control of a gamer as in the Nintendo DS Buffy the Vampire Slayer: Sacrifice [Beast Studios, 2009]).9


Finally, how the time of the gameplay is structured in terms of diegetic time has an important impact on the experience. Gameplay time can be related to the diegetic action in real time if the in-game time is similar to a gamer’s time. For example, the aforementioned D has a time limit of two hours (Laura enters the hospital at three o’clock and needs to get out by five) and no pause feature in order to respect this rule. Similarly, the action does not stop while a gamer opens the inventory to manipulate elements during an encounter with a monster, emulating real time as in the item menus of Silent Hill 4: The Room (Konami, 2004), Alone in the Dark (Eden Games and Hydravision Entertainment, 2008; now called Alone in the Dark 5 to distinguish it from the whole franchise), and Resident Evil 5. The minute the time does stop, and it is usually what’s happening in the aforementioned situation to ease item management in addition to reduce the tension and difficulty of the battle, we’ll call it a statis. Time can also be stretched or compressed, as is the case with the Dead Eye mechanic of Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare, which slows down time during shooting, or the Blood Rage mode of BloodRayne (Terminal Reality, 2002) during which the agent moves a little faster.10


The videoludic treatment of horror

Getting into play calls for a definition of the specific manner by which a game’s parameters modulate a gamer’s videoludic activity. Although these parameters are not exclusive to horror video games, they still affect the ways a person playing will appraise the situation they will find themselves in and how they’ll be able to cope with it. 

That the horror genre stresses the vulnerability of a player-character doesn’t exempt it from proposing to a gamer to “participate in a self-controlled arousing experience”; it is the reason why Grodal has relevantly called video games “mood managers” (2000: 209). If we adapt the famous flow framework developed by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1975) to explain the enjoyment of a variety of situations, a framework that has been often called upon to study games, we’ll say that the optimal ludic experience of a scary video game is reached when a gamer’s survival skills are dynamically balanced with the deadly threat they face. If the player-character is never put in a situation where a gamer feels that they are in danger, the adventure is not scary. Or if the player-character is constantly killed by the foe, the experience is more frustrating than creepy. The levels of difficulty proposed at the beginning of a game are meant to adapt the challenge to the abilities of a gamer: (1) easy/low/beginner/amateur/training, (2) normal/moderate/standard; (3) advanced/high/hard/survivalist/veteran; or (4) insane/extreme/impossible/professional. The choice has an impact on several elements: that is, the shortage of ammunition or of resources like flashlight batteries, the scarcity of health packs, med kits or healing items, the resistance of the player-character, the strength and speed of the monsters, the number of these enemies, or even the complexity of the puzzles (e.g., Silent Hill 2 with its clues more or less vague). To really put a person playing in a pleasurable state of flow, recent games have used dynamic systems adapting the difficulty in accordance with a gamer performance. The first-person shooter Left 4 Dead is, for instance, acclaimed for having an AI director that varies, among other things, the infected population in the environments, the waves of attacks, the distribution of additional health, ammo or weapons, and the visual and audio cues and effects with the purpose of adjusting the game pacing to fit a survivor team’s “emotional intensity” (see Booth, 2009). On a scale going from zero to 10, Resident Evil 5 makes the difficulty fluctuate between a few grades depending of the starting level: the normal level is set at three to begin with, but will oscillate between two and seven depending on a gamer’s performance; however, there is no room for mistakes in the hardest “professional” level, which keeps gamers at the tenth grade (Price and Nicholson, 2009: 164). That being said, we shall specify that these remarks about the variability of the difficulty are confined to the systemic or ergodic aspect.

Indeed, whatever the endangerment, some people are simply too afraid to play a frightening game for the reason that they do not enjoy this sort of experience. In this sense, the horror genre is unique. Thomas Grip, the game designer of Amnesia: The Dark Descent, explains this singularity by saying, “It is the only genre where it is okay to sacrifice gameplay in order to create emotions and build atmosphere” (Thomsen, 2010).11
 Also, when asked about what he thought were “the most important ingredients for a successful horror game,” senior producer of Alone in the Dark: the New Nightmare Stéphane Bonazza answered: “Atmosphere—it can make even the most normal situations extremely scary” (Pullin, 2000: 41). From Alone in the Dark 1 to Resident Evil 4, Fatal Frame 1 to Rule of Rose (Punchline, 2006), or SOMA to Layers of Fear (Bloober Team, 2016), many scary games have a fixed difficulty level.12
 A gamer is thus living the nightmare as the designers have created it for everyone.13


Regardless of difficulty levels, the enemy needs to engender a palpable tension. Since the stalking behavior of the videoludic avatar of Michael is constant throughout Halloween (Wizard Video, 1983), the peril caused by this early Boogeyman of the Atari 2600 remains unchan
ged. But the hostility of gamic monsters typically follows a certain antagonization curve. As opposed to a sole killer, a gamer might be facing increasingly numerous groups of opponents similar to the swarming herds of zombies in the top-down shoot’em up Dead Nation (Housemarque, 2010) or in Left 4 Dead. In general, the fiends are introduced following two logics. On the one hand, they appear by tier—in order of their increasingly lethal status with the aim to equal the implicit or explicit improvement of a gamer. A person playing rarely deals with strong monsters right from the start. They are given the time to develop their skills or arsenal. In Cold Fear (Darkworks, 2005), the US Coast Guard Tom Hansen will have confronted many mercenaries and ExoMutants on the Russian whaling ship before he has to face the ExoShades, creatures very difficult to spot and to defeat. He will not, however, do so without having previously found an AK-47, a speargun, a shotgun, and, just before, a grenade launcher; this acquired weaponry implies (without overstating) that the player-character is now up for the battle. On the other hand, the monsters a gamer is accustomed to meet can gain more strength and/or offensive potential to follow their implicit or explicit improvement. This type of foe is set forth in games with leveling up mechanics.

The monsters of horror video games have, furthermore, two states of being. They may well be mortal or immortal. As a final point, since we’ll come back to them in Chapter 10, these monsters have to be viewed within a long fictional tradition of fantastic creatures. They are part of a common bestiary, with each type having their own specific features: zombies, vampires, ghosts, aliens, human or animal mutants, etc. They also populate classic horrific locations: haunted house, cemetery, hospital, asylum, laboratory, familiar places rendered abnormal, sewers, lost village or city, etc.—this will be the subject of Chapter 9. 

Incidentally, the origin of the fictional framework as a whole can be exogenous if it is adapted from another media form. For instance, The Thing (Computer Artworks, 2002)—set after the events of the John Carpenter movie of the same name (1982)—is based on the novella “Who Goes There?” written by John W. Campbell Jr. (1938). In “L’adaptation de films d’horreur en jeu vidéo: émergence d’une horreur vidéoludique et redéfinition d’une horreur cinématographique,” Alexis Blanchet (2010) has listed, after the initial Shark Jaws (Atari, 1975), an unlicensed tie-in to the movie Jaws (Steven Spielberg, 1975), fifty-one horror movies adapted in games between 1982 and 2007. Otherwise, the fictional framework of Alone in the Dark, Resident Evil, Silent Hill and of the most famous videoludic works is original (or endogenous) to the video game.

To face the threat in the fictional nightmarish world they are projected into, a gamer will embody one or many protagonists—I will pay particular attention to player-characters in Chapter 10. But we’ll differentiate for now that a person playing might embody a female, a male or, rather infrequently, an unknown figure if the character is not human (as is the case of Alien Vs. Predator [Jorudan, 1993]). The player-character can be predetermined when they are imposed at the beginning of the adventure (as the Coast Guard of Cold Fear) or selected as a gamer has to choose a character that will go along with them for the rest of the game (e.g., Claire Redfield or Leon S. Kennedy in Resident Evil 2). A tactical Gothic horror role-playing game like Koudelka (Sacnoth, 1999) allows gamers to indirectly control simultaneous and multiple characters during battles. Then, the player-character may be personalized when a gamer is able to create their character as defined by the game options (e.g., the Gothic horror role-playing game Ravenloft: Strahd’s Possession [DreamForge Intertainment 1994]). 

Tailored or imposed, player-characters are identified by their potential for action. They can be categorized as inferior if the potential appears to be lower than usual, ordinary if they have undistinguished abilities, superior if they have higher than normal abilities, and supernatural if they’re able to perform actions of a magical or paranormal nature, such as casting spells like Patrick Galloway in Clive Barker’s Undying. The characterization is based on the paratextual representation, the physical or audiovisual features, and the repertory of action—I’ll study these aspects in more detail in Chapter 10. Miku Hinasaki, the main protagonist of Fatal Frame 1, might have a “sixth sense,” but she is portrayed as a petite and frail young girl. She won’t be able to run really fast and doesn’t make any impressive moves. In this sense, she is the opposite of Resident Evil 1’s Jill Valentine, who is a trained soldier, agile and strong. Following the prominent militarized masculinity in video games, Jill’s partner, Chris Redfield, has trained a lot since his first exploration of the Spencer Mansion. Indeed, in Resident Evil 6 (Capcom, 2012), he has gained a lot more muscle (the character seen in the remastered HD version of the original game is closer to his latter shape).

In the fictional game-world, the protagonist ought to survive until the conclusion of their adventure or the accomplishment of their destiny. While this objective will be met no matter how many times the character will die, the fact remains that a gamer needs to save their game in order to get to the end. Since arcade or early home system horror games were based on repetitive short play sessions with the purpose of getting a better score, they did not have a saved game system; indeed the game D has no pause or save feature. But longer games have provided means to avoid starting all over again, and this explains why the multistory and multi-ending Castlevania: Dracula X (Konami, 1995), for example, had item-placement passwords to start at the next stage or to resume playing at the one in which a gamer were defeated or wished to stop. The automatic save system—which saves gameplay at checkpoints and specific moments chosen by the designers, and are found in contemporary games like Dead Space—takes away a gamer’s responsibility for doing so. This prevents the loss of progress, but it likewise compels them to return to a predetermined place to start again. Free manual game saves executed from a menu or with a “quick save” key, regardless of where a player-character is located, allow gamers to manage this operation according to their insecurity. A fixed and manual system scattering save points across the game-world plays with such a tension. The level of difficulty or stress increases when the saving options are limited, either because it requires the use of a nonrenewable resource (similar to the Ink Ribbons of the first Resident Evil games), or because there is a maxi
mum number of save files allowed at once (permitting only one save per storage device—that is overwriting your current status every time that you save the game—makes the photojournalist Frank West’s run into the mall of Dead Rising much more of an uphill battle.)

Figures of interactivity, actional modalities, and scare tactics

In order to really turn to the ergodic dimension of the video game, three concepts linked to one another need to be put forward; I’ll do it promptly since we’ll discuss these at some length in the next chapters. As the title of this section articulates, the first one is the figures of interactivity. Insofar as my approach is not centered on games per se but on gameplay, and as we have underlined it with respect to interactive movies (see Perron et al. 2008), it therefore remains inapposite to talk for instance about textual or interactive architectures and to draw various graphs showing the structures of choice as Marie-Laure Ryan does (2001: 246–58; 2006: 100–107). For one thing, a gamer rarely has the big picture of the network, rhizome, or flow chart; they are navigating it or, at best, reflecting on broad patterns according to their knowledge of game design. They would rather say “I manage to find my way out of the building,” or “I took the left path in the sewer,” than to speak about the side-branches or the braided structural design of their sequence of choices. Along these same lines, a gamer will also be more likely to declare “I have killed the large creature” than “I have reduced to zero its eight hundred physical strength points.”14
 Consequently, the figures of interactivity refer to the actual actions performed by a gamer as envisioned in the imaginary axis of the player-character’s actions. Single-player horror video games revolve around three main figures. Following the main event schema I have already mentioned in the previous chapter, the main one is the confrontation. Be it in the Atari 2600’s Halloween or PlayStation 4’s The Evil Within, a gamer inextricably must “face the monster,” or avoid it by hiding and fleeing from the threat. The second figure is the spatial progression. In my early account of the survival horror games (2006), I talked about the gameplay schema called “getting to the next place,” an objective a gamer will achieve many times until the player-character escapes the isolated place where they usually start. The third figure is the manipulation of items, since a person playing is made to interact with many objects in the game-world (i.e., to discover, to collect, to move, to reach, to destroy them, etc.) and to manage items in an inventory. In the end, no matter how the story is told or the plot crafted, a fair amount of our (inter)activity comes down to these figures. However, this doesn’t mean that these doings are all alike, or that we consider them all alike.

As a gamer does picture the degree and the nature of the ergodicity according to the situation in which they find themselves, a second concept intends to capture this variety. The principal frames of actions envisioned by a gamer from the conditions of performance, progression, and exploration they are experiencing are called actional modalities. Five modalities can be distinguished: automation, trivial implementation, execution, resolution, and strategy (Figure 4). 

They are based on: (1) the type of skills required by a game; (2) the sequences of actions of variable duration that a gamer will have to plan at different moments of their experience and; (3) at the time of planning a sequence, the foreseen frame of actions founded on the prescriptive (unique solution) or emergent (range of performance) nature of the rules system. We can exemplify these modes with the spatial progression. 
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 FIGURE 4
Actional modalities.


In the first-person rail-shooter Dead Space: Extraction (Visceral Games and Eurocom, 2009), a prequel to the first opus of the series, a gamer’s body motion is taken care of. Through this automation, their exploration of the Aegis VII colony and the USG Ishimura is controlled, negating by the same token a part of their action potential so as to set the stage for many startle effects with necromorphs suddenly jumping into the frame in front of them without any possibility to take flight. Throughout Killer 7 (Grasshopper Manufacture, 2005),15
 a gamer comes to junctions—places where they can decide in which direction to go next. To do so, they only have to move the left analog stick in the direction of their choice and press “X.” This selection remains a trivial implementation as it asks for a minimal sensorimotor skill, lasts a short time and presents clear and limited possibilities. The progression is not that easy in the sewer section at the end of Dying Light; it’s quite the opposite. A gamer has to run through and from many infected as well as avoiding and leaving behind some Volatiles. The dash is a real obstacle race as they have to maneuver left and right to avoid pipes blocking their way, hop to a suspended footbridge, use a zipline to get faster, leap from platform to platform, orient their steps to run directly on beams, and jump to a final ladder. A single misstep and a gamer will have to start again from the beginning (and I did restart quite a few times.) Relying on all his sensorimotor skills, and with a small range of options in what remains a corridor,16
 they must execute this short-term sequence of actions from a frame of actions already assimilated or a repertoire of controls they have mastered by that time. This portion of the sewer is thus apprehended in terms of execution. By contrast, the dark maze of the underground caves under the Derceto Manor in Alone in the Dark 1 will be seen in relation to the resolution. The three-part labyrinth is presented in a top-down view, but only a small circular portion of it is seen around Edward Carnby or Emily Hartwood through the light of the lantern. There is no rush to get out and no risk of dying. A gamer is dependent on their cognitive skills to remember the dead ends, recall his way around, and to traverse it. The last actional modality, the strategy, mainly17
 relies on cognitive skills too. In Siren, a gamer has access to a sightjack mode, that is, a special psychic power that enables them to see and hear from the viewpoint of a nearby human or Shibito, the undead enemy in the village of Hanuda. Since there can be up to six Shibitos in an area, it becomes indispensable to use the sightjacking to decode18
 their behaviors—for example, to know where they are, if they have weapons, and what their patrol patterns are. A gamer ought to do this to purposefully chart in a better way their medium-term actions. 

Strategy is a question of anticipating potential problems. The anticipation can be based on the fictional setting, on a gamer’s own intuition, or on their understanding of genuine game rules. A gamer must then plan a middle- or long-term sequence of actions from a frame of actions meant to be emergent. Yet, this actional modality is based more on previous knowledge when it comes to survival horror video games. It is only once a person has played Resident Evil 1 that they learn that saving your bullets—the figure of manipulation of items—is an effective strategy in those games, since the ammunition comes to be in short supply. Similarly, as I have argued elsewhere with Simon Dor (Dor and Perron, 2014: 191), Resident Evil 4 lets a gamer buy weapons and manage their ammunition and inventory in order to be prepared for menaces in the long run. If they have a larger attaché case and have saved money to buy an expensive one-use rocket launcher, the boss battle19
 with Salazar at the end of chapter 4-4 will be quite a bit easier than if they had not got this weapon. However, once utilized and gone from the arsenal, the advance purchase of the rocket launcher is not a possible strategy anymore; it’s for this reason that, in order to make sure Leon is able to destroy the Saddler, Ada tosses him another rocket launcher during the final battle.

The figures of interactivity and the actional modalities are, once again, not exclusive to frightening video games; let us recall, these are action-adventure games. Gamers do, for example, face Goombas, Koopa Troopas, and Bowser in Super Mario Bros. (Nintendo, 1985) and progress to the right through the worlds of the Mushroom Kingdom. They no less confront various antagonistic alien races, explore the universe, manage their inventory and even interact and deal with numerous player-characters (this social interaction is another figure of interactivity) in a game like Mass Effect (Bioware, 2007). What will make a difference are the scare tactics, namely the design elements that complicate a gamer’s actions with the intention of instigating fear. These scare tactics remain at the center of the horror videoludic experience. There are four main categories with their various schemes: 

1 Point of view



Diegetic blind space
: a gamer’s field of vision is blurred partly or completely by visual “barriers” associated with the diegetic universe (darkness, fog, blurred subjective vision).



Discursive blind space
: the visual field is hidden in whole or in part by the use of nondiegetic elements (mainly camera framing and camera angles).

2. 
Environment



Environmental threat: the scary event is linked to a threat from the game environment, either through traps, false alarms, or specific triggers (e.g., the gap between the platforms of the aforementioned section of the sewer in Dying Light).



Random or pre-scripted diegetic effect: the scary event is isolated and unpredictable (resulting, for instance, in a startle effect), and the effect is associated with the diegetic universe (e.g., the hounds breaking through windows in Resident Evil 1).



Random or pre-scripted extradiegetic effect: the scary event is isolated and unpredictable (resulting, for instance, in a startle effect), but remains reflexive (e.g., the false deletion of the saved files during Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem).



Diegetic (visual or auditory) forewarning
: the scary event is announced by a visual or auditory notice associated with the diegetic universe (e.g., hearing noises made by enemies who are out of the frame).



Extradiegetic (visual or auditory) forewarning
: the scary event is announced by an extradiegetic visual or auditory notice, originating from the interface (e.g., extradiegetic music). This can also be a leitmotif, as the event is associated with a specific and recurring musical theme that adds to the soundscape.


3. Behavior of the monster



Monstrous beings and entities
: the monster threats lead to confrontation or flight.



Invincible monster
: the monstrous enemy is indestructible. Fleeing is normally the only possible outcome.



Tough monsters or bosses
: the scary event stems from a confrontation with a monster usually more powerful and/or more hideous than the other monstrous foes. This includes the traditional mini- or boss level, the final boss, or just a monster more difficult to defeat than normal.



Gore imagery
: the horrific event is linked to a sequence of gore or explicit violence (mutilation, dismemberment, blood spatter, etc.).


4. Resources



Precarious physical and psycho
logical integrity
: during a frightening moment, the physical and/or psychological integrity of the player-character is momentarily precarious, making it more vulnerable to external threat.



Defective control
: the scary event stems from a suddenly deficient control of the player-character caused by a mental stress (e.g., the Panic Meter of Clock Tower) or physical dysfunction (e.g., Harry can’t run indefinitely in Silent Hill 1).



Limited offensive/defensive resources
: the scary moment manifests through a limitation of offensive/defensive resources, leading to a state of vulnerability (e.g., absence of ammunition or breaking weapons). 



No means of defense
: a gamer has no other resource or choice but to hide or flee to survive (e.g., the absence of combat mechanics in Amnesia: The Dark Descent).

I have listed here scare tactics as initial references. But they will be studied in detail in the next parts of the book.

The pyramid of scary video games

All of the previous elements are ultimately the building materials that construct the videoludic experience of fear. But we need to display the basic architecture of the aforementioned experience before, on the one hand, being able to spread out the various plans drawn by designers or, on the other hand, showing the many tracks that have been laid out in the horror territory in order to study the ways of doing and to historicize them. It is in fact a matter of differentiating some degrees of fright with the purpose of giving ourselves certain guidelines to talk about this large body of works. I’ll draw some distinction with a target audience in mind. Games have been rated according to the age of a gamer by the British Board of Film Classification (BBFC) in the UK since 1986 following the release of Dracula (CRL, 1986)20
 and by the Entertainment Software Rating Board game rating system since its creation in 1994. Scary games are rated 15 (suitable only for 15 years and over) or 18 (suitable only for adults) in the first system and Mature (ages 17 and up) in the second. Like I have said at the beginning of the chapter, not all horror video games are scary ones, and what is fear provoking for a five-year-old child doesn’t really frighten an older teenager or an adult. I do focus the investigation on effects earning a Mature rating; nonetheless, and it is fundamental, I’ll qualify this in the next chapter regarding early video games. This is why I’ll erect a pyramid of scary video games. To be consistent with my spatial metaphor, I could have talked about a mountain one could climb. However, as this choice reflected my wish to pay tribute to the haunting Pyramid Head monster in Silent Hill 2, the structure arranged in different levels remains the best figure to visualize the three divisions I wanted to make (Figure 5). 
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 FIGURE 5 The pyramid of scary video games.

The back cover of Castlevania: Symphony of the Night (Konami, 1997) announces: “The Legacy of Evil returns . . . . As a descendant of Dracula, you must end the vampire bloodline. Can you rid the world of this unspeakable terror?” “Controlling the Horror” like the manual explains, you’ll have to face “over 140 different enemies, bosses and ghastly creatures.” Then, you begin to play a 2D side-scrolling platformer game mixing adventure storytelling and action role-playing mechanics. The old castle, the hero and his opponents are seen from a distance in a lateral view. The “32 bit special effects” might be “mind-blowing” (game back cover), but they don’t succeed in horrifying, shocking, or disgusting a gamer. As Mike Jones observes in his essay “Genre Matters: Shock Horror: Genre, Audience and the Anatomy of Fear” (2012: 98), the “feeling-state of fear” provides the “central pillar around which all else revolves in the horror.” I would argue that Jones’ comment about films also applies to games: “There is a tangible and important difference between a film that wears the skin and trappings of horror and a true horror film. Just because a film has a vampire, zombie, ghost, serial killer or monster in it doesn’t necessarily mean it’s a horror film [or a scary movie I would say]” (p. 98). The “Evil,” “unspeakable terror,” and “ghastly creatures” (vanishing in flames once killed) are ways to frame the action in relation to the vampire mythology, but they do not have an impact on the experience of fear. The horrific features are only manifested in the Gothic imagery, the battle of Good against Evil and the catchy formulations of the box covers and the manual. Therefore, Castlevania: Symphony of the Night exemplifies what will be called “video games with a horrific context,”—which is to say, games in which the horror is only expressed at a contextual level (iconography, themes, or paratextual devices like the box covers, the manual, and the publicity). This is the first level, the foundation of the pyramid insofar as all the games related to the genre lean on these basic elements. 

Järvinen’s thoughts about how the “eliciting conditions for emotions are embodied into game designs” (2009: 85) are helpful to define the nature of video games with a horrific context. For Järvinen, “Embodiments may vary from the design of a character to the mood and atmosphere of a game world, and onwards to how the game communicates with the player and how a particular game state and goal scenario plays out” (p. 97).The variable sense of reality or of proximity (how close in psychological space one feels to a situation that triggers an emotion), the unexpectedness of a situation, and the degree of arousal do influence the intensity of an emotion. When games have a lower sense of reality and “immersiveness” in a fictional world—but not less in the playing state of the game, they tend to have emotions converging on the pure achievement of the game objectives. Then, when they simulate a world and characters inhabiting it, they elicit emotions related to agents and events happening to them. The emotional constitutions of these two designs are poles apart. Already mentioned at the end of the previous chapter, Järvinen compares among others Super Monkey Ball and Silent Hill 1 to explain the contrast: 


The fear in Super Monkey Ba
ll is the fear of falling from the track, and the emotion of uncertainty related to it equals the uncertainty of one’s own ability to perform in a way that the prospect of fear does not become confirmed—and the emotion of hope is anchored to the same prospect but in a reverse manner; there emerges hope for success when the player manages to stay in the middle of the track. In play experiences of Silent Hill, on the other hand, uncertainty is embodied in the design of the game environments and characters, and fear rises from their horrific and mysterious nature. The difference in theme, the setting, and the other ways that underlying rules are communicated to the player, together produce this difference in experience. (2009: 94)

With respect to the horror genre, the fear of falling in Super Monkey Ball is not the prototypical fear we have defined and that which I’m studying. It instead has more to do with a feeling of stress or jitteriness. A gamer just doesn’t want to fall and, above all, to fail. This has nothing to do with the prospect of running into a monster with the sense of reality and proximity of a scary game. As Järvinen suggests, video games with a horrific context miss the embodiment of fear in their game design. To speak in my terms, no scare tactic comes to recast the execution modality. Castlevania: Symphony of the Night is much closer to Mario Bros. than to Silent Hill 1. Its “ghastly creatures” are more numerous and represent different obstacles throughout a gamer’s exploration of the luminescent labyrinthine castle. They are not monsters they must face up to and deal with alike those populating the dark and frightening city of Konami’s survival horror game.


F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon brings us to the second level of the pyramid. The back cover of the game implores gamers to “discover the true meaning of F.E.A.R. in this unique fusion of stylized FPS combat and supernatural suspense.” As an elite soldier and a point man with the necessary fire power, a gamer is sent to fight a battalion of military clones psychically controlled by a telepath name Paxton Fettel and to make their way through countless corridors (few more dark than usual), rooms, and largest industrial areas. The designers have emphasized these “unpredictable encounters with combat adaptable A.I.” (game back cover). To ease the battles, the game has a “Slow-Mo” mechanic during which the world moves in a slower-than-real-time speed so as to facilitate aiming and shooting. The supernatural suspense comes primarily from the spectral presence of a little girl called Alma Wade, dressed in a red robe and inspired by a yūrei, the ghostly figure of the Japanese horror films popular in the early 2000s. Yet, at most, Alma suddenly appears for a short amount of time amid flames in slow motion cut-scenes or trigger events around twenty times during the fifteen playing hours or so offered by F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon. When I look back at the audiovisual archives of my playing sessions, I have actually spent more than a half-hour to forty-five minutes of fight here and there before having a glimpse of her, or short moments when the fright took over the adrenaline of the gunfight. The “fear” is consequently not the real high point of the game. The first impression of the Edge magazine reviewer after playing a small part of the game supports this observation: 


Creepy, broken-minded and occasionally gory as the ghost element is . . . action is really the driving force, as exemplified by the complete absence of a supernatural element to the multiplayer game. If horror is the hook, viciously hectic shooting is the rail from which it’s hanging. . . . FEAR [sic] will be one of the most involving and exciting firstperson [sic] shooter of 2005. (No 147, March, “For Everything A Reason,” 2005: 59)

Playing the “schlocky horror-FPS” recently, Joe Skrebels from the Xbox Official Magazine declares: “It feels amazing to play, simultaneously more thoughtful and caveman-ly [sic] pleasurable than most shooters have managed in recent years. That it forces you into mostly cheap, jumpy horror interludes down endlessly gray, ruined rooms between fights is its only true misstep (albeit a big one)” (2016: 90).21
 It is certainly not a question of denying the gory or terror dimension of the game, but it is well and truly the shooter part that shines. As such, F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon is to be included in what will be called “sporadic fear and horror effects video games,” that is, video games using scare tactics, but in limited or isolated occasions. In this sense, creating fear is not the essential “target” of these games. More often, the horror aspect is found in the cut-scenes, the audiovisual environment or the narrative elements, and, to a lesser extent, in the gameplay itself. In other words, at this level, the balance sways more to the side of the fiction fear or art-horror rooted in the fictional world more than to the side of the gameplay fear arising from a gamer’s concerns and actions in the game. In F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon, the scares start to be embodied, through few “jumpy” interludes and the surprising apparitions of Alma, often changing the player-character’s environment to bloody or burning settings he has to traverse and where he confronts floating creatures (the Nightmares). But the game is less daunting and more action oriented. This comment has been made in regard to Resident Evil 5 and Resident Evil 6. They are also to be placed in this category. Then, the more a game will use scare tactics to create sporadic fear and/or horror effects, the more it will be leaning toward the top of this second level of the pyramid. Moreover, I’m also talking about sporadic horror effects because it’s often the focus of this type of games. The cut-scenes depicting the violent murders of the wives of the owner of the mansion in Phantasmagoria aim, for instance, to disgust and shock a gamer; as a matter of fact, there was an option to exclude the access to explicit scenes by changing to a censored version protected by a personally chosen password.

As
declared in Chapter 1, it is here that Arsenault’s pragmatics of generic effects becomes very useful. The latter follows Altman who has transformed his semantic/syntactic approach to genres into a semantic/syntactic/pragmatic one. In line with the reception study, Altman’s account “refuses determinacy to textual structures taken alone, but in addition it acknowledges the difficulty of extracting those textual structures from the institutions and social habits that frame them and lend them the appearance of making meaning on their own” ([1999] 2000: 2011). It’s in their uses that the common traits of genres and the ways they are structured do make sense, what’s more to somebody and to communities. Reasoning from this standpoint, Arsenault moves away from Alastair Fowler’s generic markers (1982) centered on the text in order to take into consideration the experience of the genre.22
 He rather talks about generic effects because: “(1) an effect of genre is always happening once, placed at a certain point and occupying a certain portion of the semiotic sequence of the object; (2) it is created by the work, but must be recognized as such by the reader/viewer/player to be efficient/effective” (2011: 289, freely translated). An effect can be germane at the level of the fiction and/or the level of the gameplay; the equilibrium between these two levels is central to scary video games. In accordance with my own cognitive model of film viewing and game playing (2006), to understand to what genre a novel/film/game belongs to, a reader/viewer/gamer is “going in circles around the question,” sampling the effect they are identifying (bottom-up process) in order to better infer the generic knowledge that best suits the situations (top-down process). If the perceived effect fits in a generic schema, a reader/viewer/gamer will use this effect to control the processing of the next one; if it does not fit with their familiarity of a genre, they will still try to frame the effect in what they know until it makes new sense, by adding if necessary a new effect to their comprehension. For example, a person playing Resident Evil 4 might not have grasped at first the RPG-effect of the collection of shinny spindles and other items hidden in the locations or dropped by enemies. It is not until Leon meets the first merchant in chapter 1-2 that it becomes clear. A gamer would then readjust their playing for the rest of the adventure. But the real value of Arsenault’s theory lies in the four proprieties he differentiates so as to better describe the generic effects (2011: 315–35): (1) the frequency or number of times an effect happens; as an exhaustive inventory about many aspects/layers could lead to a long list, especially considering the many hours that can last a video game, Arsenault suggests to limit the analysis to a general measure such as low, moderate, or high frequency;23
 (2) the scope or duration of the effect in a semiotic sequence; (3) the density or, the degree that the references to a genre might be weak or strong, the amplitude with which an effect is generically charged; and (4) the resonance or lingering presence and persisting influence of an ended effect on the continuity of the experience. Furthering the study our research team was conducting on horror video games, Arsenault has chosen survival horror for a case study.

After the presentation of the attributes of survival horror games I have stressed in Chapter 2, Arsenault shows in detail how someone who starts to play Diablo (Blizzard North, 1996) thinking it was a survival horror game similar to Resident Evil 1—utilized as a comparison—would be disappointed. With the abandoned village, the crow eating the eye of a corpse, the three bodies hanging from a tree, and the final entrance of the Lord of Terror, the introductory cut-scene has a high horror effect density, but low scope, resonance, and frequency since it occurs only once. The class of the hero a gamer chooses to begin the game with, the isometric perspective or view of the game-world, the interface and equipment screens, the experience points, the buying of items, and the management of the inventory are, at the level of the gameplay, generic effects of the role-playing genre, not of the action-adventure in which the survival horror is classified. The horror narratives the villagers are telling (the people abducted under the church, the mutilated child, the expedition survivor gone mad, the cursed skeleton king, etc.) have a low frequency, very low scope, moderate density, and moderate resonance. The milieu (the dungeon below the church, the catacombs, the claustrophobic environments, the pay with light and shadow, the music, etc.) as well as the enemies the avatar faces (zombies, skeletons or demons) have a high frequency and high scope, but end up with a low density and low resonance since they miss some sense of reality or proximity. Above all, the powerful hero who mows down scores of foes and the numerous formulaic enemies appearing (and dying) without great dramatic surprise don’t make the clashes very frightening, even if the result may be uncertain. The game might be called Diablo, but it is still at the bottom of the pyramid and classified in the horrific context games. Having said this, Diablo does have at least one really fearsome effect or an explicit moment with a scare tactic: the confrontation with the Butcher. Arsenault explains that this mini-boss fight, with a monster handling a large cleaver found in a room full of mutilated corpses on the second level of the labyrinth, has a striking density and salient resonance among others because it is staged in a gory way and the hero is suddenly more in the position of the victim. Quoting comments from gamers remembering this event like something truly unnerving, he stresses how the recognition/reception of this effect enables to consider Diablo as more than a video game with a horrific context; it would then be situated at the bottom of the sporadic fear and/or horror effects video games. Such a pragmatics of the generic effects helps us to consolidate our previous account of F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon. As terror effects, the appearances of Alma have a low frequency, a low scope, a high density, and moderate resonance. Until the last part of the game, during which the Nightmares are not only attacking in the visions, the battles against those creatures are very sparse, quite short, do have a certain amplitude, but their presence does not linger significantly. Through the gunfights, as gory as they are, the FPS-effects have the higher frequency (a gamer shoots countless soldiers), higher scope (all the time), high density (even if they can’t shoot their way through, but need to be more 
tactical to annihilate the performing combat AI), and higher resonance (they never stray from this killing path). F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon is an FPS with gore and terror effects.

To get to the top of the pyramid, let’s quickly analyze Resident Evil 1. The fear-provoking effect of the live-action opening cut-scene with the attack of the ferocious beast has a low scope, high density, high resonance, and high frequency. It is in fact shortly followed at the start of the investigation by the scene of the zombie eating a member of the Bravo team and turning in a close-up of his face toward Jill or Chris. That is a horror effect possessing as well high properties. Many other frightening triggered events staging a threat (the ceiling falling down on Jill) and the sudden attacks of zombies (the zombie hidden in the closet) will take place during the first part of the game. New horrible mutated organisms will enter the scene later on to antagonize the not-fully-loaded player-character, given the limited carrying inventory, and to always put them at risk. This “challenging gameplay” is, in the GameSpot Staff phrasing, “cinematic” (December 1996). The qualifying term has been used by quite a lot of reviewers, including the Edge magazine:


The key word to describe Resident Evil is cinematic—there’s a shock behind every door, a monster around every corner, and the music (very reminiscent of Angelo Badalamenti’s Twin Peaks score) is essentially a highly effective suspense film soundtrack. Added to this, most locations are viewed from distorted camera angles which lend an expressionistic look to each scene and accentuate the horror movie/Romeroesque feel of the game. The effect is a genuinely tense, foreboding atmosphere in which unexpected zombie attacks can make even the most detached videogames player jump out of their seat. (No 28, January, “Resident Evil,” 1996a: 30) 

The reference is not fortuitous. Like the game designer Shinji Mikami asserts, “Well, I really wanted to create a frightening game, like a horror movie” (EGM Editors, 1996: 60). By doing so, and the comment in Edge attests it, he was taking advantage of all the zombie film tropes. Once again, Mike Jones’ comment about cinema has bearing on to the video game: 


What truly marks a horror film is its intention: does the film as a whole primarily aim to induce feelings of fear? And when we consider what feeling-states a film seems intent to deliver we are by proxy asking what the filmmakers intended to achieve. If a film is not setting out deliberately and overtly to scare its viewers then it is, quite simply, not a horror film. This truism is important, particularly for screenwriters, as it allows for clarity in what a film intends on an emotional level. (2012: 98–99) 


Resident Evil 1 actually uses many scare tactics, producing many horror and fear effects with high properties. It is at the top of the pyramid and will be called a “scary game,” that is a video game that takes fear explicitly and intentionally as an object.
24
 The fear induced in a gamer’s mind is one of the primary features of these games and a gamer must recognize/receive it as such. The horror theme is more important than other issues. The ways the atmosphere is created as well as the locations and events presented are related to the mythologies and conventions of the horror genre. Although they depend on one another, the fear generated by the gameplay takes precedence over the fear engendered by the fictional representation. Scare tactics are widely used. This body of games corresponds by nature to the survival horror genre, but is not limited to it. As one has probably guessed, these scary video games are the subject of the present book.

The three-level pyramid that I have just built falls within a conception wishing to reflect, on the one hand, on the questions of layering and successive stratifications of the genre and, on the other hand, on the necessity to propose a model capable of explaining the play of complex interactions that form and shape in our case the videoludic horror genre. This idea was in fact introduced in Chapter One through a reference to Moine. If we can without difficulty “collectively believe” that Castlevania: Symphony of the Night cannot be compared to Resident Evil 1 in terms of scare factor, the line might be trickier to trace with F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon. Even with the reasoning I have just developed, there have always been students telling me that they would still have put F.E.A.R. at the top level, but maybe at the bottom of this top level. Recalling the observation made by Hutchings, my counterargument has constantly been that different accounts of a game can certainly offer competing accounts of the level where it should be located. Along with the scare tactics, the pyramid of scary video games remains a heuristic tool to study these our large body of work. With such a tool, and all the features of the videoludic horror domain, we can henceforth knowingly pursue our exploration. Yet, before lingering into analytical and theoretical territories, it is necessary to retrace the route taken by the first adventurers.

Notes

1 As a matter of fact, this chapter owes a great deal to Dominic Arsenault, Martin Picard, Guillaume Roux-Girard, and Carl Therrien, as well as to Simon Dor and Andréane Morin-Simard who have joined us later. The research project was funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (SSRCC) between 2007 and 2011. For more info, visit http://www.ludov.ca/en/observation/horror-video-game. However, it needs to be underscored that the online database is neither complete nor up-to-date. Some conceptual modifications have also been made since then.

2 From the microchips and integrated circuits of arcade games to the magnetic tape data storage, cartridge, floppy disk, optical disk, and downloadable content directly installed on a hard drive.

3 We can distinguish the 640 × 480 standard resolution and the nowadays high definition of at least 720p and higher than 800 × 600 on PC. The image can also be framed and shown in a reduced portion of the screen as in many graphic and point-and-click adventure games like Uninvited (ICOM Simulation, 1986) and Dark Seed (Cyberdreams, 1992). The sound can be monophonic, stereophonic, or surround.

4 I have played the great majority of the studied games on those devices, and more particular on console, that is the platform of the survival horror. Horror games are also found on various non-gaming devices. A game like Alone: The Horror Begins (Centerscore, 2007) is played with smartphones’ keypad.

5 The Oculus Rift, the PlayStation VR, and the HTC Vive are the main platforms at the moment. 

6 Isomorphic is the term chosen among others by Carl Therrien, who has been distinguishing many types of mapping (see 2010: 
158–91). 

7 See Perron (2016: 200–01).

8 Since it hard to discard a label sanctioned by usage, I’ll be most of the time mentioning the two terms together in order to signify the analogy. 

9 For a more thorough discussion of visual representation in video games, see, for instance, Arsenault, Côté, and Larochelle, 2015.

10 For a more thorough discussion of time in games, see among others Zagal and Mateas, 2010.

11 One comment made about the article adds: “Which is a large part of why I enjoy the genre so much. I’ve always preferred to be enveloped in a world and story than shoot my way through” (Marc Bell). 

12 But akin to the “professional” one in Resident Evil 4, an extra mode can be unlocked when the game has been finished once.

13 I always play the games at this normal mode, what’s more because I’m not good and/or patient enough to get better so as to survive through an insane level.

14 One needs to have access to production documents or a detailed strategy guide to know this.

15 It is certainly possible to question the inclusion of the game in the corpus. But since it illustrates really well this second actional modality, I could not discard it.

16 The frame of actions is much more emergent in the open city where a gamer sees many different possibilities offered to them.

17 “Mainly”
because, as it was mentioned earlier, the deployment of a strategy is, in RTS games, furthermore dependent on the number of APM a gamer can execute.

18 About RTS games, Dor distinguishes the paradigm of decoding (a gamer needs to more or less know what the computer is going to do and what triggers its actions and then make the right decisions to counter those future actions) and the paradigm of forecasting (a gamer needs to predict and anticipate the actions of their opponent in a more or less exact way and plan their strategy accordingly). See 2015: 249–55.

19 A boss is bigger, smarter, and harder to kill than other enemies or monsters. It is normally met at the end of level and has to be defeated to pursue the journey.

20 See Mason, 2015.

21 Also playing the game almost ten years after its release, Ben Griffin from PC Gamer no less argues, “The truly frightening bits have been rendered impotent by vasectomy-loving Father Time: a girl laughing (what’s so funny?), a burning man walking slowly (oh my God I should help him), a half-second shot of a gory face (stop that). No, it’s the shootouts that prevail. This game should be called SHOOTYFUN but I don’t know what it could torturously serve as an acronym for” (2014: 118). Although shooting is the most pivotal mechanic, Griffin still calls it a “first-person survival horror shooter” and not just a “horror” shooter. 

22 I’m referring to Arsenault’s PhD thesis, but the theory has also been presented in “Introduction à la pragmatique des effets génériques: l’horreur dans tous ses états” (2010).

23 This measure can be applied to the other proprieties as well.

24 Following Jones’ comment just quoted, Dufour underlines: “If Arrival of a Train at a Station [the 1895 Lumière’s film] cannot be considered as a horror film, it is because fear is aroused by the film in a manner entirely unintentional and accidental. As a result, we understand that we can only speak of a horror movie to the extent that the film explicitly and intentionally takes fear as object” (2006: 12, freely translated).


PART TWO

The history


CHAPTER FIVE

Thinking about the history of the videoludic horror genre, Part I: From teleology to the initial cluster

I didn’t design Alone in the Dark to create a genre. The game has been made very naively, and above all driven by a real desire. With the distance of time, I actually realize that I gave birth to a concept, not voluntarily, but because it was a good timing, a simple confluence of events.

Frédérick Raynal in Marc Pétronille, Pix’n Love 12, 2012, p. 72, freely translated.

In “Games of Fear: A Multi-Faceted Historical Account of the Horror Genre in Video Games,” the only chapter of Horror Video Games: Essays on the Fusion of Fear and Play to forthrightly address the history of the generic process behind scary games, Carl Therrien underscored the fact that “at the time of writing this contribution, the history of horror video games is primarily being developed by the gamer community itself; amateur and journalistic resources do exist. . . . Clearly, genuine academic research on the history of horror video games has limited foundations to build on” (2009: 28). Since this publication, there is unfortunately very little progress to report on this front. There is a chapter about Alone in the Dark in Vintage Games: An Insider Look at the History of Grand Theft Auto, Super Mario, and the Most Influential Games of All Time by Bill Loguidice and Matt Barton (2009: 1–13), four pages about horror games in Tristan Donovan’s Replay: The History of Video Games (2010: 274–77), and my own brief report in Silent Hill: The Terror Engine (2012a: 17–261
). In French, we only find an issue of the IG Magazine titled “Jeu vidéo et horreur, anatomie d’un genre” with a short historical article (2012: 6–11), along with articles about important games, designers, aspects, and influences,2
 as well as L’Histoire des jeux vidéo polémiques: Volume 2—Jeux de torture et jeux d’horreur by Benjamin Berget (2014) dealing with nineteen games.3
 In fact, the sole general history of the genre has been self-published by journalist Mark Butler: Interactive Nightmares: A History of Video Game Horror (2011). This is, no doubt, quite a small number of publications compared to the many books about the history of horror films, many of which were written by scholars. Against such a background, and even though it is an important part of the book, the next two chapters will still somehow do things by halves. On the one hand, I’m not claiming to be a historian. I’m more a (neo)formalist and a theoretician reflecting on a large body of works. I do not wish to go too much behind-the-scenes and to perfectly trace the development of horror video games as Butler does in a very illustrative and comprehensive way. I might consequently even neglect to mention a game someone is considering to be noteworthy in the chronology or inadvertently give an inaccurate information (one of the greatest worries in writing history). On the other hand, as one will have understood by now, this book wishes to be a compendium on videoludic horror. The goal is then to place games on the horizon of expectations of the genre in order to analyze fear-infused gameplay to the greatest possible degree. I do need to combine my main theoretical approach and its conceptual apparatus with a historical account in order to outline the evolution of scary video games. I will distinguish five periods: the one before 1981, the scattered generic cluster (1981–91), the crystallization of the survival horror (1992–2005), and the antipodal clusters: fight or flight (2006–16), and scary virtual reality (2017 and the future). One methodological point will help me define the first period.

Teleology, this monster (before 1981)

In another essay entitled “Video Games Caught Up in History: Accessibility, Teleological Distortion, and Other Methodological Issues,” Therrien warns video game historians against revisionism and recalls the definition of teleology as being “the tendency to conceptualize the evolution of a phenomenon as a purposeful development toward a clear goal” (2012: 17). Using the example of early cinema reviewed in relation to the development of storytelling abilities of the institutional cinema to come and to the consequent search for the fathers and forefathers of narrative editing, he underlines the “clearest source of teleological distortion in various video game accounts: technology” (p. 19). Historical period markers then follow technological breakthroughs pointing toward the “privileged path for the future of game” based on the “frequent assumption that the better game mechanics involve greater realism” (p. 20). For Therrien, to reconfigure video game history in a more informed way, it is necessary to define different modes of address and to propose a more extensive detailing of the evolution of gameplay mechanics. With respect to this requirement, he follows Jauss’ aesthetic of reception (1982) and the awareness that we need to have in mind a gamer’s horizons of expectations, that is to say, “preliminary experience with the norms of artistic forms/genres; relationship of the work with other works in the reception context; and comparison between the poetic and pragmatic uses of language” (Therrien, 2012: 26).

It is to avoid some kind of misrepresentation of facts and to not focus excessively on the genre label coined by Resident Evil 1 that I do not call my second period “pre-survival” and my fourth “post-/neo-survival horror.”4
 Yet, a teleological view on scary video games is in one way or another difficult to escape. Indeed, their evolution is marked by “a purposeful development toward a clear goal”: to frighten a gamer, much more than to improve the sole survival dimension of the hazardous events (as recent multiplayer games like 7 Days to Die or DayZ [Bohemia Interactive, 2013] have been doing).5
 And it is not like this goal was not known and aimed at to start with. But again, the horror genre is particular. As Philippe Morin, the cofounder of Outlast developer Red Barrels asserts: “Horror is extremely subjective. People get scared by different things and sometimes they don’t get scared at all” (“Independent Fears,” 2014: 100). Except for effects based on startle reflex (reacting without conscious thought to a sudden audio and/or visual stimulus), scary and horrific events are really based on your own feelings. As I have said earlier, you do come to play at scaring yourself. Horror is ergo subjective as well in the sense that it exists in someone’s mind. In his “Thought Theory of Emotional Responses to Fictions,” Noël Carroll explains how art-horror is a genuine emotion because we can have the actual emotion only by thinking about something horrible, as we can be afraid only by imagining something scary. For him: 


The thought of a fearsome and disgusting character like Dracula is something that can be entertained without believing that Dracula exists. That is, thought and belief are separable. Thus, if we grant that thought contents can frighten, then we shall have no problem saying that standard readers and viewers of fictions about the Count do not believe the Count exists. Moreover, our fear may be genuine fear, because thought contents we entertain without believing them can genuinely move us emotionally. (1990: p. 81)

As long as you can relate to the emotions rooted in the fictional world, you’ll be afraid of Dracula (reactive fear) and afraid that he will bite Mina (propositional fear). Although I do not want to get into an argument against the possibilities of literature to elicit sensory apprehensions,6
 I concur with Dufour’s statement in Le cinéma d’horreur et ses figures: “Fear and horror (like pornography for that matter) fall within the visual domain” (2006: 50, freely translated). In accordance with Dufour, “Writing and speaking mark the advent of the analysis, and thus of the discursive mediation” while “the image, on the contrary, restores its ontic charge, its inertia and its gravity, in a word, its presence” (p. 50). Images and—I’ll add—sounds are related to sensations; it is what is given. For Dufour, this sensitiveness is what explains why we have no difficulty in talking about erotic literature but can’t speak of the pornographic. Aside from text adventures, video games will evidently build on their audiovisual nature. What’s more, to quote Therrien once again, “Video game creators’ fascination for cinema has played a decisive role in shaping the general evolution of the medium, yet the connection does seem even more palpable in the case of horror games. . . . After just a few generations of hardware, horror video games tried to recreate the same visceral revulsion, subtle moods, and other strategies that cinema had achieved” (2009: 33). We’ll see that designers have from very early on taken films as a reference with the purpose of creating their videoludic horror experience. 

The risk of teleological distortions doesn’t thus lie in the discovered abilities of games to frighten the gamers, but in the evaluation of the means to do so in comparison to the development of “greater realism.” Roberta Williams, the designer of King’s Quest (Sierra On-Line, 1983), has given us a great example of the danger of focusing the attention on the sole technological breakthroughs. In an interview with Computer Gaming World in July 1992 about Sierra On-Line’s forthcoming new series of Scary Tales, she declared: 


The horror game is true horror in every sense of the word. It’s not going to be out until 1993. It’s modern horror. I’ve wanted to do horror for a long time, but didn’t think the technology in computers was there for the game, where you could really do horror and get away with it—in other words, scare people. I’ve been studying horror for quite some time before deciding to do this game and I’m trying to understand how horror and suspense work, as well as the techniques in developing them. Up until now or next year, the technology just hasn’t been there to develop the game. (Ceccola, 1992: 48)

The technology Williams was talking about is the one that enabled the integration of live-action footage in Sierra graphic adventures, and the scary tale that has been made was Phantasmagoria. But as we know, the limited interactivity and the indirect intervention mode of the interactive movies didn’t last long with the advent of real-time 3D graphics and game mechanics allowing direct involvement. Horror games would learn from cinema and will borrow many of its tactics. Nevertheless, they were certainly not made to be a simple duplicate of horror films with few choices, even if the technology allowed it. Video games can certainly not be appraised just in relation to the photorealism or aesthetics of the seventh art. This is why I’ll reassess the perspective I had taken in my first short historical overview.

I wrote that while web reviewers stated that Atari 2600’s Haunted House still managed to instill a sense of fear and panic in a gamer, that Halloween did “capture the spirit of the movie quite well,” and that although the first line of the manual of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (Wizard Video Games, 1983) proclaimed that the game was “recreat[ing] the chilling climax of the most horrifying movie ever made!”; these claims overlooked the very limited scary effects of the abstract graphics of those games. The same conclusions had to be made about the NES 8-bit graphics or the excellent imagery of Sweet Home (Capcom, 1989). I was in favor of keeping a historical distance and to regard the games for what they were. I agreed with the statement made by Vim Sical and Remi Delekta in “Survival Horror: un genre nouveau”; “Survival horror [can] not exist without a minimum of technical capacities: soun
ds, graphics, processing speed. Fear, to exist, needs to be staged, and this mise-en-scène requires capabilities” (2003: 13; freely translated). My last assertion was that “this mise-en-scène of fear was fulfilled in 1992 in a French PC game considered to be the first of its breed: Alone in the Dark” (2012: 20). One has to admit that historical distance should not make us forget about the horizon of expectations. 

Someone playing Haunted House at the beginning of the 1980s could not have in mind the mise-en-scène of fear that will be possible the following decade in Alone in the Dark, just as the norms of Raynal’s game were not those of The Evil Within more than twenty-two years later. Furthermore, despite the cinematographic ambitions of video game designers, early video games were viewed in relation to their graphic capabilities which were attractive for their times; these interactive audiovisuals were not evaluated in a straightforward comparison with films, a comparison they could not stand up to anyway. Horror certainly isn’t based on abstractness and gory images have greater impact when rendered in tens of thousands of polygons. However, insofar as gameplay fear arises from a gamer’s actions, it can be triggered in far less photorealist game-worlds. As beautiful as they can be in keeping with today’s standards, the Silent Hill HD Collection (2012) or Resident Evil HD Remaster (2015) reminds us that we consider a game great based on its gameplay. In the latter case, as opposed to the tank controls of the time, it is the addition of a new “alternate” control scheme of the player-character with free movements that really changes the experience. Without denying the significance of the audiovisual representation, because it has an importance in the cueing of a gamer’s response and the embodiment of fear as Järvinen has underlined it, it is the improvement of the timeless figures of interactivity, actional modalities, and scare tactics in relation to the transformation of this timely audiovisual representation that count the most. Wizard Video Games’ The Texas Chainsaw Massacre doesn’t, for instance, “recreate the chilling climax” of the movie—that’s the horrific context—not only because of the minimalist images and sounds, but also for the reason that you are just scrolling around trying “to eliminate as many victims as possible before your chainsaw fuel runs out” (objective of the game). With the same graphic quality, Halloween is more effective at creating sporadic fear effects based on expectations. It uses the first notes of the movie musical theme every time the Michael figure appears and takes advantage of flickering lights that plunge a gamer into darkness for a few seconds while the killer is pursuing her/his character, the babysitter. It gives a sense of being stalked in real time.

To pick up on the notion of subjectivity and on the thought theory of emotions, it’s necessary to come back to the aforementioned question of the target audience and to consider it in relation to early video games and to the genre. We can certainly say, as Blanchet does, that the video game was “initially confronted (from the 1970s until the 1990s, at least) with the deficit of figuration of its images which modifies the perlocutionary function of the videoludic, more akin then to the graphic horror of comic books than to cinema” (2010). From this view, it was difficult “to set up a convincing normality that the Monster would come to undermine and to provoke in this way the fear of the player” (2010: freely translated). However, if the average game-player is now thirty-five years old,7
 it has not always been so. The whole family was at first identified as the particular group of consumers of the home systems, with print advertisements really emphasizing the idea of everyone gathering around the console.8
 Kids then had access to any games and they were hence much more inclined to entertain the thoughts of confronting frightening tarantulas or having a vampire bat chasing them in Haunted House than the adults watching them enjoying their Atari 2600 play. I have very often faced a student in a class or at a conference replying they had been really afraid during a point-and-click adventure game possessing the characteristics of Shadowgate (ICOM Simulation, 1987), a game I put at the bottom of the pyramid of scary games, only to concede that they were five or six years old when they played it.9
 I came to answer that, as has often been reported,10
 the educational graphic adventure Granny’s Garden (4Mation, 1983, aimed at children ages six to ten) has scared a whole generation because a gamer was confronting a witch; and I would show the crude four-color pixelated image of the sorceress on a black background (Figure 6). 


[image: ]

 FIGURE 6 The Witch of Granny’s Garden (4Mation, 1983).

Having said that, horror video games are not that different from horror film. Following Derry, “because film audiences are significantly dominated by adolescents and young adults, virtually every Hollywood horror film must attract the teenage boy” (2009: 7). Representing a large portion of the group of consumers playing games, adolescents and young adults have been more than willing to actively create beliefs of a nightmarish universe in order to act in such a great subversive playground.11
 It is no coincidence that the moral panic around violence in video games and the Senate hearing
s about this matter at the beginning of the 1990s were related to horror games.12
 The genre has been at the center of another important change:


The maturation of video games from toys to home entertainment was aided by game developers’ increasing attempts to cater for older teenagers and adults. These attempts were only partially a response to the popularity of the PlayStation. The US age rating system introduced following the Senate hearings of 1993 had given publishers the confidence to produce games for older players without fear of retribution. And it was Capcom’s 1996 horror game Resident Evil that was the most significant of all these adult-orientated games. (Donovan, 2010: 274)13



Resident Evil 1 is in fact rated 15 (Suitable only for fifteen years and over) in the UK and Mature in the United States for “Animated Blood & Gore” and “Animated Violence.” Fear is embodied in the game design through unnerving zombies insatiably attacking Jill or Chris and the use of the predetermined camera angles. Regardless of the age of a gamer, and even if not intended for kids anymore, video games have come to match the experience of horror films (and to surpass it14
). Nonetheless, as a contemporary viewer isn’t judging the horror films of the 1930s with the same shocked eyes of the audience of that era,15
 a present-day gamer isn’t playing the early scary video games with the same apprehension. We must find a balance while studying these. With the notion of levels of the pyramid of scary games, I hope to enable this balance.

Once we have retrospectively identified figures and codes, as Therrien notes, we can’t disregard the teleological distortion of the “corollary obsession to establish a list of their first incidences” (2012: 18). Writing history remains going back to the origins. We have seen that the historical account in Richard Hand’s “Proliferating Horrors: Survival Horror and the Resident Evil Franchise” was not without distortion. The biggest ones are substituting “survival horror” for “horror” and naming George A. Romero, a filmmaker, the founder of “contemporary survival horror,” a video game genre. Hand has also traced the beginnings of the survival horror to “other game media” with mixed observations. He was right to say, “For those who want to push the definition of ‘game,’ the experiential narrative environments of traditional carnival rides, such as ghost trains or haunted houses, would fit the bill” (2006: 120). We can indeed see scary games in the light of other cultural practices. Contrary to the immobile viewing of a Grand Guignol play or of a horror film, the walk through a haunted house constitutes a prime example of the way fear and horror effects are designed in games (I’ll use the example in Chapter 9). But granting that Hand has acknowledged in a footnote his awareness of the “controversy of surrounding the place of narrative in computer games,” he was less dead-on to declare: “The perilous journey in the classic Snakes and Ladders board game is a precursor to the survival horror game narrative” (p. 119, emphasis added). To associate the navigation on the board based on pure chance through the rolls of a dice or the spins of a spinner to video game action mechanics is one thing, and to correlate a game of Snakes and Ladders to a narrative and the story unfolding in adventure games is another. And what if the snakes were replaced by chutes? Although the journey continues to be as precarious, would it still be thought as horror?16
 The sole presence of the snakes, the monsters, is what leads to the inclusion in the genre.

This is also the case for the work Kirkland identifies as the foundation of the survival horror: “From a historical perspective the genre’s roots lie in Hunt the Wumpus, a 1972 text-based game where players navigate interconnected caves, armed with a short supply of arrows, while avoiding bats and bottomle
ss pits, and searching for the titular Wumpus” (2005: 172). It is, however, a bit of a stretch to talk about the game in these generic terms and to place it in a horrific context. After all, following the genesis of the game published few years later in The Best of Creative Computing by its designer Gregory Yob: (1) the main game mechanic was about chasing down the Wumpus more than having the notion of being hunted by it; it was in the vein of other games during which a gamer had to find mugwumps or the Hurkle (a “happy beast [that] lives in another galaxy on a planet named Lirht”17
); (2) the Super Bats were not there to kill or to scare you, but “to pick you up and drop you in some random room” in order to create some kind of disorientation and give you trouble (they are “are a sort of rapid transit system gone a little batty”); (3) the pits were wrong moves that made “YOU LOSE!,” not “die”; (4) if you end up in the same room as the Wumpus, “HE EATS YOU UP (& YOU LOSE!),” but you don’t “die” in a gruesome way; and finally (5) Yorb does not even hint at the horror genre in his genesis (1979). No matter the theme we can identify, this is more of an attempt by designer Gregory Yob to create a better hide and seek game based on a grid.18
 While they place “Survival horror subgenre” in their overview of the development of adventure games (2008: 52) and do talk many times about this subgenre, Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Heide Smith, and Pajares Tosca do not associate Hunt the Wumpus with it when they present the game in their survey of the 1970s. It’s rather viewed as the “founding father” of adventure games (p. 57).19
 The horror genre’s roots are not that obvious; yet, a nice unforeseen development is coming at the beginning of my next section.

The 1970s ushered in an important adaptation. Unofficially based on Spielberg’s Jaws movie, the Atari arcade game Shark Jaws (1975) wished to explicitly confront a gamer with a predator: a great white shark that the diver has to avoid while harpooning as many fish as possible. The game’s flyer highlighted, “Exciting 1-player underwater video terror” and “graphics . . . designed to instill terror and attract the braver players wherever they swim.” Far from insignificant in connection with my study, the game was released under the new company Horror Games. As Burnham mentions, “It is believed that the Horror Games subsidiary was established exclusively to protect Atari, Inc. from potential lawsuits brought by Jaws’ copyright holder, Universal Pictures” (2001: 124). In any event, here we have the first company name referring to the genre. 

Aside from the monster, archetypal horrific locations become a focal point (albeit an often distorted one) as early as 1972. As reported by Butler,


“Some have suggested that the horror game began in earnest with Haunted House (1972), a rather simple creation for the Magnavox Odyssey that made use of a screen overlay and required accompanying playing cards to tackle. Others point to the text-based adventures common on early PCs, which often dealt with classic horror scenarios such as spooky castles, ghostly dungeons and forests inhabited by grotesque creatures.” (2011: chap. 1, sec. 106)

If we follow this logic, we would have to add to the origins the arcade gun game Haunted House. Made by Midway in 1972 as well, it required a gamer to shoot at targets representing a Witch, a Cat, and a Grave Robber to get a certain score so to be allocated more shots. According to the flyer, the “exciting 3-dimensional playfield adds to the realism.” And “It’s scary!” Still, it is hard to see a frightening dimension. 

Historical accounts rather jump into the 1980s. In “IGN Presents the History of Survival Horror,” Travis Fahs proclaims, “The first games to attempt to creep out players were mostly adventure games. Roberta Williams’ first game, Mystery House [1980],20
 was a macabre Agatha Christie-inspired murder mystery, as well as one of the very first graphical adventure games” (2009). Hitherto, nothing is said about the ways in which Williams’ take on the “whodunit” board game Clue (Anthony E. Pratt, 1949) was making a gamer afraid or disgusted in front of the line-based drawings of the corpses. Then, akin to Hand promoting it to the rank of “forerunner of contemporary survival horror” (2006: 121), Butler refers to one of the best-selling games of all time:

Welcome to the terrifying world of Pac-Man (1980), a perfect example of how gaming was ideally suited as a horror platform from the very start.

Okay, so the popular arcade classic was certainly far from horror in intention and execution (and it would be ridiculous to argue anything to the contrary), but it is interesting to note that many early games—including Namco’s iconic creation—thrived on gameplay that would come to define the horror genre more than fifteen years later; namely the goal of survival through avoiding attacks by hostile entities. 

The titular Pac-Man was a typically vulnerable avatar, possessing no means of confronting the ghosts that persecuted him unless he swallowed a special power-up pill, which briefly—and only briefly—enabled him to turn the tables. Such a core “panic and avoidance” element of early arcade titles and platformers was undeniably a recipe for potential fear, yet the graphics and music would always scream “cutesy fun,” while technical limitations prevented the kind of realism that would allow such games to become g
enuinely menacing. (2011: chap. 1, sec. 82–96)

Taking a better distance from the game, and even putting aside the teleological bias of his observations, it is really the elements establishing the preliminary basis of the videoludic horror that Butler accentuates with Pac-Man. He afterwards refines the principles: “The general consensus, however, is that horror began to emerge in its own right a couple of years into the 1980s, when a number of games made use of sinister set-ups and fear-based gameplay in an attempt to frighten the player” (chap. 1, sec. 109). Despite the fact that the execution will remain rudimentary, many intentions to design fear-based gameplay, or to elicit gameplay fear, will be unmistakable. This is why I’m seeing the emergence of a clear period.

The scattered generic cluster (1981–91)

The initial routes taken into the dark land of horror video games have been well and truly traced by the gaming communities. Besides many online columns, video game magazines looking at the history of the video games like Retro Gamer and Edge have been giving—with or without a reason—multiple “post-dated birth certificates” to survival horror and identifying important scary games by the same token. I’ll follow those traces and markers. For instance, in his “History of Videogame Nasties,” Stuart Hunt claims in a distinct text box called “The dawn of survival horror”:


Many gamers regard Capcom’s Sweet Home as being the first example of the survival-horror game, but we at Retro Gamer aren’t so sure. Not forgetting classics like Monster Maze and 
Ant Attack, one of the earliest examples of a game using fear to heighten immersion was a simple little single-screen game called Hunt The Wumpus. Written by Gregory Yob in 1981 and published by Texas Instruments, Hunt The Wumpus found players negotiating randomly generating caves to find and slay a Grendel-type monster with a penchant for human flesh. (2008: 53)

But here’s the twist: Hunt is not referring like Kirkland to the 1972 text-based original game, but to the graphic version ported for the TI-99/4A in 1981. Still, with an audiovisual representation or not, the game remains a “simulated hunt in the hidden maze of caverns and twisted tunnels” in order to “seek out the lair of the Wumpus, while avoiding perils along the way” (game box cover). Up, down, right, or left, the player-character is moving on a white background, drawing the map with its bottomless pits and meetings with bats. If the teeth of the monster quickly scroll down to show its eyes and face, the “game over” screen appears with a “OOPS . . . THE WUMPUS GOT YOU.” “Oops” is commonly used when a small mistake or slight accident has happened, not when you have been eaten by a monster. The “reign of terror” described here by Hunt isn’t more willfully part of Yob’s design than it was nine years earlier.

We have previously seen in Chapter 2 that the birth of the survival horror genre has also been identified in 1981 with the release of Haunted House for the Atari 2600 (not to be confused with the 1972 Magnavox Odyssey title of the same name, discussed above). After describing the game, Christopher Buecheler from GameSpy explains its inclusion this way:


So . . . does this make up a survival horror game? Well, let’s compare against some of the things you often find in the genre: Creepy theme? Check. Item collection? Check. Limited inventory management? Check. A variety of monsters? Check. . . . that all behave differently? Check. Rooms inaccessible until you have certain items? Check. . . . that can sometimes be accessed by finding alternate routes? Check. My friends, if that ain’t survival horror, then I don’t know what is! (2002)


Without falling into the trap of the retrospective labeling, there is this time no doubt that the game programed by James Andreasen is a landmark in the history of scary video games. The outline on the back cover of the box and the “Tale of the haunted house” at the beginning of the manual set the mood and the action in a fictional context. They tell about the decaying, four-story house with its twenty-four rooms connected by long corridors and staircases, the magic urn broken into several pieces during the earthquake of 1890 that no one has had the courage to go searching for, the master key hidden somewhere that is necessary to travel from room to room, as well as the ancient hidden scepter that could scare off evil spirits. And it says, “Now that you know the story, ATARI is unlocking the entrance to the HAUNTED HOUSE and letting you test your bravery. Do you dare enter the frightening old mansion? If you do, remember to carry matches; the HAUNTED HOUSE is very dark.” The player-character, that is a pair of square eyes, will indeed be confronting monstrous entities appearing anywhere and anytime (the first scare tactic) while exploring the house (the first two figures of interactivity): “Be prepared to see a vampire bat, hairy tarantulas and the ghost of old man Graves himself. Every time one of these creatures touches you, you’ll be ‘scared to death,’ and consequently lose a life,” says the manual. As there are thunderclaps when you are struck and your eyes will roll wildly to express your death, it is not just about “YOU LOSE!” A gamer will have to find the three pieces of a magic urn (the resolution modality) and bring it back to the house’s entrance by avoiding the menace (the execution modality). It is impossible to kill the foes, but the player-character remains invisible while they hold the magic scepter. However, insofar as they are allowed to carry only one object at a time, and need the key to open doors, they can’t always have the scepter in hand (the limited defensive resources tactic); items have to be dropped, picked up, and manipulated in real time (the third figure of interactivity). The house being plunged into darkness, a gamer needs matches to see their way around and find items; the fewer they use, the better will be their score in the various difficulty levels. These matches give a reddish diamond-form view around the eye, but limit the field vision in the house (the diegetic blind space tactic) (Figure 7A).
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 FIGURE 7 A tarantula in Haunted House (Atari, 1981) and the T. Rex in 3D Monster Maze (Malcolm Evans, 1981).


Flickering lights 
and specific sound effects create a spooky atmosphere; but the wind isn’t only audible, it can also blow out your matches (staging environmental threats). One cannot help but notice that Haunted House is to be placed at the top of the pyramid. The reason is very simple: it has all the features of a scary game, especially the common figures of interactivity, actional modalities, and scare tactics.

While Haunted House presents the game-world from a top-down view with the character in the frame, 3D Monster Maze (Malcolm Evans, 1981) shows it from a first-person point of view. Yet again, another birth certificate was issued, this time by Edge magazine: “Ask any player and they’ll tell you what 3D Monster Maze was chiefly about: fear, panic, terror and facing an implacable, relentless foe who’s going to get you in the end. At its heart 3D Monster Maze is the original survival horror game—perhaps the last thing anyone, even its author, expected to find when they first picked up that innocent looking little plastic box” (No 161, March, “Making of . . . 3D Monster Maze,” 2006: 105). Retro Gamer also added: “Survival horror may have been a phrase first coined by Resident Evil, but it could’ve easily applied to Malcolm Evans’ massive hit” (No 45, “Sinclair ZX81,” December 2007: 74). A person playing the game is projected inside a randomly 16 x 16 square maze,21
 each square being built around either a corridor or a wall. According to the advertisement, the game has “the most amazing graphics you’ve ever seen on the ZX81 . . . . You use the cursor keys to move through the Maze, which is displayed as you would see it in reality complete with side passages, ALL IN 3D!” The graphical style is certainly not the one we know today, but the linear perspective and illusion of depth were back then enough to bring such an idea of realism. Actually, the maze is the lair of a Tyrannosaurus Rex and the goal is to escape it before being devoured. The ad exclaims that “The T. REX will actually run toward you in full perspective, you have to see it to believe it!” A reviewer from Computer & Video Games also judges that “the graphics make Tyrannosaurus Rex look suitably frightening as it paces toward you” (No 6, April, “Amazing Journey,” 1982: 77) (Figure 7B). With few images of different sizes—from a small one in the background to one of its face taking the whole frame, the T.Rex gets closer and eats; the “game over” screen is framed by its teeth. Compared to Hunt the Wumpus, a gamer is the prey in 3D Monster Maze, not the predator. Evans explains about the dinosaur: “He’s aiming straight at you all the time. He is quite intelligent. It’s not like Pac-Man, just random. He’s after you” (“Making of . . . 3D Monster Maze,” 2006: 104).22
 The game puts into play the two main figures of interactivity and actional modalities: confronting the monster in the execution modality and exploring the space in a resolution one so to find your way out alive (and have a better score). A gamer can’t see it from far away and kill the lethal dinosaur; they can only try to escape it (the “No means of defense” tactic). If they are able to turn left, move forward, and turn right, they can’t move backward and keep it in their sight. They run away without seeing it on their heels. This creates diegetic blind space. In addition, the T. Rex can appear at any corner of the maze and startle a gamer, or they might just end up straight in its maw. In the “Making of” in Edge and the one in Retro Gamer, Evans recounts the same story: “I was coding late into the night and suddenly the monster leapt out at me. I jumped out of my skin!” (Drury, 2012: 26). This experience has led him to add messages: “REX LIES IN WAIT,” “FOOTSTEPS APPROACHING,” “REX HAS SEEN YOU,” “HE IS HUNTING FOR YOU,” and “RUN HE IS BESIDE YOU.” For him, “those hints were to tell you something was happening. I also put the sound of his footsteps in—just clicks—to warn you. I thought some poor old fellow might be playing my game and it could give him a heart attack!” (Drury, 2012: 28). While the game had no sound in the end, Evans was already using the tactic of diegetic visual and auditory forewarning to scare the player. And the “RUN HE IS BEHIND YOU” indisputably makes a gamer panic and frantically press the keys to get away.23


2D action games were more in the vein of Haunted House than 3D Monster Maze. Whether or not they were inspired by horror movies like The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1983), they were simply video games with a horrific context. Dark Cavern (Mattel Electronics, 1982; originally released the same year as Night Stalker for the Intellivision) is based on the gameplay of Pac-Man with one of five men having twenty bullets to begin with, but others to pick up in order to kill blobs, spiders, and robots in a labyrinth. D.S. Cohen from About.com has called it: “One of the true first survival horror games, mainly because it’s a game where you’re guaranteed to die!” (2012, I’m emphasizing). But if it is a question of dying, a huge number of games would therefore fall into this category! Gremlins (Atari, 1984) came out the same year as the movie. It is a mix of catching the Mogwai falling down before they reach the hamburgers at the bottom of the screen (similar to catching the bombs in the popular Kaboom! designed by Larry Kaplan in 1981) and killing the Gremlins before they knock down Billy (a Space Invaders
-type level). Although Carnival Massacre (Edgar Belka, 1983) has “all the elements of a modern horror film” according to Computer and Video Games (No 32, June, 1984: 35), and urges a gamer to save passengers of rides from two “vicious characters” called Butcher Bill and Ruthless Rick, its two parts are similar to these of Gremlins and there are no fear effects. The Atari 5200 version (1986, originally released on the Apple II in 1984) of Joe Dante’s film provides a top-down view of “the Mogwai and Gremlins . . . running wild in Billy’s living room.” A person playing has to “help Billy return the Mogwai to their cage and destroy all Gremlins by slashing them with his sword before sunrise at 6:00 a.m.” (manual). The Evil Dead (1984) places Ash in a similar setting and action as he needs to battle against Evil by closing the windows of the cabin to prevent monsters from entering, as well as killing his mutant friends to finally destroy the Book of the Dead. In Ghost Manor (Xonox, 1983), a gamer playing a girl or a boy must save their friend “being held prisoner by Dracula, while collecting as many points as possible before time runs out. Highest score wins” (manual). They play tag in a cemetery, shoot spears up in front of the castle entrance, navigate the maze of the first and second floors, and imprison the Prince of Darkness using the crosses to repel him into a cell of the prison. It’s thirty minutes (i.e., thirty moves) that a gamer has in The Tomb of Dracula (Moviedrome Video, 1982) before the Prince wakes up after sunset. They look through three hundred vaults for the Vampire’s Treasure. Gains (find a store), losses (facing a zombie or a ghoul), or choices to see the map are counted in silver stakes. In comparison with these games, two titles stood out in 1983.

What distinguishes Ant Attack (Sandy White, 1983) for the ZX Spectrum is its 3D isometric view setting the action on the ground, rather than in the sky as in the famous arcade shooter Zaxxon (Sega, 1982). The player-character, either a He or a She, has to roam the walled City of Antescher (formed by structures made out of blocks stacked upon one another in the style of M.C. Escher, like a crypt, a forum, a pyramid or a watchtower) so as to rescue their partner. Once they have succeeded, they start again to save as many lives and get as many points as possible during the time of their mission. The recovery operations are challenging for two reasons. First, the person to retrieve is trapped somewhere in the large city that a gamer can only see in small parts. This is why a direction indicator (a green or red light) tells if a gamer is moving in the right direction (the figure of exploration with the resolution modality). Since a player-character can disappear from view by walking behind a wall or buildings, the world can be seen from four different switchable angles. Secondly, the city swarms with ants chasing the player-character around to bite or paralyze them, taking one of their twenty lives in the process (Figure8). 
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 FIGURE 8 He and She are running away from ants in Ant Attack (Sandy White, 1983).

The player-character keeps away from them by staying safe above ground level, but more ants will be attracted by their presence the longer they stay put. Otherwise, by choosing between four different distances, a limit of twenty grenades can be thrown to destroy the monsters. The gamer’s actions are complicated by these limited offensive/defensive resources. The game also exploits diegetic blind space to instigate fear because the ants remain offscreen until they are close to the player-character. What’s more, as the reviewer in the December 1983 issue of Computer & Video Games observed: “The ants are horrifyingly lifelike as are the movements of your hero” (No 23, “Awesome ants”: 33). These “movements of your hero” are still constrained by tank controls affecting the execution of the flight. It is based on these aspects that Retro Gamer has asked in September 2008: “So was Ant Attack either the world’s first isometric 3D, survival horror, or unisex game? There are rival contenders to each claim.” The answer is, “Survival horror can be dated to before the phrase was coined in 1996. There was Haunted House for the 2600 (1981)—an icon hunt around a mansion. If you count arcades there’s Robotron (1982).24
 However, for the combination of escaping monsters using only human ingenuity, Ant Attack still has the strongest claim” (No 55, Anderiesz, 2008: 30). In January 2009, the game was judged the sixth best isometric game by the magazine and defined as “almost a blueprint for the likes of Resident Evil and Ico [Team Ico, 2001]—all three games share scary similarities” (No 59, “Top 25,” 2009: 72). During the same year, Edge presented their “Making of” in these words: 


Meet sculptor-turned-coder Sandy White, who created the father of survival horror. Today the survival horror genre may have been transformed by hardware advances, and the likes of Resident Evil and Silent Hill, but back in 1983 an art student from Edinburgh was already finding ways of fraying the nerves and raising pulses with nothing but a humble ZX Spectrum. Ant Attack marked the very beginnings of the survival horror genre. (Edge Staff, 2009)

Despite this clear label, Sandy White himself was not able to name it during an interview about his game.25
 Still, he might have had a vague idea of what he calls “something horror,” given that his ants are described in the cassette inlay as “the ants who for t
heir part kill and kill again without thought or consideration, just carrying out a biological imperative.” There was only a short step to take in order to see the urge of the living dead, and it’s no accident that his next game would showcase them: Zombie Zombie (Spaceman, 1984). Now in color and with two-channel sound, the setting is similar, but the gameplay is a bit different, more based on thinking. The player-character can control a helicopter, move blocks, and build structures to trap zombies, or to lure them on the top (they turn from green to red when they chase them), consequently making them fall to their (final) death. Otherwise, more abstract and less scary than the ants, the ghouls can’t be killed (the invincible monster tactic), only pushed back with an air-gun. Neither can the enemies be slayed in another fast-paced isometric dungeon crawler, Zombies (Mike Edwards/BRAM Software, 1983). The hero could only escape their grip by throwing holy crosses behind or spells to protect himself from his pursuers (zombies, giant spiders, and poisonous snakes), immobilizing them or making them confused for few moments. The damage is not calculated in terms of lives but of hit points and a two-player cooperative mode is available.

The second game, Forbidden Forest (Paul Norman and Cosmi, 1983), is presented by Retro Gamer in the usual manner: “The Resident Evil series propelled survival-horror videogames into the public consciousness, but the genre has much older roots. As far back as 1982, Paul Norman was crafting a gory, action-packed horror epic on the humble Commodore 64” (Grannell, 2006: 70). As for it, a test in Your 64 at the time of its release concentrated on the “scary monsters,” reviewing the battle against the giant spiders, obese bumble bees, big frogs, flying dragons, killer skeletons, Forest Phantoms, colossal snakes, and finally, whatever the level of difficulty chosen (innocent, trooper, daredevil, or crazy26
), the demonic king of monsters called Demogorgon (Brittain, 1984: 52–53). With regard to the gameplay, Forbidden Forest is indeed all about confronting monsters in the shoes of a poor archer who has unfortunately wandered into the wrong location. Nonetheless, “it is a novel arcade game with roots that stubbornly refuse to trace back to an ancestry of Pacman [sic], Galaxian [Namco, 1979], Invaders or Missile Command [Atari, 1980]” (p. 52). This refusal is above all explained by the appropriate size of the centered player-character in the foreground in relation to the landscape. With parallax scrolling between the front and the background of the side-viewed forest, some sprite-based tree movements, a gradual change of background colors to make the time progress from day to night, and flying monsters that get smaller or bigger depending of their distance in the sky, we are closer to a vivid representation of a woodland (Figure 9). 
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 FIGURE 9 The archer is fighting a giant spider, a colossal snake and (on the right) a flying dragon coming from the background in Forbidden Forest (Paul Norman and Cosmi, 1983).

The shooting execution is singular too. The fire button of the joystick alternately reloads and fires the bow. It is not possible to shoot or recharge while running left or right; the player-character often needs to flee when he has badly evaluated the trajectory of the arrow and missed his moving target. He has only five quivers of ten arrows (these offensive/defensive resources become scarcer on tougher levels) and must be accurate as he is required to shoot the Phantom in the hole of its face while fighting the skeletons. The final boss fight against the Demogorgon happens in the dark, playing with the diegetic blind space; it’s only in the course of a flash of lightning that the demonic king becomes visible and that the archer can take his clear shot. 

Hunt didn’t talk about Forbidden Forest in his “History of Videogame Nasties,” but he should have. As one game reviewer notes in Computer & Video Games, “Video nasties have been hitting the headlines quite often recently and, judging by the amount of blood spilled in Forbidden Forest, ‘computer nasties’ will soon be making the headlines in our daily papers” (No 31, May, “And now . . . ‘computer nasties!,’” 1984: 29). The foes’ attacks are definitely gory. Blood splatters on every occasion; the archer is even set on fire by the dragon. For Norman, the death scenes are meant to be logical: “Giant spiders chew your head off. Giant frogs squash you. Spear-wielding skeletons stab you. Giant snakes melt you with their venom. It’s all what you might expect in a forbidden forest” (Grannell, 2006: 72). While those blood effects were “a little overdone” and the game “not for squeamish!” according to the Logic 3 Commodore Club, critics ultimately reached an appreciative verdict: “Cosmi are rapidly establishing a reputation for the superb graphics of their games. Their Forbidden Forest is a work of computer art and the ‘mood’ sound effects help to build up the menacing atmosphere. You wander in the forest, night is falling and you hear a rustling in the bushes.” (Winter issue, “Forbidden Forest,” 1984–85: 8). The sound and music are adaptive and do create an eerie and haunting ambiance. It was sought by Norman as he remembers it in the Retro Gamer’s “Making of”: “‘The guys at the company just wanted a target game with a bow and arrow,’ recalls Paul. ‘I wasn’t interested in that—I’m a movie buff, not a gamer, and there’s no movie in that idea.’ Therefore, Paul did everything to make the game akin to a movie—hence the forest, monsters, music, and lighting” (Grannell, 2006: 71). The reference to horror cinema isn’t new. But the use of its codes and tactics as well as the wish to combine emotions related to the fiction as much as to the gameplay will from this day forth be part of scary game design.27


A clear paradigm of this association with the seventh art was made a few years later. The action-adventure Project Firestart (Dynamix, 1988) was sold as: “More than a game . . . A Horror Movie in Outer Space! An Action-Packed Race Against Time! 4 Disc sides. Tension-building musical score and sound effects. Pans, close-ups, fades, montage . . . just like a movie” (back cover of the game box). Not once but twice, Retro Gamer has consecrated it. It was the ninth pick in their Commodore 64 perfect ten games: “Many games claim to have pioneered the survival horror genre but, while others came before it, Project Firestart is one of the very best and is still supremely enjoyable today” (No 30, “Commodore 64,” October 2006: 25). And their “Making of” began with another unconditional praise: “Although it never received sequels [as Resident Evil are we led to understand], Project Firestart stands as the true ancestor of the survival horror genre” (Szczepaniak, 2011: 82, I’m emphasizing). In “IGN Presents the History of Survival Horror,” Fahs introduced the game in a section entitled “The Dawn of Survival Horror.” He indicates that while some of the early games came to tap into themes of isolation and vulnerability that define the genre, none will form the vision we have of it today. For him, “It wasn’t until 1986 that Jeff Tunnell began the journey that would make him the unwitting father of the modern survival horror game—an achievement that has gone widely overlooked in the years since.” His next remark was as provocative as it was enlightening in the context of my study:


If art is a work that communicates human emotion, then survival horror is perhaps the first movement to effectively bridge the gap between art and games in a uniquely interactive way. In fact, it was this challenge that led to the birth of the genre. “At Dynamix, we were working with Electronic Arts,” Tunnell recalls, “and if you remember back in the day, Trip Hawkins asked, ‘Can a computer make you cry?’ We thought, ‘Well, that might be kind of hard, but maybe it could make you feel fear.’” (2009)

Art, games, and fear certainly work well together. Yet, this combination will follow the dynamic between being in control and out of control as well as between cut-scenes and interactive sequences, as Krzywinska underlines (2002: 215). In fact, as announced on the game box, Project Firestart takes advantage of the variation of shots and of the montage tricks of a movie. The first images of the interior of the research vessel Prometheus shows a man falling down while running away from a green thing barely visible on the right side of the frame, namely the extradiegetic blind space. This is a great warning of the danger ahead, since Agent Jon Hawking, the player-character, was sent to recover the science log and set the self-destruction device in order to lay waste to any traces of the genetic experiment that was conducted on the space ship. Once on board, Hawking learns more about what happened by reading electronic logs. The free-roaming exploration is interrupted with short cut-scenes or animated images (many preceded by a “Meanwhile”), similar to the one showing the “Damsel in Distress. Sleeping. Unaware. And most likely dead” (the image seen and described on the back cover of the game box) or the ones showing a very lethal gray creature coming to life and killing three green monsters. The deaths of the agent inside the Prometheus are also featured in cut-scenes, with Jon Hawking, for example, blown up by TNT or attacked by monsters, ending up bleeding and mutilated on the floor. Damon Slye, the second game designer, confessed that these images were a way to overcome the limitations of the Commodore 64: “Our goal was to make a game that was frightening. Of course, that’s difficult on an 8-bit computer because you can’t serve up a lot of graphic easily” (in Szczepaniak, 2011: 82).28
 While the game is played from a side view and in an isometric perspective, one way to get around these was to cut to a fixed detail of a gory scene: for example, the dead man encountered on the ground near the elevator of the second level with the sign “danger” written with his own blood on the wall, or the decapitated body near the plasma laser in the storage room. This strategy is employed in another context too. Following Tunnell’s reminiscences, “We went absolutely from scratch. . . . I didn’t look at any other games. . . . A lot of stuff was kind of gimmicky, trying to surprise people. . . . You have to go for cheap tricks first before you can be subtle” (Fahs, 2009). Consequently, exemplifying pre-scripted diegetic effects, a close-up shot of one of the monsters can suddenly appear on-screen with the proper sound while the player-character is running in a corridor (Figure 10); this shock is effectively staged once the vessel is plunged into darkness when the power is turned off.
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 FIGURE 10 Agent Jon Hawking is running into a monster in Project Firestart (Dynamix, 1988).

Ready to jump on the agent, the monsters can likewise be waiting behind a door; they can follow him through an opened one, in fact appearing right by him in a room. To defend himself, Jon Hawking can only carry two lasers at the time and can’t replace one unless it’s drained of all energy. A technological limitation leads to a notable scare tactic related to the defective control already seen in Forbidden Forest: the player-character can’t simultaneously move and fire a laser, leaving him more vulnerable. Although few one-use first aid kits can be found near elevators, there is only one energizer permitting to fully regain health anytime; it is crucial to run to this lab on the third level if necessary. It is always a good idea to save the game along the way, which is possible at any moment.


Project Firestart was inspired by the movie Alien. Its monsters were not the iconic extraterrestrial creatures designed by H. R. Giger.29
 However, many games have been based on the Alien franchise. Aliens: the Computer Game (Software Studios, 1986; this UK version is different from the US version developed by Activision) will lay down the basic mechanics of most of the latter videoludic adaptations (to say nothing about the Predators or the Aliens vs Predators games). While the interface is divided to monitor six characters on the bottom half of the screen and to see the one being controlling, the action at the top half is shown from a camera attached to the helmet of the chosen member being controlled. Aliens: the Computer Game is somewhat a first-person shooter with one goal: destroy the Alien Queen and her nest. A gamer directs the crew from a Mobile Tactical Operations Bay outside the 255-room colony base. The game designer Mark Eyles has explained his vision in the “Making of”:


I didn’t want to just create a clone of existing 2D blasters—simply slotting in background graphics to suggest scenes from the movie—I wanted to create something more original that conjured up the suspense and fear that was in the film. I chose to focus on a single element that was at the heart of the movie: the combat between the crew and the aliens infiltrating the base. By doing so I was able to restrict the amount of graphics required and concentrate on a single core of gameplay, rather than ending up with a compendium of mini-games all themed round scenes in the movie [like the US version]. (in Carroll, 2007: 75)

It is well and truly the confrontation with the monsters that renders the game distressing. The motion detector beeping on the presence offscreen of the threat utilizes, as Eyles wished, sound as a “key gameplay mechanism,” or as a great scare tactic I would say. The aliens can be encountered anywhere. Moreover, they are always running in and out of the rectangular screen, disappearing in the diegetic blind space. This transforms the scrolling left or right to reframe them in order to shoot them into a stressful action. Building on its creepy design—assessed in relation to the softer look of the T.REX in 3D Monster Maze, the alien’s often quick assaults are both mighty and deadly. 

In contrast, the first videoludic adaptations of Alien only retain the horrific context. The initial Alien game (Fox Video Games, 1982) for the Atari 2600 is a clone of Pac-Man, with an extra level of Freeway (David Crane, 1981) during which a gamer has to run across lanes of Xenomorphs to get to the top. The second game developed in 1984 by Concept Software is in line with tactical role-playing games. Compared to the aforementioned Alien, it is played from a top-down view and its interface gives more screen space to the menus used to make the crew move and act, and to the window helping to keep one eye on the characters’ state and progress. The indirect intervention mode doesn’t help to make the alien hunt dreadfully engaging. Aliens: Alien 2 (Square, 1987) and Aliens (Konami, 1990, a two-player arcade game) are shoot ‘em ups, specifically labeled “Run and Gun” because the player-character(s) is(are) just blasting creatures from outer space all the way. 


Also originating from a major horror movie franchise of the same era, Jason Voorhees is another famous evil character a gamer has to chase and face in two games of the 1980s: Friday the 13th: The Computer Game (Domark,1985) for the Commodore 64 and Friday the 13th (Atlus,1989) for the Nintendo Entertainment System. Both take place at the Crystal Lake holiday camp, targeting the demise of Jason and featuring similar mechanics. In the earliest game, from a side and pseudo 3D view, one of five characters randomly assigned at the beginning needs to save their ten friends from Jason—first disguised as a camper like the others—by bringing them to a sanctuary they’ll have built with crosses. They can confront Mrs. Voorhees’ son by finding weapons scattered throughout the camp and inside the buildings (a church, a barn, or a cabin), then throwing and hitting Jason with various weapons (hammer, spear, axe, machete, or pitchfork to name these recognizable objects). In the second game for the NES, a gamer controls a group of six camp counselors. They can switch between them in order to keep each one alive and save kids hidden around in the cabins. Scrolling through the lake area (on foot or in a boat), the woods and the cave to pick up weapons, vitamins, and other useful items to defy the ultimate boss, the player-character is attacked by zombies, bats, crows, wolves, and even by the disembodied head of the killer’s mother. Thus, each of these two adaptations draws on sounds and images to frighten a gamer. Friday the 13th: The Computer Game has a fear meter: the more a character gets scared, more it makes the hair of a blonde woman stand on end. Irrespective of its (in)effectiveness, it symbolizes a change in the situation. Above all, every time a character is slaughtered by Jason, a loud screechy scream is heard. This shriek is startling when the death happens offscreen and more shocking when it is synchronized with a quick cut to the image of a friend with Jason’s machete planted in his skull because a player-character arrived on the murder scene just a bit too late. (The startle effect would be used by Project Firestart few years later). In the second videoludic variant, the exploration of the cabins is performed on the y-axis, running vertically rather than horizontally as means to convey depth. With a proper musical theme, this view from the back of the character stages the encounter with Jason as surprising face-to-face;30
 this surprise notwithstanding, there is no attempt at all to match the gruesome images of the movies. Whereas the gameplay of A Nightmare on Elm Street (Westwood Associates, 1989) doesn’t differ from what has just been described, another game with a character wearing a mask similar to Jason’s focuses on one specific action. Indeed, the act of killing foes becomes grandiloquent in the side-scrolling beat ‘em up-like Splatterhouse (Namco, 1988). Rick, a student of parapsychology, wakes up with a “terror mask” stuck on his
face. To make it out of the West Mansion (i.e., the Splatterhouse) alive, he must slay a large number of abominable opponents with his own hands and feet, or with a two by four, a meat cleaver, a shotgun, or an axe. 
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 FIGURE 11 The torture chamber and rack room of Chiller (Exidy, 1986).


Regarding videoludic works versed in gore, the arcade game Chiller (Exidy, 1986; it was ported to the NES in 1990) really stands out as a peculiar one, and maybe even more surprisingly regarded by Burnham in his Supercade: A Visual History of the Videogame Age, 1971–1984 as “one of the earliest examples of ‘survival horror,’ a genre that would later include such games as Alone in the Dark, Castlevania and Resident Evil” ([2001] 2003: 345).31
 During a session of Chiller, two players can take turns to get the best score. In front of a torture chamber and a rack room (Figure 11), they achieve this by simply shooting at people attached to instruments of torture in order to dismember them, decapitate them, guillotine them, or make them get eaten by a crocodile. 

In the two other levels, they fire at ghosts in a hallway and at hands or a woman (who can be undressed) coming out of the ground in a cemetery. They can also find hidden items for bonus points. It doesn’t matter that the bloody 2D graphics are unaesthetic and not photorealistic; the sole screening of an excerpt of the game is inexorably met with reactions of repulsion, especially since the victims cry out of pain at every shot. In this case, we may say it is indeed a horrifying game, leaving aghast the person discovering it. Butler underlines the influences of the “video nasties” to explain the bad taste of the game (besides being banned in UK). The flyer of the game supports this link to films: “
Chiller
 is now playing on the coin-op amusement video screen! Horror—the popular motion picture genre that has entertained generations of show-goers is now yours on an Exidy video gun. . . . Borrow a card from the movie industry’s deck and deal yourself a winning hand with 
Chiller
.” Butler correspondingly stresses that the game certainly kick-started the moral panic over video game violence and gives a good explanation:


With the exception of a few tiresome attention-seekers, video games have very rarely reveled in the infliction of sadistic torture as many contemporary, and quite commercially successful, horror films have. Indeed, video game horror is almost always concerned with making the player suffer—not empowering them to do terrible things to undeserving others. (2011: chap. 1, sec. 145)

In fact, nothing explains why a gamer shoots at innocents; the aforementioned flyer doesn’t give the circumstances related to the action either. The NES version centers its quest on finding talismans and tries to stage the killing as the release of trapped evil souls. But the targets are still people, not hellish creatures.

Without the intention to disgust the person playing, the very popular genre of scrolling platform games will borrow the monsters, iconography, and themes of the horror fiction to put its action in context. In Frankenstein’s Monster (Data Age, 1983), a gamer must build a barricade on each side of Mary Shelly’s creature before he comes alive. They need to collect stones from the dungeons of Dr. Frankenstein’s castle three levels below and to bring them up while avoiding and jumping over Spiders, Giant Tarantulas, Ghosts, and Bats. In Ghost ’n Goblins (Capcom, 1985), Ghost House (Sega, 1986), Castlevania (Konami, 1986), and Kenseiden (Sega, 1988) among others, they are facing ugly (but familiar) creatures like skeletons, zombies, vampires, mummies, demons, ogres, goblins, or dragons. The player-characters can punch, kick, throw knives and lances, use a whip, or wield the sword to eliminate the opponents. The main actional modality is the execution, especially since rolling, falling, and flying objects must be dodged, pits must be crossed, moving platforms might be reached via coordinated jumps, etc. But none of that promotes fear. 

In Replay: the History of Video Games, Donovan asserts, “Until the early 1990s game developers rarely tried to produce horror games, largely because the limited technology often made the task of scaring players difficult. One of the early attempts was Five Ways Software’s 1985 adaptation of The Rats, James Herbert’s gory horror novel where a plague of mutant rats terrorise London” (2010: 274). For Donavan, compared to the turn-based approach of the adventure genre, the real-time attacks of the rats helped to create a sense of panic during the game and the images of rats ‘bursting’ out of the on-screen page obscuring the text to add to the feeling of losing control. “It was an interesting experiment in trying to invoke fear in players but it proved to be a one-off” (p. 274). You’ll also come to face rats in undoubtedly the most notorious horror text adventure: Dave Lebling’s The Lurking Horror (Infocom, 1987) inspired by the writing of H.P. Lovecraft. You are a student at G.U.E. Tech, who has braved a snowstorm to get to the Computer Center and finish working on an assignment. But since your file was corrupted, you need to find your way to the Department of Alchemy to repair it, taking an underground route to get there. You walk among others in a Steam Tunnel with a “pressure release valve on the steam pipe.” Then: 

The rat sounds are growing louder, but you still can’t see any rats.


>open valve

It’s too rusty. You pull and strain, but nothing happens.

A troop of rats appears out of the darkness. The rats are momentarily startled by 
your presence, but soon the bolder ones begin to approach. There are more rats here than you have ever seen.

>open valve with crowbar

The valve, with a horrible scream of tortured metal, gives a little, and a small trickle of steam issues forth. This further agitates the rats.

The rats attack! Slimy, snarling, and hungry, they swarm over your feet, biting at your legs and clinging desperately to your feet.

There is more than one confrontation like this in The Lurking Horror. Upon its original release, Computer Gaming World noted in its “Taking a Peek” short review section, “It is delightful horror at times,” and added in an article about Infocom, “Homages to the horror canon, from Ghostbusters to The Twilight Zone, fill the story (as do several moments of true terror). Stephen King couldn’t have done it better” (No 39, August-September, 1987: 7 and 46–47). Consequently, depending on your degree of implication in the action through your reading, you’ll consider The Lurking Horror a game with sporadic fear and horror effects.

That being said, adventure games aren’t to be classified very high in the pyramid of scary games, at least with regard to fright. For instance, the French magazine Tilt devoted a nine-page cover story of their fifty-fifth issue to horror games,32
 mainly text-based, graphic and point-and-click adventures such as La chose de Grotembourg (Ubi Soft, 1987), Dracula, Frankenstein (CRL, 1987), Maniac Mansion (Lucasfilm Games, 1987), Massacre (Loriciels, 1987), Peur sur Amityville (Ubi Soft, 1987), Uninvited (ICOM Simulation, 1986), and Shadowgate. The three reviewers told the stories and criticized the graphics, the sound, or the text parser. However, they didn’t discuss the experience much at all. When they did, it was to mention a general atmosphere (ambiance): (1) “The intensity of the anxiety is not proportional to the amount of hemoglobin, and La chose de Grotembourg fails to create a scary atmosphere. Like many games of this type, the universe of horror movies only serves as context for an adventure altogether very traditional” (Delandre, p. 81, freely translated); (2) “The graphics of [Uninvited] and the digitized sound effects successfully contribute to the scenario and create a frightening atmosphere. We should, however, acknowledge that the intensity of this atmosphere is by far weaker than the one of movies or books dealing with the same subject” (Boolack, p. 82); or (3) “The images of bodies half decayed and of desperately fixed sprays of blood are more ugly than disgusting. Other ways of doing are needed to create an atmosphere” (Schérer, p. 85).

In fact, on the one hand, the turn-based mechanic, the indirect mode of intervention (besides expressed by the address to “You” in text adventures), and the importance given to the resolution as a main actional modality33
 have not made the design of scary text, graphic and point-and-click adventure games easy. On the other hand, as highlighted by Therrien, “The representational economy of the graphical adventure genre always favored detailed visuals over fast manipulation of the assets and as such became an ideal format to develop the repulsive aspect of horror” (2009: 33). It is the digitized pictures representing the victims included in the text adventure Jack the Ripper (St. Bride’s School, 1988) and Wolfman (CRL, 1988) that have shocked the BBFC, leading it to grant an 18-up certificate to the games. Point-and-click games have used the first-person view to create startle effects for death scenes in the small window showing the image. For instance, in Uninvited, a mysterious lady a gamer meets in the hall of the house rapidly turns her back on their click to reveal “her face devoid of any flesh” and her hand reaching to them; a dog jumps at them with a growl when they choose to point at him, and a skull pops up in a gamer’s face at every last breath; this is effective when a gamer is taken by surprise by a floor collapsing under their feet, for example. Shadowgate also plays with the sudden apparition of monsters, but these don’t appear in close-up, only in their surroundings as for the sleeping guard or the Behemoth in the cavern. Returning to the review in Tilt, “Most traps are mortal [in Shadowgate], which is a way to temper the player’s enthusiastic curiosity. You are caught in the game; the proof: you find yourself hesitating to open a door or enter a room! The authors have even set traps only intended to cause the player an abruptly thrust of his adrenaline!” (Boolack, p. 83, freely translated). A person playing had indeed no margin for error in these adventures. While the game is played from a first-person perspective, the deaths of the player-character in Elvira: Mistress of the Dark (Horror Soft, 1990) are portrayed through images of his face, with his eyes burned, his throat cut, or his whole head emerging from the surface of a boiling cauldron. The review on Computer Gaming World brought up a very attention-grabbing moment: “In some circumstances, actively participating with some very disturbing images cannot be avoided. For instance, to have Elvira cook up certain spells, one must have a maggot or two in the inventory (yecch!). Of course, to get the maggots, one must click on the gardener’s corpse and pick up the maggots that are writhing within his decaying husk (this is pretty gross stuff!)” (No 84, May, Wesolowski, 1991: 35). As evidenced by the reviewer’s reaction, the visuals certainly aimed to sicken a gamer.

Adventurers don’t always venture alone in dangerous places. In Where Time Stood Still (Denton Designs, 1988), a “plane has ditched on a mountainous plateau somewhere in deepest Tibet” (game back cover). Other than the pilot Jarrett, the player-character (when he dies, you can play another character), there are three people on board: Clive is slow, unathletic, ill tempered, co
mplaining, and selfish; his daughter Gloria is tough, determined, supportive, and wary; and Dirk, Gloria’s beloved, is a fast, athletic go-getter, as well as a highly educated specialist in Eastern dialects (an asset when you need to talk to natives). These traits and attributes are important because a gamer has to manage Jarrett’s party by keeping an eye on three meters displaying the strength, hunger, and thirst as well as the ammunition of the characters. If the latter don’t have food and water when they say they are starving and parched, or if they aren’t given a rest when they say they are tired, they might stop following Jarrett’s lead and wander about on their own. Controlled by a character AI continuously generating random behaviors (both for the NPCs and their opponents), such conduct puts the whole group in jeopardy and complicates the search for the passage home through hazardous terrain shown in an isometric view. Each member can carry four items in her/his inventory—the manipulation of which occurs in real time—and all the inventoried bits and pieces are valuable to their safety. Coming back to the April 1988 news in Retro Gamer, according to Richard Burton, “Where Time Stood Still proved to be terrific, with great graphics adding to the sinister feel, and could be considered a precursor to the survival horror genre” (2010: 18). This umpteenth post-dated birth certificate can be explained by the various deadly threats the characters have to face or avoid: falling down a cliff or a suspended bridge, sinking in the soft ground of the swamp, being stricken by a T.Rex or a tentacle rising up from water, being picked then dropped by a pterodactyl, being attacked by cannibals, etc. Or, because of some similarities in the managing of the party, the labeling refers to the game of the end of 1980s that has been so frequently associated with genre through Resident Evil 1.

If it could be it, this game is not Don’t Go Alone (Sterling Silver Software, 1989), even if it is a role-playing game in which four characters (out of a choice of sixteen), with their predetermined special skills and foibles that can be upgraded with experience points. The group enters together in an old house in order to find and defeat the Ancient One. In addition to the four characters’ windows, the text one, and the image of the house seen in a first-person perspective, an automap shows the group’s location from a top view of the house. The characters can one at a time use chemistry formulas (as opposed to spells) to combat monsters. A gamer has to prevent two bars from getting full if they want to keep control of the party: one registering the fear of the characters and the other their concentration. 

Developed by Capcom, Sweet Home (1989) is the famous game associated with Resident Evil 1. To finish with the list of birth notifications, mainly announced in Retro Gamer, Hunt noted in his “History of Videogame Nasties,” “Often touted as being the first true survival horror game, Sweet Home was a top down adventure game for the Famicom that only found a release in Japan” (2008: 51, emphasis added).34
 Three years earlier, in his examination of the original Japanese Famicom, John Szczepaniak asserted: 


Readers might be unaware that a Biohazard/Resident Evil semi-prequel was also made for it. Entitled Sweet Home, it was an RPG by Capcom that featured several key gameplay elements that would go on to heavily influence the survival horror series that followed. Many would argue that survival horror started with Alone in the Dark, but some credit should at least be given to the Famicom. (2005: 32)


Sweet Home is linked to the Japanese horror film of the same name directed by Kiyoshi Kurosawa and released the same year. After a now legendary loading screen of a door opening, a TV crew of five goes into the abandoned mansion of famous artist Ichirō Mamiya to photograph his frescoes and are trapped inside by the ghost of a woman (Figure 12).
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 FIGURE 12 The loading screen, the exploration, and the confrontation in  Sweet Home
 (Capcom, 1989). English translation by fans.

The team must explore (the main figure of interactivity) in parties of two or three and survive the house in order to escape.35
 In line with the conventions of RPGs, each of the three women and two men who has their own characteristics (levels of experience, attack power, health points, and pray points which is another attack device) and their own tool that will be necessary to complete the adventure: Taro has a camera, Akiko a first aid kit, Emi a key, Kazuo a lighter, and Asuka a vacuum cleaner. A gamer can also switch between the characters. A menu of pop-up commands enables them to look at things, talk to people, manage their inventory and save as many times as they wish. With their initial tools, player-characters can carry only four items at a time (much like Where Time Stood Still) and the inventory only has two open slots. Therefore, a person playing needs to manage the belongings strategically, giving the right thing to right team mates, exchanging them, or drinking a tonic flask in order to leave a room for a necessary tool.

The main screen of Sweet Home shows a top-down view of the maze-like manor. To the beat of a few efficacious synthesized musical themes, a gamer scrolls through the space with the team in order to find clues, various items, and weapons scattered around. Hints are found in objects such as dolls and skeletons, in conversations with zombies or people and mainly in notes, blood messages, and frescoes that have to be cleaned beforehand (by Asuka, or someone else who has a broom) and photographs (by Taro or another camera owner). Various elements are required to overcome obstacles or monsters, such as tonic flasks that restore life and prayer points, pieces of wood or ropes to cross gaps, mallets to destroy rocks, statues, or mirrors, keys to open specific doors, two rings to bypass a guardian, etc. Four items used in a certain order are necessary to beat the (final) boss, Mamiya. Weapons have different attack powers. Yet, a player-character may possess only one weapon at a time. Following the examples of Haunted House, certain sections of the manor are plunged into darkness and a wax candle is required to light up a square around the party. Furthermore, similar to Hunt the Wumpus’ Super Bats, which could pick up and move around the character, blue flying balls or ghosts can snatch one player-character away and transport him to another room. Except for blue cats and mice, which don’t hurt a player-character, enemies such as flying bats, suits of armor and mirrors wander around launching attacks if not avoided. Nevertheless, ready to attack, there are many monsters (corpses, evil dolls, hounds, ghosts, ghouls, worms, zombies, etc.) in the manor. As gruesome as it was possible to make them at the time, they appear in a confrontation screen (the other main figure of interactivity). The player-character can attack, pray, run (but they will fall down), use a tool, or call upon their team mate during a fight. While the action is underway and damages are displayed, red sparkles on the screen. For example, if one player-character is poisoned, red flickering will occur when he moves and Akiko’s first aid kit will be required. Since a gamer does not know which monster is going to show up or how the fight will turn out, (depending on their experience level and particularly with the tougher types), there is always a certain gameplay tension. Classical lighting effects enhance the atmosphere. Sweet Home even tries to create an interesting scary effect by making the enemy called the “Man” suddenly reveal a half-human half-skull face in two images, one from the back of the enemy and one showing his ugly face. It also keeps a gamer on their toes by making things, such as a chair or a light, fall in a shaky image. When they decide to go left or right, to dive or pray, there is always a short lapse of time before they know if they made the right decision. 

Ultimately, what we need to remember from that first clear-cut ten-year period is the variety of the videoludic genres dealing with horror: arcade games, action games, text, graphical and point-and-click adventure games, platform games, role-playing games, and shooting galleries. Such diversity will not disappear. Therrien in fact underlines it, but his examples are from the 1990s to 2000s; he even adds fighting games (the Mortal Kombat series), MMORPGs (e.g., Requiem: Bloodymare, Gravity Interactive, 2007), vehicular combat games (with Twisted Metal Black, Incognito Entertainment, 2001), and strategy games (referring to the Dungeon Keeper series by Bullfrog) (2009: 32). However, there has not been a great concentration of scary games in this decade. Above all, we have not witnessed a temporary crystallization of a common cultural consensus around the genre. This is what will define the next period.

Notes

1 It was, however, originally published in 2006 in the Italian version of the book. 

2 Aspiring to offer a wide range of games, the editorial team has included among others: Amy (VectorCell, 2012), Dementium (Renegade Kid, 2007), I Have no Mouth, and I Must Scream (The Dreamers Guild, 1995), Parasite Eve (Square, 1998), and Splatterhouse (Namco Splatter Team, 1998). They talk about F. Raynal, S. Mikami, Nicolas Gaume, and Pascale Barret, the last two being behind Nightmare Creatures: (Kalisto Entertainment, 1997) and Nightmare Creatures II (Kalisto Entertainment, 2000).

3 Chiller (Exidy, 1986), Night Trap (Digital Pictures, 1992), Resident Evil 1, Resident Evil 5, Silent Hill 1, The House of the Dead 1, Rule of Rose, and Agartha (a game by F. Raynal that was never released) are part of the short case studies systematically following the same formula: (a) the pitch, (b) the game system, (c) the development, (d) the polemic, and (e) the analysis.

4 Because I was introducing our body of works by talking about Resident Evil 1, I did talk about pre- and neosurvival horror while teaching. It was convenient to make the 
students distinguish the three historical periods. But the topic of the present book is scary games, and not only survival horror ones. This has to be outright.

5 Comedy and porn video games have, for example, a clear goal too. 

6 For instance, for Patoine (2004), reading can be seen as an embodied practice able to make the reader have corporeal and visceral sensations.

7   In conformity with the 2016 Essential Facts About the Computer and Video Game Industry released by the Entertainment Software Association in April 2016. See http://www.theesa.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/Essential-Facts-2016.pdf.

8   See, for instance, Therrien, 2015: 108–15. 

9   This corroborates Karl Roelofs’ experience, the designer of the game, “I can’t tell you how many times people come up with me [and] say, your game just scared me to death when I was a kid” (in Kohler, 2014, emphasis added).

10 See, for instance, Cobbett, 2011.

11 As for films, horror video games are also very conservative since they advocate behaviors and ideas closely matching social norms; Good is always fighting against Evil.

12 See, among others, Donovan, 2010: 225–35.

13 That’s what has confirmed the head of the Capcom consumer software division, Akio Sakai, during an interview with Edge. Questioned about if the company was targeting at a higher age group than normal, Sakai answered, “We are aiming this game at 18 year-olds in Japan, a higher age than Capcom usually aims at, and an entirely different audience. This is partly because PlayStation is supported by older people. We also want as big a market as possible for our games” (No 30, March, “Capcom,” 1996: 51).

14 There are many articles stating, “Video Games Are Far More Terrifying Than Horror Movies” (Ellison, 2014), “Horror Video Games Are Scarier Than Any Movie. Period” (Dufour, 2015) or “Horror games can be more frightening than movies” (Eriksen, 2016).

15 As Philip Brophy emphasizes in his study of the textuality of the contemporary horror film, “The historical blue-prints have faded, and the new (post-1975) films recklessly copy and re-draw their generic sketching. In this wild tracing, there are two major areas that affect the modern Horror film: (i) the growth of special effects with cinematic realism and sophisticated technology, and (ii) an historical over-exposure of the genre’s iconography, mechanics and effects. The textuality of the modern horror film is integrally and intricately bound up in the dilemma of a saturated fiction whose primary aim in its telling is to generate suspense, shock and horror. It is a mode of fiction, a type of writing that in the fullest sense ‘plays’ with its reader, engaging the reader in a dialogue of textual manipulation that has no time for the critical ordinances of social realism, cultural enlightenment or emotional humanism. The gratification of the contemporary Horror film is based upon tension, fear, anxiety, sadism and masochism-a disposition that is overall both tasteless and morbid. The pleasure of the text is, in fact, getting the shit scared out of you—and loving it; an exchange mediated by adrenalin” ([1983] 1986: 9).

16 In the same year of the publication of Hand’s chapter, Aarseth writes, “As the Danish theorist and game designer Jesper Juul has pointed out . . ., games are eminently themeable: you can play chess with some rocks in the mud, or with pieces that look like the Simpson family rather than kings and queens. It would still be the same game. The ‘royal’ theme of the traditional pieces is all but irrelevant to our understanding of chess” (2004: 48). To explain that games are about their constitutive rules, Salen and Zimmerman use as an example the Chutes and Ladders game. After the enumeration of its four constitute rules, they point out, “Notice that in these rules, there is no mention of a spinner, a board, or pawns [and even less of a narrative we could add from a ludological angle] (2004: 132).

17 See http://www.atariarchives.org/basicgames/showpage.php?page=94.

18 In his description of the game, Yob recalls, “Two years ago I happened by People’s Computer Company (PCC) and saw some of their computer games such as Hurkle, Snark, and Mugwump. My reaction was: ‘EECH!!’ Each of these games was based on a 10 × 10 grid in Cartesian co-ordinates and three of them was [sic] too much for me. I started to think along the lines of: ‘There has to be a hide and seek computer game without that (exp. deleted) grid!!’ In fact, why not a topological computer game—Imagine a set of points connected in some way and the player moves about the set via the interconnections” (Yob, 1979). 

19 Nevertheless, Donovan states concerning Hunt the Wumpus, “Often mislabeled as an adventure game, but it’s a monster-hunting puzzle game” (2010: 387).

20 As advertised on the cover, it was “Hi-Res Adventure #1,” so to mark the advent of graphic.

21 As written by Evans, “More than 3,000 mazes were mapped. Each complied fully with all those rules. Subsequently, on one occasion, a ‘great open space in the maze’ was consistently but randomly generated” (in Sinclair User, No 14, May 1983: 17).

22 In the “Making of” in Retro Gamer, Evans is more precise, “Oh, Rex knows where you are. He’s coming after you all the time. I’d be making calculations to reduce the distance from him to you. There was a 2D map in there showing where you were and which way you were facing in relation to Rex. An algorithm made sure he knew where you were. Oh yes, he was hunting you down!” (No 99, February, Drury, 2012: 26).

23 Drury expands on this action, “desperate key presses on the Sinclair’s notoriously unresponsive flat keyboard could cause the very real horror of the 16K RAM pack coming loose and the game crashing” (2012: 26).

24 This categorization is not easy to understand. Except for the controls of the two joysticks (the left one for the on-screen character’s movement and the right one for the direction of the weapon) that will become the standards of action games, Robotron is a 2D shoot’em up game played on a top-down perspective. The survival horror analogy will not be explained in more details in the long article dedicated to the game in a later issue of the magazine (No 107, September 2012).

25 See The Making of ‘Ant Attack!,’ a short film by Anthony Caulfield and Nicol Caulfield posted (November 23, 2011) on YouTube in the series From Bedrooms to Billions, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RdrgBwSH9W8.

26 For example, only one bee, one dragon, one Phantom, and one snake have to be killed at the innocent level (manual).

27 Norman’s approach will, for instance, be cloned in Amazon Warrior (Geoff Sumner and New Generation Software, 1985) and improved in his own sequel: Beyond the Forbidden Forest (Cosmi, 1985). “In OmniDimension 4D” (manual), the archer is this time moving in the depth of the forest (passing i
n front of and behind objects) and getting into an immense cavernous underworld to face new enemies.

28 Slye has expanded on this idea, “I don’t regret building the game for the C64. It was a good challenge to make something fun and scary within its hardware limitations. I think we wanted to have more cut-scenes, but with the C64 the disk loads took too long. It would break the scary mood and slow down the experience, so we tried to require swaps only when it was really worth the burden. We used to joke the easiest way to scare the player [during disk loading] would have instead been to put up text saying ‘Disk formatting.’” (in Szczepaniak, 2011: 84). As we’ll see later, Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem will carry out what Slye and his fellows didn’t dare to do.

29 The designers didn’t want a clone. It was based on a toy: “The toy was from the Inhumanoids range by Hasbro, based on the cartoon, and depicted a planet-based creature called Tendril” (in Szczepaniak, 2011: 83).

30 Even though I was classifying the game as one with a horrific context only, several students have insisted through the years to put it at least at the bottom of the sporadic fear effects level. As they agreed that the scrolling areas were not scary, they thought the cabins’ exploration had the intended result. Besides, thanks to our discussion and the emphasis put on the horizons of expectation, I did revise few of my prior classifications since 2014.

31 We come to understand that Burnham, like others before him, equals “survival horror” with the entire horror genre. The developer Exidy is known for another questionable game: the only objective of Death Race, the “first game ever to be vilified for its violent content” (Burnham, [2001] 2003: 139), was back in 1976 to run over as many “monsters” as possible. The flyer was publicizing, “It’s fascinating. It’s fun chasing monsters.” Still, it was and is pretty hard to see the monstrosity of the little humanized stick figures.

32 They speak of “softs d’épouvante (scary games)” on the cover. However, the analyses do not corroborate this denomination. I’ll cite this special section as Boolack, Delandre, and Schérer in the references, but will indicate the author of the review in the text.

33 In a review for Computer Gamer World, Hines clarified, “Like ICOM’s previous adventures, Déjà Vu [: A Nightmare Comes True, 1985], and Uninvited, Shadowgate’s emphasis is on problem-solving—not sword swinging” (1987: 41).

34 It is via emulation and a user-generated English translation that I and many gamers discovered and played the game.

35 To avoid reinventing the wheel, I’m borrowing in large part the description I’ve already made of the game (2012: 19–20).


CHAPTER SIX

Thinking about the history of the videoludic horror genre, Part II: Crystallization and bipolarity

It is difficult to start the examination of the third period without mentioning Night Trap (Digital Pictures, 1992). Distributed by Sega, the game has been described by Nintendo of American chairman Howard Lincoln as “outrageous” (in Donavan, 2010: 232) in a well-known context: the 1993 senate hearings investigating the marketing of video game violence to minors. As has been recalled by many, including Steven L. Kent in his Ultimate History of Video Games, nobody seemed to have played the game during the hearings:


Few people bothered to acknowledge that the goal of Night Trap was not to kill women but to save them from vampires. Players did not even kill the vampires—they simply trapped them in Rube Goldberg-like booby traps. Nearly everyone who referred to Night Trap mentioned a scene in which a girl in a rather modest teddy is caught by the vampires and killed. The scene was meant to show players that they had lost and allowed too many vampires into the house (Kent, 2001: 473).

Indeed, as a member of the “Sega Control Attack Team,” a gamer essentially controls the traps and the cameras hidden in eight rooms of a lake-shore winery house in order to protect five girls who have come for a slumber party from a family of vampires and its accomplices (the Augers). One of the girls, unbeknownst to the others, is a cover agent for a Sega Control Attack Team. In terms of gameplay, a person playing just watches a screen, points-and-clicks to switch between the camera locations, and keeps track of the traps’ access color codes so to trigger one at the right moment. The rooms of the house are shot as staged in a TV studio and do reproduce the frontal view adventure games have always offered. Although the action is not bloody compared to what it could have been in a slasher film, Night Trap was “the first CD title with continuous full-motion video and audio” (back cover of the game box). This is in the end just an interactive movie with a horrific context. The technological novelty was a big part of the media hype. But neither this “next generation of video games on Sega CD” nor the “stunning full-colour, high-resolution graphics” “based on the fantastic artwork of H.R. Giger” (covers of the game box) of the typical point-and-click adventure Dark Seed (Cyberdreams, 1992) initiated a real revolution. 

To evolve, a genre can’t only rely on a sole technological gimmick—a realization most often made with the benefit of hindsight—nor on the simple imitation of a model game; as we have for example seen, the first Alien game was just a clone of Pac-Man with the predatory extraterrestrial instead of Namco’s yellow fellow. Contrariwise, a new game in a genre doesn’t have to be totally original; it can never be truly original anyway since it takes place in a horizon of expectations and within a process of repetition and generic recognition. In his historical considerations of the notion in the video game, Arsenault has observed:


A genre is always composed of multiple different directions, corresponding to ludic propositions (often assimilated with the ideas of subgenres). Their diversity allows us to account for the variation within a genre. The model of iterative improvement is characterized by the invention of new techniques to achieve the same ludic proposition, only better; it is to that extent that we can openly speak of an evolution of the genres. (2011: 191–192, freely translated)

With the purpose of presenting this model of iterative improvement in the clearest manner, Arsenault enters in dialog with and draws on Fowler’s theory and the distinctions made in Kinds of Literature: An Introduction to the Theory of Genres and Modeswhile addressing the evaluation of genre. But first, it is Fowler’s delineation of a subgenre that has inspired Arsenault’s thought-provoking consideration. 


To determine the features of a subgenre is to trace a diachronic process of imitation, variation, innovation—in fact, to verge on source study. At the level of subgenre, innovation is life. Here, simple resemblance hardly produces a literary work: at the very least there is elegant variation. And from time to time quite fresh subgenres will be invented, enlarging the kind in new directions altogether. (Fowler, 1982: 114) 

Arsenault thus proposes a cycle of “innovation, imitation and improvement” (2011: 169-172) inspired as well by the notion of iterative design (Zimmerman, 2003)—itself nourished by the Agile software development methodology (2001)1
. It starts with a pioneering work that breaks with the dominant model. It is often afterwards that this act of creating something for the first time is acknowledged. For Fowler, “Innovative works tend to be obscure precisely because their generic context is not yet obvious” (1982: 260). Arsenault gives the example of the advent of video games itself. It is not in 1962 with Steve Russell, Martin Graetz, and Wayne Wiitanen’s Spacewar! or in 1968 with Ralph Baer’s Brown Box that the birth of games was acknowledged, but sometime later. The second stage sees the coming of a paradigmatic work that “set[s] most of the subgenre’s characteristic features” (Fowler, 1982: 115). This work is influential because it puts forward a certain generic familiarity more than its novelty. As described by Arsenault, while simple imitations or clones can and will be produced in reaction to the spark of a paradigm, a true generic production will also occur with the usual variations on a formulaic theme and various experimentations.2
 Finally, the third phase leads to a definitive work. According to
Fowler, a work might not be esteemed for its originality or innovation. 


Its achievement is summational: as the finest and most definitive example of the genre it towers above such merely variational exercises. . . . Definitive works are valued for qualities other than generic originality. They may even seem conventional—fulfilling rather than breaking rules. But this can be a deceptive matter. A classic work obeying obvious rules may break others less obvious. (1982: 275)

This weightiness has significant repercussions. In keeping with Arsenault’s theoretical adaptation to the video game realm, when a work is considered or perceived as an impregnable fortress or something so good that it can’t be outshined, the competitors will avoid any comparisons and take a tangential direction. The consequent period of testing and experimentation will set in motion the production of another innovative work, relaunching by the same token the cyclical process. While the evolution of the genres and subgenres in literature is not as dependent3
 on technology, we have already underlined that technological advancements do have an impact on video games. Someone who is somewhat familiar with the horror video games will have guessed that the second historical period (1992–2005) I have distinguished is characterized by the cycle I have just described. 

The crystallization of the survival horror (1992–2005)


Alone in the Dark 1 did launch the key cycle of iterative improvement of scary video games. It is obviously an innovative work, which the specialized press saw at once since the video game had gone through few cycles by then. As one Génération 4 reviewer stated in the magazine’s November 1992 issue, “Forget about the lemmings, Sim City [Maxis Software, 1989], Populous [Bullfrog, 1989] or any other original games. Alone in the Dark lays the foundation for what games will be tomorrow. THE game that will make you buy a PC . . . . Infogrames has favored us with the best game ever seen made for a microcomputer” (No 49, November, Canou, 1992: 9 and 45, freely translated). Tilt magazine similarly asserted, “Alone in the Dark is a real revolution in games, as were in their time, Dungeon Master [FTL Games, 1987], Prince of Persia [Brøderbund, 1989] or Another World [Delphine Software, 1991]” (No 107, November, “Alone in the Dark,” 1992: 125, freely translated). To refer to the title of Loguidice and Barton’s chapter about the game designed by Frédérick Raynal, it marks the advent of the “polygons of fear” because it is “an early blend of 2D and 3D technology; specifically, of software-based 3D polygons for characters and items, and prerendered 2D images for backgrounds” (2009: 1). Raynal has recalled the genesis of the game creation many times: 


I have visualized Alone in the Dark in a matter of a heartbeat. I still remember when I was watching the avatar of Alpha Waves [Infogrames, 1990] move and I suddenly thought: “But this is what we have to do with 3D. We must design articulated characters with assembled polygons!” And since I was a big fan of horror movies, I quickly thought about zombies. Then the ideas followed on: “If I stage the heroes who fight against zombies in 3D, and because of the number of polygons that can be displayed on a machine, I won’t be able to make the backgrounds alike. So, I must have fixed images for the game to run properly.” (Pétronille, 2012: 62, freely translated)

The story also tells us that his Infogrames superiors did not believe at first in his project since nobody had seen an adventure game in 3D before.4
 Raynal had to build his own tools to create his game (3Desk and Scene Edit, i.e., a 3D modeler and an editor [Roux, 1993: 137]). Raynal’s technological and design choices have had a great bearing on the embodiment of fear and on a gamer’s proximity to fictional situations. 

Inspired by the works of H.P. Lovecraft, the story of Alone in the Dark 1 takes place in the 1920s and follows the trail of private detective Edward Carnby (or of Hartwood’s niece, Emily, but it is not possible to switch from one to the other) in a haunted mansion called Derceto where the former owner Jeremy Hartwood hanged himself while translating ancient occult manuscripts. Since devil worship amuses Carnby (I’m talking about him because he is the main character of the game series), he looks for Derceto’s terrible secret, which results in him being trapped in the house and fighting with evil creatures to get out alive.5
 Reading the Tilt reviewer’s reactions to the polygonal characters and monsters, it becomes clear just how much the game enhanced the experience of play at the time of its release, despite possessing what today would be judged as lumbering animation and clumsy controls: “I also add that all the protagonists are driven by a realism defying reason. I really couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw my character walk, shoot a gun, use a sword . . . and collapse to the ground, uttering a horrible cry of agony” (No 107, November, “Alone in the Dark,” 1992: 126–27, freely translated). The incapability of the computers at the time to render the backgrounds in 3D has led to one of the strongest defining stylistic effects of the game. Without any doubt driven by film language, a gamer explores Derceto through 170 predetermined camera angles on full-screen hand-painted backgrounds.6
 Compared to the flat top-down view of Sweet Home or the distant and frontal view of Dark Seed and of adventure games in general, this feature results in the depiction of a “cinematic” immersive horror world. It dramatically uses the restricted views as a scare tactic to create surprise and suspe
nse (we’ll come back to this utilization of the diegetic blind space in the next chapter). For instance, it’s a high-angle view that shows Edward’s car arriving at Derceto’s gate. Then, while Edward is walking toward it, another high-angle long shot of the mansion shows a light on in one of the second-floor windows, followed by its countershot from that window revealing only the hands of what we might guess is a strange creature looking down toward the player-character (this is not so different from the opening of Project
Firestart). What’s more, this opening cut-scene is a preview of the way in which gameplay is enacted (Figure 13).
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 FIGURE 13 From top to bottom starting on the left, few angles showing the way to the attic at the beginning of Alone in the Dark (Infogrames, 1992).

All of the shots, mainly typical views from the ceiling and which are employed to lead Edward from the main entrance to the attic, disclose the path a gamer will take later on, not without sudden, unexpected events. Thus, although the graphics of the game likewise look primitive in comparison to today’s standards and the music and sound effects (becoming diegetic and extradiegetic forewarnings) do not have the same range of today’s sound design, Alone in the Dark 1 will still be viewed ten years later as one of the “scariest games ever”7
 because it does successfully stage fear—both in the sense of putting it into scene and of planning as well and enhancing its effect.

Exploring and getting out of Derceto is a complicated objective. To begin with, there is no map of the mansion available. A gamer has to memorize the location of various rooms. Yet, they can save and reload anytime during the game (before a fight, an investigation, or even after every jump onto pillars in the cave). They need to open an “options screen” to manage the inventory, opt for a possible action, and see the player-character’s life points as well as the selected items. The inventory is limited, therefore it’s important to manage the items that they’ll choose to take along; it’s possible to combine them to save space (a common figure of interactivity). For example, an oilcan is necessary to fill the lamp and matches to light it. Like we have seen in Chapter 4, we need this illumination to cross a maze in the underground caves under the manor. As in a standard adventure game, a person playing has to toil through scattered clues that they discover in books and parchments. The clues explain what happened in Derceto and how to solve the various puzzles and avoid confrontations (the resolution modality). In his analysis of the game and the whole series, Guillaume Roux-Girard gives the example of the parchment entitled “The Dagger of Sacrifice,” explaining how to get rid of a ghost that roams the library. He points out: 


Without this book, a serious amount of trial and error would have proven necessary in order to find which dagger must be used to eliminate the dangerous threat. On the other hand, the books sometimes represent themselves a threat. For instance, the occult books of the library need to be read over a pentagram symbol carved in the library’s floor. Doing otherwise revives “uncontrollable occult forces” killing the protagonist automatically. (2009b: 150) 

A gamer has moreover to open various boxes or search the furniture to find items and then collect the objects required to fulfill a particular task: such as acquiring a gramophone, searching for a key to obtain a record album, and finally fighting a pirate for the key to get to the ballroom in order to play a dance song. The final part of the game in the caverns must be accomplished without any new supplies. Additionally, falling into the water cuts down on the items that might be used because the matches and shells get wet. A person playing must be very careful while making their way back up to the mansion, saving as often as possible and repeating actions that have not been performed perfectly (the execution modality). The action part of Alone in the Dark 1 is distressing, but not frenetic. There are no multiple Lovecraftian monsters and creatures to fight in Derceto. However, neither are there many health drinks or ammunition in the game; a gamer can’t be trigger-happy. As I said elsewhere, it is very evident that Alone in the Dark 1 is more about survival than horror (2012: 23). In fact, there are only a few pixels of splashing blood, and monsters aren’t drenched in gore when they are defeated, instead they supernaturally vanish in smoke. 


 Alone in the Dark 1 started to crystalize the main video game genre of scary games. Fond of both adventure and action games, Raynal wished to make the game along the lines of the action-adventure genre, blending together execution and resolution actional modalities. As stated by Arsenault studying the action genre, “The action-adventure turned out to be a meaningful combination, providing a good way to mix the action gameplay logic of repetition with a progression logic of constant renewal that creates interest for the player” (2014: 229). In the videoludic horror realm, the combination leaves a gamer no choice but to explore worrisome places, face scary events, and confront monstrous beings to know more about the story of the player-characters and, ultimately, get them out alive. Seen as a subgenre, and in accord with Fowler’s comment, survival horror will then get into a diachronic process of imitation, variation, and innovation. From the outset, and with limited success (in part due to Raynal’s departure from the company), Infogrames duplicated the model of its first game with Alone in the Dark 2 (1993) and Alone in the Dark 3 (1994), leaving the Lovecraftian inspiration behind and taking a more action-oriented line of attack. Doctor Hauzer (Riverhillsoft, 1994), in “full polygon” (on the game box), stuck to the adventure approach. Without any battles against monsters, it obliges an investigator—just like Carnby in Alone in the Dark 1—to solve puzzles and avoid traps to leave Dr. Hauzer’s house, not least thanks to the possibility of choosing between three points of view (first-person, third-person or overhead). Nevertheless, the execution modality, the direct intervention mode, and the freedom of movement granted to the player-character by Alone in the Dark 1 would become a significant part of the frightening experience, to the point of distinguishing it from the modes of intervention and movement offered by the solely point-and-click adventures driven by puzzle-solving gameplay. 

As shown by Jonathan Lessard’s 
study of adventure games inspired by Lovecraft Mythology, even games developed by Infogrames and featuring some action sequences—like Call of Cthulhu: Shadow of the Comet (1993) and Prisoner of Ice (1995)—were unlikely to cause fright and anxiety because the interface was unsuitable for the execution modality (2010:10).8
 Also, although Gabriel Knight: Sins of the Fathers (Sierra On-Line, 1993) and The Beast Within: A Gabriel Knight Mystery (Sierra On-Line, 1995) are esteemed as adult games, the first one relies on choices made during conversations and the second on the viewing of live-action clips to make their story unfold in a horrific context or, depending on a gamer’s reception, with really few fear or horror effects.9
 The video game adaptation of Harlan Ellison’s I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream (1995) with its gory images in a Nazi concentration camp,10
 or the interactive horror movies Dracula Unleashed (ICOM Simulations, 1993) and Phantasmagoria (1995) are to be classified in the lower parts of the pyramid of scary video games. Since it maps a gamer’s input or P-actions a bit differently, Clock Tower 1 (1995) might be an exception. Weise includes it in a “stalker simulation” (2009: 242) because its rules and survival dynamics do model, through a procedural adaptation, the situational logics of the stalker film. This movie cycle, composed at first by Halloween and Friday the 13th, is defined by reoccurring components: a Killer, Weapon(s), a Terrible Place, Victims, and a Final Girl. In Clock Tower 1, the player-character is orphan Jennifer Simpson—the typical Final Girl and the sole survivor of a series of murders committed by a serial masker murderer christened Scissorman (because of the big pair of scissors he uses to slaughter his victims, naturally.) To stay alive, Jennifer needs to explore the Barrows Mansion in a manner typical of adventure games (finding clues and solving puzzles). The crucial videoludic variation remains the impossibility for Jennifer to kill Scissorman, who can moreover suddenly appear from anywhere or give the impression that he can be waiting in any location. The player-character can only run from him or avoid his assaults by hiding in various places (the “no means of defense” scare tactic) (Figure14).
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 FIGURE 14 Jennifer (the Final Girl) is getting away from Scissorman (the Killer) and going to hide under a bed in Clock Tower (Human Entertainment, 1995).

As Weise also observes, while the point-and-click interface and its indirect manipulations with the cursor favor observing the surroundings in the search for hiding points, it is not designed for direct manipulation and reflex-based actions needed during Jennifer’s flight.11
 The constant oscillation between these two gameplay styles is, for Weise, “at the heart of Clock Tower’s strategy for building tension. The player never knows when the gameplay mechanics will switch on them, forcing them to think in a different mode. For players familiar with point-and-click adventure games there is an additional dimension, since the sudden demand on reflexes seems transgressive—a betrayal of genre expectations” (2009: 250). To complicate matters further, Clock Tower 1 is known for its panic mode. There is a picture of Jennifer at the bottom of the screen. The area surrounding her will change from blue when she is calm to orange once she gets scared and to red if she is panicking. When a person playing reaches this stage, the character doesn’t respond anymore to a gamer’s P-actions. She doesn’t move and only exits her freezing state if a gamer taps the B or panic button fast enough. The sequel, Clock Tower 2 (Human Entertainment, 1996) draws on this defective control scare tactic as well and expresses the panic with the cursor blinking red. 

It is perhaps no accident, or it is at least a very happy coincidence, that Resident Evil 1 was released along with the expression that would become the label of the (sub)genre. The game represents without a doubt the paradigmatic work in the cycle of innovation, imitation, and improvement. Underlined in Chapter 2, the specialized press has acknowledged how Capcom took the Alone in the Dark-style to another level. Nonetheless, in writing their history of the production and by the same token as that of scary games, Mikami and his team wished for a long time to advertise the innovative strengths of Resident Evil 1, and not the paradigmatic ones. As the story has been told many times, the Capcom general manager Tokoru Fujiwaru asked Mikami to create a game carrying on the success of their previous horror game, Sweet Home.12
 Aside from the ideas of a team trapped in a mansion, there are familiar elements found in both games: the door-opening loading screens, the management of a limited inventory, and the puzzles as well as the gathering of items. From the beginning, Mikami has underlined his filmic references. In response to GamePro wanting to know about what gave him his new ideas, he replied, “My main inspiration was Zombie [sic],13
 a famous Italian horror movie. When I saw the movie, I was dissatisfied with some of the plot twists and action sequences. I thought, ‘If I was making this movie, I’d do this or that differently.’ I thought it would be cool to make my own horror movie, but we went one better by making a video game that captures that same sense of terror” (No 91, April, Feature Creature, 1996: 33). From then on, Romero’s Dawn of the Dead will constantly be introduced in the discussions surrounding the making of Resident Evil 1. 

It has been well-publicized that the game was first designed in full 3D with a first-person perspective.14
 Since the PlayStation hardware could not render everything in 3D without sacrificing the quality of the graphics, Mikami decided to stage his 3D characters over 2D pre-rendered backgrounds. In other words, he and his team finally chose to follow the design of Raynal’s game. But they also made sure to obscure the bond between the two. On the account that there have been comparisons, Mikami only quickly replied to Electronic Gaming Monthly asking him how the game was different than Alone in the Dark 1: “The graphics kick ass” (EGM Editors, 1996: 61). To Edge—which had already emphasized the resemblances in its 1995 preview (see Chapter 2)—seeking information about the main source of inspiration of Resident Evil and clearly citing Alone in the Dark 1, Hideki Kamiya, the chief director of Resident Evil 2, answered vaguely: “Personally, I’ve never played Alone, so I can’t really compare the game, but I remember seeing one [sic] of the team playing it when [sic] were designing Resident Evil” (No 56, March, “Evil Empire,” 1998: 86). Kamiya pursued this further by once again associating the original concept with that of Sweet Home and stressing how they had carefully studied Dawn of the Dead to make the monsters. Just after this interview, Edge reaffirmed that “regardless Capcom’s claims,” the similarities with Raynal’s game were too obvious. They cited the French designer, “In fact when I saw Resident Evil, I was very proud of what could be done with my ideas with today’s technology. But I was very upset when I read an article in which the creators of Resident Evil explained they had the idea! What a cruel world” (p. 86). Ultimately, the team member who had played Alone was a very important one. During an interview with Le Monde upon the release of The Evil Within, Mikami came back on the design of Resident Evil 1. He remembered his desire to make a game in first-person perspective, like the combat sequence in Sweet Home. But he was never satisfied with the result. He thus recalled: 


“Then I have played Alone in the Dark, which consisted of fixed backgrounds. It was very interesting because there was a greater expressiveness. The next step has been to adapt this model to Resident Evil.” The horror game from Capcom is accordingly transformed into a zombie reinterpretation of the Lovecraftian investigation in Frédérick Raynal’s game. “Without it, recognizes Mikami, Resident Evil would have probably become a first-person shooter.” (Audureau, 2014, freely translated)

It actually took almost two decades for Mikami to clearly reveal this information, which everyone had guessed from the beginning. 

In line with Arsenault’s thoughts, and with the addition of the tropes of adventure games, Resident Evil 1 incorporated the innovations brought by Alone in the Dark 1 into a conventional formula radically less distant from gamer’s horizon of expectations. Let’s bring back to mind the comment made in the review of Hyper, noting that “Alone in the Dark veterans may find this a bit too ‘been there, done that’” (No 33, July, Wong, 1996: 47). What Resident Evil 1 has first and foremost done well is to perfect the novel effects used in the French game. For example, everyone remembers the zombie dogs bursting one after the other through the windows when Jill or Chris crosses a corridor at the beginning of the search of the mansion. After a change of camera angle showing the player-character moving toward the background, the first dog appears from a window, wisely framed on the right side and in the foreground of the image. The second dog will appear in a similar fashion, but from the left and with the player-character walking toward the foreground. Coupled with the loud shattering sound of the glass, these sudden eruptions could not have been better orchestrated to startle a gamer; the REmake (the remake of Resident Evil 1 made in 2002) plays on this expected scene to try to surprise the knowing gamer. They are, however, both reiterations of an event happening at the beginning of Alone in the Dark 1. Once Emily or Edward starts to search the attic, a long-fanged monster bursts in. Yet, the ca
mera angle shows the room in a long shot. It frames the small window far in the back and it’s even possible to glimpse the fiend just before it breaks the glass.15
 This dramatically reduces the impact of the shocker (Figure 15).
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 FIGURE 15 While the monster is bursting through the window in the background in Alone in the Dark (Infogrames, 1992), the zombie dog is breaking the glass in the foreground in Resident Evil (Capcom, 1996).

While both games have tank controls (via the arrow keys on the keyboard and the directional buttons on the PlayStation controller), the movements of the Resident Evil’s player-character are already more fluid. This is also the case for the zombies and other monsters. The graphics on the PlayStation do more than just “kicking ass.” Mikami has said many times about them: “I’m proudest of the creatures’ realistic movements, which we were able to capture using polygon technology. . . . Capcom R&D devoted all their efforts into giving the game a sense of realism, and that’s what makes it so scary” (No 91, April, Feature Creature, 1996: 33). The reviewer of Joypad gave a perfect score to the game by basing his assessment on that last sense:


Realism is so striking that we startle, we make ten meters leaps each time we turn a corridor, we constantly wonder what will tumble down on us by opening a closet. A pure apprehension! This stress is masterfully orchestrated and our most unspeakable fears are handled in crescendo. We are afraid of dying without saving, and we are genuinely scared! Resident Evil is the first video game able to immerse ourselves in the same universe as the films of Hitchcock (The Birds [1963]) or Sam Raimi (Evil Dead [1981]). That is to say, it makes us experience feelings that we know at the movies but are unprecedented on console. (Olivier, 1996: 80, freely translated)

One title section of the review was entitled “An ‘Alone’ [in the Dark], but a thousand times bigger” (p. 78, freely translated). Following Raynal’s game, and like I have said earlier, Resident Evil 1 succeeded in embodying fear in its game visuals and design. It will lead to a true generic production and a temporary crystallization of common cultural consensus around a cluster of third-person perspective action-adventure games pulling off comparable scary videoludic experiences.

The achievement, popularity, and profitability of Resident Evil 1 made it a perfect model to be imitated, starting with its developer. As Shea has highlighted at the beginning of his review of Dino Crisis 1 in Hyper, “Capcom have a habit of creating a new genre, and then releasing game after game, each one refining the concept but not taking it anywhere radically different. They’re still doing it with the Street Fighter series, and after the phenomenal success of Resident Evil 1&2, they’d be silly not to do it again . . . so they are” (No 73, November, 1999: 54). Edge has had an equivalence judgment with the release of “Code: Veronica”: “Biohazard’s great achievement is that every new installment proves as engaging as the last, without even offering anything substantially different” (No 83, April, “Biohazard Code: Veronica, 2000: 68). The notions of repetition and refinement echo Apperley’s assertion about video game genres: “The expectation is that the stability of genre will be tempered by innovation; this innovation may be technical, not necessarily stylistic” (2006: 9). The sole Resident Evil franchise is indeed a great object with which to study genre evolution and iterative improvement. On the one hand, now a large transmedia franchise,16

Resident Evil 1 and its sequels begin to expose the top-secret activities of the Umbrella Corporation and its paramilitary organization. The elite Special Forces members caught in the apocalypse met a cast of characters connected with the corporation, discovered classified information, uncovered malicious undertakings responsible for the zombie outbreak, faced horrendous mutations resulting from mad scientific experiments, and, above all, fought to stay alive. On the other hand, the audiovisual and videoludic treatment of this battle between Good and Evil has gone through various changes over the years. While the former trial to make the initial game in a first-person point of view could be labeled version 0.5, there exists a notorious Resident Evil 1.5 before the second opus we know. Previously regarded as an add-on and not a true third part, Resident Evil 3: Nemesis has been considered Resident Evil 1.9 (Courcier, El Kanafi, and Provezza, 2015: 41). The original game was re-released as Resident Evil: Director’s Cut a year later (even another version compatible with the Dual Shock controller came out). Before the recent Resident Evil HD Remaster (Capcom 2015),17
 a REmake supervised by Mikami was released for the Nintendo GameCube in 2002. The “Classic Mode” of Resident Evil: Deadly Silence (2006) offered the original game on the portable Nintendo DS and a “Rebirth Mode” added further variations. And there have been prototypes thought of as Resident Evil 3.5 (Albigés, 2015: 103) before the fourth game. This is not to mention that Capcom has rapidly expanded its generic horizons with first-person shooters—I’ll come back to this at the end of this section—even mixed with a top-down perspective in Resident Evil: Gaiden for the Nintendo Game Boy Color (2001). 

The 2D pre-rendered backgrounds are used in the first three games, and are at last polished with real-time lighting and shadows in the remake for the GameCube, building a suitably 
eerie atmosphere. This version includes original material, such as additional rooms in the mansion. The items are found in different spots and zombies are not encountered in the same places; the same changes were made for the advanced mode of the Director’s Cut. Resident Evil: Code: Veronica integrates real-time 3D environments. The various locations are still seen through predetermined camera angles. But now, the virtual camera follows Claire Redfield in the shots, adding an immediate dynamism to her movements and staging more suspenseful events during the exploration of the game-world. For instance, three tracking shots, two of which follow her from behind, show Chris’ sister crossing a bridge when she succeeds in getting out of the prison. The moving camera likewise increases the tension when Claire avoids zombies since the movement can quickly reveal a foe just few meters away. Beginning with Resident Evil 2, when a player-character sustains damage, they walk with an unsteady gait, expressing that their health is low. Resident Evil 0 (Capcom, 2002) asks a gamer to manage more than one character by allowing them to switch controls at any time between Rebecca Chambers and Billy Coen. Resident Evil: Outbreak offered an online multiplayer option18
 with up to four people cooperatively. It also has a “virus gauge” displaying a player-character’s viral infection status, meaning that they can become a zombie for a certain and fixed period of time in the Network Play, or die in the offline mode. Insofar as a gamer is, to refer to Weise’s study (2009), experiencing a “zombie simulation,” the monsters never cease to multiply. As Mikami emphasized in Edge, “Up to nine zombies will appear at the same time” in Resident Evil 3: Nemesis (No 74, August, “Keeping the Nightmare Alive,” 1999: 40). Supplementary evasive moves were thus added to the repertoire of actions of the S.T.A.R.S. members. While Claire and Leon can push back the zombies, Jill can dodge opponents, and Claire can make a quick 180o turn. The latter character is now also able to combine and create ammo, as she benefits from “Attack Objects,” like shooting barrels to dispatch many enemies. In-game events called “Live Selection” keep a gamer on their toes in Resident Evil 3: Nemesis, occurring when Jill faces dangerous situations. Upon the first encounter with the Nemesis in front of the police station, Jill must promptly decide between “Fight the monster/Enter the police station.” Later, she has the choice of: “Jump out the window/Hide in the back.” If, according to Mikami in the same Edge article, the previous game was “for the mass market,” this third one was “dedicated to the hardcore gamers, people who really like action games” (1999: 40). Undoubtedly, the gameplay of the whole series remains centered on weapon combat, even if it’s just a basic knife. Compared to Alone in the Dark, the player-characters are not at first able to fight solely with their fists and feet; this will only be possible in Resident Evil: Outbreak in which the police officer can unleash a violent kick and the doctor can tackle the enemy as one of their special actions. New weapons have then been included in each installment. Initiated with Resident Evil 2, and following the instructions in the manuals, an “auto-aim” function can be activated if the button configuration is set to “C.” Resident Evil: Code: Veronica has a novel feature that has not gone unnoticed: when Claire holds two guns, it was possible to target two zombies at the same time.

Launching a cycle of “innovation, imitation and improvement,” other games will be associated with the survival horror genre. Overblood (Riverhillsoft, 1997) followed in the path of Riverhillsoft’s previous game and is more a “3-D Sci-Fi adventure” (cover) with sporadic fear effects. It is composed of “Polygon-based characters and background [to] create a true 3-D world” (manual). A gamer plays the role of Raz Karcy, a man waking up in an underground base infected with a virus. They can assume at any time the role of the robot or of the woman accompanying them in their quest to make it out alive. Similar to Doctor Hauzer, to explore the locations and examine items, a gamer is able to switch between three gameplay perspectives as they wish: an Overhead one changing angles while Raz moves around, a First-Person one, and a Chase one in which the camera follows the character from behind. There are not many monsters to face, yet the battles are inescapable. Martian Gothic: Unification (Creative Reality, 2000) correspondingly mixes (survival) horror and science fiction. It takes place in a research station on Mars. A gamer can choose any time between three playable members of an investigation team entering the base from different airlocks to understand what happened and what the last message they heard meant: “If you send a manned craft, warn the crew to stay alone. Stay alive.” The companions can’t meet, but they are able to trade items to solve puzzles. Aside from Trimorphs (creatures resulting of the fusion of several base members, who ask the investigators to unravel brainteasers to get rid of them), they mainly face quite typical reanimated corpses who attack their neck as zombies do. 

In contrast, Rion, the fourteen-year-old hero of Galerians (Polygon Magic, 2000) and Galerians: ASH (Polygon Magic/Enterbrain, 2002) fights against Galerians, genetically enhanced humans created and controlled by a supercomputer called Dorothy. As Overblood’s Raz, he wakes up at the beginning of the “first Psychic Survival Adventure Game” (back cover of the game box) in a hospital not remembering who he is. He discovers that he has strange, strong telekinetic and psychic powers. Not without side effects, Rion is required to inject himself with psychic power enhancement chemicals (PPEC) to use his special forces. A gamer needs to find the chemicals and to monitor other gauges than the usual Hit/Health Points, such as Anger Points, PPEC quantity, and the available Psychic Power. Such weapons of the mind and their management are the distinguishing elements of the games. 

Other developers have obviously modeled their games on Resident Evil 1. The same assertion I have quoted regarding the creator of Mega Man also applies to the competitors. After asking “Have Konami worked on cloning Resident Evil, or have we got something new here?” Adam Roff declared in his Hyper review of Silent Hill 1, “Some say that mimicry is the highest form of flattery. In that case, Konami must positively adore what Capcom did with the Resident Evil series. They’ve since disassembled the game, looked at the pieces and made it better” (No 70, August, 1999: 56). But before—and even after—Silent Hill, other games emulated both the gameplay (the confrontation, exploration, and manipulation of items) and the storytelling of Resident Evil 1. They have proposed many variations that have not necessarily enhanced the experience of fear.


Deep Fear (Sega AM7, 1998) is one such game. It was presented as “Sega’s answer to the Resident Evil series” by James Mielke from GameSpot (August 1998). The members of the S.T.A.R.S. have been replaced by John Mayor, an instructor of Emergency Rescue Services. This polygonal character isn’t going to investigate a mansion, but rather a 2D pre-rendered military vessel refueling facility situated 300 meters below the surface of the Pacific Ocean (the “Big Table”). The threat of a virus, the mutations, the cut-scenes, the puzzles, the backtracking, the predetermined angles, the tank controls, the inventory, the maps, and even the sound of the monsters when they are shot are akin to Capcom’s landmark (Figure 16). 

The auto-aim is named “Enemy Search” and allows players “to point the weapon toward the enemy using Button L” (manual). The Item Boxes (located in strategic places a gamer could benefit from until Resident Evil 0 to store stuff to compensate for the limited times they could carry) are replaced by Weapon Lockers in which special weapons can be acquired and the ones already owned can be reloaded. Since eight medical sprays that may be held and refilled are found in various locations, health is less a problem and death less an ever-pressing outcome. The most noticeable departure from Capcom’s game is the possibility to move and shoot at the same time, as well as the inclusion of a Block/Regulator Air Gauge. This requires a gamer to manage the level of oxygen of the various areas by operating an Air System and a Regulator Charger or by using an oxygen grenade when necessary, because if John breathes poison gas or if the air level of an area reaches zero, the gauge decreases and he dies. However, insofar as the air resources are not scarce, it is not a real issue either. 
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 FIGURE 16 Predetermined angles and confrontations, even under water, in Deep Fear (Sega AM7, 1998).


While it is a strong “space radiation” that has affected “a bacteria to mutate into some incredible parasite cell” in Deep Fear, it is the collision of a meteor with a remote biotech research island (baptized “Dinosaur Island”) that is responsible for the mutations in Blue Stinger (Climax Graphics, 1999). It is not Umbrella but the Kimra Corporation that owns the facilities. Once again, the main character, Eliot Ballade, is a member of Emergency Sea Evacuation and Rescue organization. He meets with Dogs Bower, a former heavy weapons expert now operating a ferry service. These two switchable player-characters, each of them with their own skills, team up to look into what is happening and face the new menace. Gamespot’s Peter Bartholow had warned gamers, “Blue Stinger is the Dreamcast’s first foray into the recently vital ‘survival horror’ genre of games, but it strays rather far from the formula established by Resident Evil. While a solid-enough concept, Blue Stinger is lacking in the execution department. Those expecting anything along the lines of Resident Evil are likely to be disappointed” (April 1999). Whereas the Japanese version is known to have employed predetermined angles, the North American gamer can “use the all new U.S. version ‘Follow Cam’” (back cover of the game box). Similar to that of Tomb Raider, this camera is often disorienting, passing too close to the character and not always well-positioned, therefore rendering fights difficult in narrow spaces and reducing the desired effects of the blind space. With seven areas and two hundred and thirty locations (back cover) and side-missions to succeed so to be rewarded with a new weapon or item (manual), Blue Stinger wishes to be more open to adventure. Nevertheless, it has a penchant for action. Hand-to-hand moves to master and twenty-two massive weapons with unlock modes (back cover) can be found to fight fifty-one unique monsters and bosses (Webster: 1999: 59). What’s more, some monsters are carrying money that scatters once they are defeated. Picked up, this money is spent in vending machines located in every area to replenish the health and the ammunition of the characters. Like Bartholow has underlined, the availability of virtually unlimited supplies removes the “survival horror” aspect of Resident Evil’s tension. Maxime Roure went further by stating in Consoles+, “The principle of Resident Evil has already been proven. Alas, it is not easy to reproduce the same atmosphere, unique of its kind. This is the case here, it is full of monsters, but everything is spotless, perfectly in place, tidy, clean, music is sometimes perky. . . . In short, fear and anxiety are not generated at all” (No 93, October, 1999: 87, freely translated). By contrast, the same conclusion cannot be made regarding another game featuring the elite member of a special task force taking place in the isolated research compound located on an island populated by dinosaurs.

In Dino Crisis 1 (1999), the main character this time is a woman, Regina, and the prehistoric monsters are real and not mutated humans. We have already emphasized with the reviews in Chapter 2 and the notion of “survival panic” and “survival suspense” that Mikami’s other project was a scary game. The characters and the environments are in real-time 3D. Although the camera can follow or move around the player-character, the angles are still predetermined and restrictive, even more so when running away from a threat and not seeing ahead. The famous Resident Evil loading screen of a door opening has been substituted by a short animation of Regina opening various doors or taking the stairs in front of a black background. The latter walks in a less agile manner when hurt and leaves trail of blood once injured. She is capable of walking and turning with a weapon drawn, but must stop to shoot (with an option for an “Auto Targeting”). To have better anesthetic darts and “med paks,” it is possible to mix items. Since a gamer can chose once in a while between two courses of action not based on an immediate peril (i.e., between the way Regina’s partners Gail or Rick want to deal with a situation), the “Live Selections” of Resident Evil 3: Nemesis have an equivalent: the “Danger Events.” When the word “DANGER” appears on-screen, a person playing must tap as quickly as possible on the controller buttons with the aim of surviving a perilous situation as a dinosaur jumping out to attack Regin
a. Truthfully, and all reviews underline it, the reptiles brought back from millions of years ago are not zombies. Dinosaurs are lethal, quick, can burst all the more easily through windows than zombie dogs (but not through force fields that could be activated through the complex) and chase the player-character around, even across doors or from one area to another given that some of them could fly. 

Without a doubt, Dino Crisis is action oriented. That’s what Dino Crisis 2 (2000) confirmed, the “third-person action shooter” as it was defined by Stahl from GameSpot (September, 2000). Regina is now joined by another playable character, a true solider named Dylan. To make sure the two will not miss fire power, a person playing acquires “Extinct Points” when they defeat enemies, points with which they purchase ammo, weapons, upgrades, and other necessary items at terminal stations scattered in the game-world (set on a spaceship, Dino Crisis 3 [HitMaker, 2003] changed these points for tactical credits). The Edge review of the game concluded with the declaration that “what Dino Crisis 2 does incredibly well is take all the elements from the survival horror pantheon and hone them for popular consumption. There is nothing startlingly original here, nor are there any moments of euphoria when a new area is accessed—you just happen across them and get on with it” (No 91, December, “Dino Crisis 2,” 2000: 104). 

Once again featuring members of Special Forces facing some monstrous changes in human genes in a remote location, two other games met with more mixed reviews: Carrier (Jaleco 2000) and Extermination (Deep Space, 2001). Among others, Consoles+ wrote about the former, “Carrier is more or less just another Resident Evil-like. And as Jaleco has not the resources of Capcom, we are hardly impressed by Carrier, especially because we saw Code Veronica” (No 99, April, “Carrier,” 2000: 130). Since the game opens with a voice uttering the game’s name with the same intonation as the one of Resident Evil, and the mutants groaning and attacking like zombies, the likeness from the start is difficult to ignore. About the latter, Dan Elektro from GamePro asserted: 


Can ex-Capcom creators borrow a little biohazardous magic for a sci-fi Resident Evil clone on the PS2? Fans of Resident Evil have been looking forward to Extermination, Sony’s survival/horror game from ex-Capcom programmers and producers. Despite the pedigree, the result is disappointingly mediocre. The game doesn’t stray far from the formula: Extermination trades killer zombies for space worms, then throws in a limp love story in an attempt to flesh things out. (2001) 

The two games do have their specific variants though. 

In the Medical Room of the Heimdal aircraft carrier, Jack Ingles will be given a BEM-T3N scope by the ship doctor during a cut-scene. Switching to a first-person view, the device allows him to determine if a soldier was infected or not by a nonhuman life form, as it can see through objects and in the dark. It permits him to scan the environments ahead to verify their safety, which gives a gamer the opportunity to prevent themselves from unforeseen confrontations. In Extermination, Dennis Riley doesn’t have a BEM-T3N scope to get out of Fort Stewart, a US Top-Secret Facility in Antarctica. Nonetheless, his Special Purpose Rifle 4 (SPR4) is a fully customizable weapon. Due to the Dot, Zoom, and NightVision Scopes, it is possible to alternate between an auto-targeting third-person mode and a manual aiming first-person one; both views are laser guided. If the camera is following the player-character’s movements, it is from a predetermined position that does not always show the right angle for the action to be performed. Consistent with the plot, and in addition to Riley’s health, a gamer must monitor his infection level to avoid him going through genetic changes and dying. Located in few areas of the facility, Medical Treatment Systems cure the infection. 

Also taking place in an American scientific outpost in Antarctica, the videoludic sequel of John Carpenter’s movie, The Thing (2002), asks a person playing to manage the squad of Captain Blake (up to four members including medics, soldiers, and engineers). Since the members are to execute orders and tasks on Blake’s commands, it is necessary to keep the level of their trust as high as possible and their level of fear at the lowest. The player-character accomplishes this by healing them, injecting them with adrenaline, giving them ammo or better weapons, and killing monsters to protect them. Otherwise, the crew members do not act properly, to the point of killing themselves (which happened to me a few times!). More than that, they can transform into creatures. Similar to Carrier, Blake can verify if a member is infected by using a blood test. Gamers must also cope with cold exposure since the captain might die if he stays outside too long. The Thing is fairly removed from the survival horror modus operandi with its single hero fighting the odds alongside non-player-characters (NPCs) with pre-scripted conducts and narrative utilities. 

Another well-known videoludic translation has strayed from the gameplay formula. Derived from the Japanese science-fiction horror novel by Hideaki Sena (1995) and its film adaptation (Masayuki Ochiai, 1997), Parasite Eve (Square, 1998) and its sequel Parasite Eve II (Squaresoft, 2000)19
 are hybrid games. GameSpot’s Greg Kasavin captures the generic mixture in one sentence about the first opus: “Its gameplay blends action and horror with traditional RPG elements to create a game that is all too easily described as the marriage of Final Fantasy VII and Resident Evil” (1998). The NYPD rookie detective Aya Brea makes every effort to prevent the “Mitochondria,” a microorganism that lives within human cells and not yet matured in her body, to burn its hosts or to be exploited to generate superior beings and various mutated creatures. She is equipped with weapons and armor obtained during the game that a person playing is able to customize and upgrade with additional effects. What’s more, in the RPG tradition, the player-character levels up and everything is calculated in points (Hit Points, Experience Points, Bonus Points or Mitochondria Points) and the use of Parasite Energy, “the special skill that can be used by releasing the mitochondrial power inside of Aya” (manual). The latter affords freedom of movement and elusion during an encounter with an enemy. But a gamer ought to wait her turn to launch an attack, that is, to hold on until an Active Time Bar is fully refilled once an action has been taken—similar
to the Active Time Battle system of Final Fantasy. Staged in some sort of arenas or battlefields, the hostile meetings are shown every time from an aerial view. The distanced camera facilitates the evaluation of the area where an attack is effective, but it does certainly not generate the tension that produces the proximity to the threat.

Indirectly invoking the cycle of iterative improvement, All Game Guide’s reviewer Kyle Knight suggests: 


Not all games were designed with greatness in mind; some developers are content simply to emulate. That’s not necessarily a bad thing, as although the end result will lack innovation, it could still be an enjoyable experience. Bandai was content to simply emulate Resident Evil when creating Countdown Vampires [2000]. The problem is Bandai didn’t do a very good job of emulating Resident Evil, so Countdown Vampires is a generally derivative, sometimes frustrating, and occasionally ludicrous gaming experience. (2000)

In fact, zombies have basically been replaced with vampires here, and the mansion with a horror-themed casino, the Desert Moon. While other monsters like werewolves and giant humanoid bats will have to be killed, the police detective Keith J. Snyder is able as a variant to turn vampires back to humans by “sprinkling ‘White Water’ on them” (manual). Without moving away from Capcom’s paragon, Bandai exemplifies that other developers have, much more like Alone in the Dark, built their game around old myths of monsters and demons and on the resulting battle against occult and diabolic forces. Nocturne (1999) is a great example of such experience. It lets a gamer choose between four stories set in the 1920s and 1930s. They are cast in “the role of The Stranger, a mysterious member of a top secret government organization referred to as Spookhouse” (manual). With thirteen other members, not all of whom are human, he fights an ungodly evil made up of werewolves, vampires, ghouls, gargoyles, skeletons, zombies, etc. The real-time 3D characters on 2D pre-rendered backgrounds, as well as the predetermined camera angles that don’t always aid combat and the clumsy controls are not different from those of the time. It is rather the “real shadows, accurate, multiple source lighting, and true volumetric fog” (inside cover) that is enhanced and helps to create the spooky atmosphere associated with such pulp fiction. The Stranger moves and shoots at the same time and this is an essential combination when he faces foes in dark locations. For instance, there are moments in Castle Gaustadt where it is solely gun shots that provide the most valuable source of light. The Spookhouse continued its good work in the trilogy Blair Witch (Vol. 1: Rustin Parr; Vol. 2: The Legend of Coffin Rock; and Vol. 3: The Elly Kedward Tale; Terminal Reality, 2000). Set in three different periods and locations, the games lean on the backstories and the mythology of the films Blair Witch Project (Daniel Myrick and Eduardo Sánchez, 1999) and Book of Shadows: Blair Witch 2 (Joe Berlinger, 2000). They use the same graphics engine as Nocturne and the gameplay is also similar. A noteworthy addition in Rustin Parr are the Nightvision Goggles and the Spectral Proximity Sensor (an icon on the upper left side of the screen) enabling the player-character Elspeth “Doc” Holliday to know that ghosts or spirits are around during her investigation of paranormal events. 

Based on the movie Ringu (Hideo Nakata, 1998),20

The Ring: Terror’s Realm (Asmik Ace Entertainment, 2000) follows Meg Rainman, a CDC researcher trying to understand if and why her boyfriend had died while playing a computer game called “Ring.” When playing the game herself, she falls into an alternate dark reality where, just like Jill Valentine, she becomes a Special Agent having to fight humanoid monsters. The goal is to kill the final boss, the supernatural Sadako Yamamura, who is responsible for the curse. “The Ring really wants to be Resident Evil” (Shoemaker, 2000). But it has few differences: the option to choose between four camera views (top-down view during fights, fixed camera angles, following camera, and first-person view); the possibility to switch anytime to the first-person view (holding the “Y” and controlling the gaze with the thumbstick of the Dreamcast’s controller); and the laser sight weapon which allows gamers to aim at different parts of the enemy’s body when the flashlight is on (it can be turned off to not draw attention of the foes). With doors as loading screens between rooms or corridors, and even Item Boxes where the player-character stores items she’ll be able to retrieve later, the reviewer of GameSpot is not the only one to have acknowledged the resemblances. 

Although the comparison with Capcom’s games was unavoidable, it’s rather the first opus of its own series that Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare (2001) has been linked to. Edward Carny is still on duty, this time accompanied by a young ethonology professor named Aline Cedrac in search of ancient tablets capable of unlocking an evil power on Shadow Island. A gamer is made to play through the adventure from the perspective of both characters since they are separated upon their rocky arrival on the isle. In any case, they face creatures of unknown origin, manage ammunition and first aid kits, mix and split items, resolve puzzles and find information about what happened. While the backgrounds are still pre-rendered and the camera angles predetermined to take advantage of the blind space, real-time lighting effects give to the game-world a totally different look than in the previous games. According to the Infogrames team itself, they finally could make up for the gist of the series: “The gameplay and atmosphere have been designed to wreak maximum havoc with your emotions, and, as the title suggests, you’ll find yourself alone and in the dark for the majority of the game” (Pullin, 2000: 40). Few torches or lamps and the flashlight do indeed light dark parts of the environment; the flashlight has indefinite battery supply and is a means of defense against some creatures. Moreover, the rooms of the Manor, the Fort, and the Laboratory have light switches that can be turned on and off and it becomes the first precaution a gamer will take once entering into a place.

The dichotomy between light and darkness has been a central theme of a game released before Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare. Silent Hill 1 made the cover of the Official U.S. PlayStation Magazine with a salient testimonial: “More than just a Resident Evil Clone” (Vol.
2, No 6, March 1999).21
 The three reviews mentioned in Chapter 2 were very much in the same spirit. Konami’s game was from the outset considered as the other pole of the genre. To quote the conclusion of the review in the Official U.S. PlayStation Magazine: “Where one might compare Resident Evil with movies like Night of the Living Dead [George A. Romero, 1968], I would compare Silent Hill with more genuinely disturbing films like The Exorcist [William Friedkin, 1973], The Shining (Kubrick’s, of course[1980]), and perhaps even Psycho [Alfred Hitchcock, 1960]. This is a game that does an amazing job of getting into your head, and staying there” (Rybicki, 1999: 67). I have accordingly categorized Silent Hill as “survival terror” (2012: 32). Entering the city of Silent Hill in search of his daughter who has ran away after their accident on the road, the journey of Harry Mason is not a comforting one. On the one hand, an average guy and not a special agent, the player-character walks foggy streets inhabited with dangerous Dogs and Flying Reptiles. On the other hand, he loses consciousness every now and then, so everything could just be happening in his head (like one of the endings suggests). Furthermore, he wakes up in a dark and gory nightmarish version of the city filled with more monstrous beings. As we know, the fog and the darkness were employed to limit the field of vision enabling the rendering of the 3D environments in real-time (Figure 17).

In the end, combined with the dynamic camera regularly showing the action from disorienting angles, it helps to plunge and keep a gamer in an insecure state of mind. As much as Infogrames’ series, Silent Hill could have been entitled “alone in the dark.” The design team made great use of the flashlight and of the alternation between quiet and noisy soundscapes. Incidentally, transmitting white noise when there are dangerous creatures nearby and often not yet visible, the pocket radio Harry carries around is a warning device to instill fear (see Figure 34). Silent Hill 2 (2001) and Silent Hill 3 (2003) also draw from these core game mechanics. The second game is marked by the forceful entry of the Nemesis of the series, and a canonic figure of scary games, an invisible and disturbing monster called Pyramid Head. Silent Hill 4: The Room (2004) tried to go into new direction; the flashlight and the pocket radio are absent from the game and the new ghosts in the nightmarish world can’t be killed, only pined to the ground to delay their attacks. 
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 FIGURE 17 Harry Mason is attacked by a Flying Reptile in a foggy street and visiting a nightmarish world in Silent Hill (Konami, 1999).



IGN positioned Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem in a similar fashion to Silent Hill 1: “Nintendo and Silicon Knights have molded the game into something that might initially trick some into believing it’s a Resident Evil clone. However, this couldn’t be further from the reality of the situation” (Casamassina, 2002). A “psychological thriller” (back cover of the game box), Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem actually made the most of Konami’s approach to horror by affecting a gamer’s mind from another angle. Lovecraftian in theme, the story spans two thousand years of history, with twelve different playable characters fighting in a different place and time in order to prevent a spiteful ancient species (the “Ancients”) from entering back into the world. A gamer has the capability of targeting different spots on the body of the Servants of The Eternal Darkness by moving the control stick of the GameCube controller and to cast spells they can create from scratch. Although these features have been praised, Silicon Knights’ work is recognized to be “the first example of a game that plays the player” (Satterfield, 2002). In that sense, like I have written previously (2005a), the game stands at the limit of the temporary world it creates and the ordinary world where it is played. It also possesses a Sanity Meter visible on the inventory screen. This meter decreases every time a gamer encounters a monster. Once it falls very low, weird things happen to the player-character, game-world, their television set, or console. For example, the sounds of someone being tortured can be heard in another room; the game’s sound mutes by itself; the character turns into a zombie; a “disk error”; message pops up on-screen, etc. Upon saving many hours of play, it is genuinely quite scary—especially when encountered in the middle of the night—to come across such a message: “Delete all saved games. Are you sure you want to delete all your Saved Games? (No: All of your progress so far will be lost!),” and to see it happening even if the option “Continue Without Saving” was chosen. Personally, during “A Journey into Darkness,” I wondered for moment—even after the end of my game session—if I had made Edwin Lindsey shoot directly at the screen accidentally, leaving buckshot holes, or if it was really an insanity effect triggered by the game system as the result of my action. I was made to lose control of myself. 

The dynamic between being in control and out of control is also part of the gameplay Clock Tower 3 (2003). Corresponding to the survival horror genre of the time, the third game in the series has a moving camera presenting the action from different angles and possesses above all a direct mode of intervention (as opposed to the point-and-click tradition). Jennifer is replaced by Alyssa, and she isn’t hiding from a sole killer, but rather from many Evil Servants. The Panic Meter is now visible at the upper left corner of the screen. When it rises, Alyssa begins to act more and more erratically. Running in every direction or stumbling around, she becomes hard to control. It even comes to a point where she is not responding to a gamer’s commands anymore, freezing, for instance, in fright in front of the harmful monster. Likewise incited to hide from and not oppose the enemy, Fiona Belli, the player-character of Haunting Ground (2005) is another panic-prone person. But there is no meter to monitor her sudden strong feeling of fear making her unable to act calmly. A gamer needs to appraise the situations and calm her down with herbs. Otherwise, both Fiona and the game itself will this time become uncontrollable, as it will, for instance, be impossible to access the subscreen. In contrast to Alyssa, Fiona is accompanied by a partner, a German she
pherd dog named Hewie to whom she can give orders.


Illbleed (Crazy Games, 2001) has a similar mechanic to Clock Tower 3 and Haunting Ground. Since the goal is to try to get out of a theme park full of Shock Events (many little pre-scripted diegetic effects) and dreadful creatures “without feeling fear about dying” (manual), one of the four parameters a gamer must keep an eye on is the player-character’s heart rate (Figure 18). If the pulse rate gets high, the character might faint for a moment and become unable to protect themselves or achieve anything; if the pulse gets really too high, it leads to death. Illbleed is not a typical survival horror game. A person playing has six haunting attractions to visit to fulfill requirements given at the beginning of each stage (time to clear it, number of disarmed traps, level of heart beat, bleeding per minute, hit points and adrenaline) and to win a cash prize that they can spend at a drug store, among other places. Once saved by Eriko Christy, the first player-character, her three friends, and a news reporter, each with their own strengths, become playable. To safely navigate each area, a gamer has to pay attention to a “4 Senses Sensor” (Sight, Hearing, Smell, and Sixth Sense), indicating to them that there is a point of activity around. To avoid being scared to death, they must find a Horror Monitor hidden near the entrance of an attraction. Costly in adrenaline points, this instrument mainly allows them to switch into a first-person view, and to scan the environment with the purpose of looking for a Shock Event before it harms them.
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 FIGURE 18 Eriko Christy is exploring and using the Horror Monitor in Illbleed (Crazy Games, 2001).

While the Horror Monitor works like a camera, it’s not exactly one. Such a visual device is at the core of Fatal Frame 1 (2001), Fatal Frame II: Crimson Butterfly (2003) and Fatal Frame III: The Tormented (Tecmo, 2005). Frail young girls (more a woman in regard of the third installment), the player-characters of the franchise,22
 investigate the disappearance of a loved one and the tragic events surrounding ancient rituals. Instead of handling firearms, they defend themselves with a camera obscura, for example, an old camera with “the power to display the ‘impossible,’ and capture the lingering thoughts of ghost or seal them away.23
 As well as being used to fight ghosts, it will also help you find hints to aid your progress” (manual of Fatal Frame II). It’s possible to improve its basic functions (range, accumulation, and sensibility), get upgraded lens, and find types of film with stronger power of spirit removal. Whereas the haunted world is explored through a third-person perspective with the characteristic predetermined angles of the genre (the Field Mode), the point of view changes to a first-person perspective when the camera is equipped (I’ll come back to this Viewfinder Mode in the next chapter). Not limited by the constraints of space, the evil spirits can attack from anywhere. Yet, not all ghosts are hostile in Fatal Frame. Some are just wandering around and vanish very quickly if their picture is not taken. But the player-character often knows this only at the moment she is attacked; she must therefore stand on guard all the time. Likewise inspired by Japanese folktales about ghosts, Kuon (2004) offers a conventional adventure related to magical and mystical practices in the Heidan period of ancient Japan and doesn’t depart from the third-person perspective. Siren (2003) takes place in modern times and is set in the Japanese village of Hanuda. It deviates from a common experience and introduces another singular switch between points of views, not counting the multi-episode three-day storylines tracking the fate of ten different player-characters. As I described in Chapter 4, a gamer can access a Sightjack Mode enabling them to see and hear the undead enemy in the village of Hanuda from the viewpoint of a nearby human or Shibito. Parts of the game are thus spent looking through the eyes of the monsters with the aim to plan the protagonists’ next move, frequently trying to be furtive.


Curse: The Eye of Iris (Asylum Entertainment, 2003)—with its switch from a third-person to a first-person view for action sequences, ObsCure (2004)—with its co-op mode, and Kabus 22 (Son Işık, 2006) don’t wander too far from the survival horror territory. The Suffering (2004) and its sequel The Suffering: Ties That Bind (Surreal Software, 2005) get in far more aggressively. In the game designer’s own words, these are “action horror” games (Rouse III, 2009: 15). To first escape the Abbott State Penitentiary on Carnate Island filled with lethal creatures after an earthquake, Torque, the convicted murderer of his wife and sons, must blast through many of them. Be it in the first-person point of view or in the third-person perspective with a following camera, the player-character can run and fire (with or without an auto-target) at the same time, akin any good shooter. Moreover, the game possesses an Insanity Meter. As foes are killed, the meter fills until it pulsates. At this point, Torque can transform himself into a powerful and “raging beast” (manual). With new attacks and abilities available, he becomes as vicious and bloody as any other monster in the game. Less extreme at the same time as it puts a gamer back in the shoes of a good guy (this time, a member of the US Coast Guard), Cold Fear (2005) still puts combat at the center of its rescue mission on a Russian whaling ship whose unsecured decks are inhabited by mutated soldiers in a middle of a nighttime storm. The predetermination of the different viewpoints of the moving camera can be overcome by an over-the-shoulder view when Tom Hansen takes aim. He can’t run while doing so, but he has full control of the targeting with laser-guided weapons. Head shots are much easier to achieve and conflicts are not to be avoided. Will Tuttle from GameSpy assessed it thusly, “While it’s not going to overthrow Resident Evil 4 as King of All Horror Games, Cold Fear is a solid little thriller” (2005).

There certainly have been many post-dated “survival horror” birth certificates given in the previous period (1981–1991), just as there have been many references to Resident Evil in the time of its crystallization (1992–2005). Resident Evil 4 (2005) has closed the circle. It focuses on the mission of US agent Leon S. Kennedy, who escaped Raccoon City alive in Resident Evil 2. He is sent to a Spanish location in Europe with the aim of investigating the abduction of the president’s daughter. He must face a hostile population and other mutated creatures. These premises are not different from previous games in the series, but there is a twist. As Producer Hiroyuki Kobayashi explained in Edge: 


Games like Silent Hill or Fatal Frame are very much about horror24
, and sometimes use invulnerable enemies, whereas Resident Evil has always let you fight and defeat enemies to provide satisfaction. RE4 is taking that to a new level by being much more action-oriented. In a standard RE game, you had this exploration and puzzle-solving process, but this time, they are almost gone this game is damn fast. (No 146, February, “Revival Horror,” 2005: 42–43)

Indeed, the design team directed by Mikami has changed and fine-tuned the rhythm of the game by using aesthetic components and game mechanics we have crossed paths with in our historical survey. The fixed camera is replaced by a following one. The over-the-shoulder perspective is combined with another important change explained once again by Kobayashi: “We took a look at games that were popular in the Western market at the time, around 2005, and it was clear to us that games which let you aim and shoot with precision in that third-person style were the way to go” (Albigés, 2015: 102). Although Leon can’t run and shoot at the same time, still rendering him a bit more vulnerable to attacks (like in the early Forbidden Forest), he is able to aim at specific body parts of his enemies (similar to The Ring: Terror’s Realm): aiming at their legs slows them down, shooting their arms make them drop their weapon, firing at explosives before they are thrown makes them detonate, etc. What’s more, most of the firearms have a laser sight (in the vein of Extermination) and can be upgraded (firepower, firing speed, reload speed, and capacity). More powerful weapons like a semiautomatic rifle, a mine thrower, and a rocket launcher are also offered. To have access to these and the upgrades, Leon must collect various treasures throughout the 3D environments (among others hidden in crates and barrels he has to break) and sell them to the merchants that he encounters in a few locations. He can buy a larger Attaché Case that serves as the available inventory; a temporary space to place extra items that replaces the Item Box. 

The US agent now has the ability to perform various context-sensitive actions. When a gamer presses the Action Button (the A button on the GameCube controller) at the moment the hint appears on-screen, the player-character will kick his opponent, jump out/in windows, quickly open a door, kick down a ladder, etc. He’ll be able to dodge oncoming threats. In accordance with his action and military capabilities, Leon is not facing mindless and slow zombies. The population of the region might have been taken over by a parasitic infection, but they have kept their cleverness and their ability to strike with pitchforks, axes, or sickles. When Leon arrives at a village at the beginning of his journey (chapter 1-1), he is assaulted by a large crowd of enemies, one of whom is masked with a potato sack and is ready to cut off the outsider’s head with a chainsaw (which did, besides, happen to many gamers, including me) (Figure 19). 
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 FIGURE 19 In Resident Evil 4 (2005), Leon S. Kennedy is arriving at a village and is not welcomed.

For Kobayashi, as opposed to the close space of previous titles, the open areas such as the village create a varied emotional tone and kept the series in the realm of scary games: “It is a different tension: the expectation of attack from anywhere. You have almost no safe spots, no walls to protect you from an attack from behind. Houses and rooms may sometimes give you relative safety, and you can block a door or windows by pushing furniture, but the enemy will always find a way in, as they are very smart” (“Revival Horror,” 2005: 43). Far cleverer than zombies, the enemies are actually coming from everywhere in the game-world and it is hard to “disrupt the relationship” with the environment. This is the case, for instance, in the first visit to Pueblo in chapter 1 or during the enemies’ assault on the barricade cabin of chapter 2-2. It is terrifying and panic inducing to realize that the foes in the blind space keep coming from all angles. A gamer is even kept on their toes during cut-scenes inasmuch as, comparable to the mechanic of the Action Button, they need to press buttons upon their on-screen signals. Leon’s knife fight against his old partner Jack Krauser is, among others, memorable because of the adroit application of QTEs.

As a paradigmatic work, if Resident Evil 1 was at the core of the crystallization of the survival horror genre, we might certainly say that Resident Evil 4 came to close the cyclic process. Even though Capcom introduced the generic label ten years earlier, its statement on the UK back cover of the game wished to make a retreat from its earlier commitment:

FORGET RACCOON CITY. Visually breathtaking, massive and terrifying central European location means fear as a new home.

FORGET ZOMBIES. Face new enemies that are quick, intelligent and more menacing. They’ll push you to the limits of survival.

FORGET OLD GAMEPLAY. New intuitive controls, aimed weapons and viewpoint mean you’re closer to the terror than ever before.

FORGET EVERYTHING YOU KNOW ABOUT RESIDENT EVIL. Forget Survival Horror. This is the most epic and horrific action game ever. 

The result had been convincing. The Nintendo Power magazine talked about “the game that will reinvent survival-horror” and a “survival-horror reborn” (No 182, April, “A New Evil,” 2004: 44 & 48). Joseph Jackson from Video Games Daily affirmed, “
This is without a doubt the best survival horror game we’ve ever played. An absolutely amazing achievement that innovates and redefines not only the series but its genre, in so many ways” (2005). Geraint Evans of NGC added, “Bigger, Better, Darker, Harder—survival horror will never be the same again” (No 104, March, 2005: 51). Accordingly, Resident Evil 4 could be held as an innovative game. However, I’m more inclined to see it as the definitive work of the cycle of iterative improvement. The achievement of the game is more summational, at least in regard of the series. Referring to Fowler, it is fulfilling rather than breaking rules. Comparing it with Resident Evil 0 and the remake of Resident Evil 1 in a section rightfully called “New and Improved?” of their first long review, NGC has underlined this aspect: “Resi 4, then, has finally fulfilled the series’ promise. That’s not to say that it’s all change. Many of old Resi trappings are still there” (No 100, December, 2004: 30). In fact, while the game carries out the potential of the first Resident Evil games, it is also perfecting for instance the “follow cam” and the upgrade mechanic of Blue Stinger which, as we saw, were “lacking in the execution department.” For the designer of Resident Evil 1 and Dino Crisis, it is a continuation of his aspirations. Asked by PlayStation Magazine in 1999 about what kind (genre in French) of game he would like to make, Mikami answered: “A game in which we could become Bruce Willis. And action game really cinematographic, with a large number of possible actions. An extremely refined ‘action-hero’ in a game that would be as fast as ‘Die hard’ [John McTiernan, 1988] or ‘Blade’ [Stephen Norrington, 1998]. I would like to make a game as classy as these films” (No 34, September, Duchamp, 1999: 128, freely translated). 

On the one hand, in relation to Blade, this comment could refer to Devil May Cry (Capcom, 2001; a franchise of five games). It is a game produced by Mikami which was developed under the working title of Resident Evil 4 before to take an 180o turn and to become the story of the half-human and half-demon25
 Dante hacking and slashing his way to save mankind. On the other hand, with respect to Die Hard and Bruce Willis, Mikami’s wish corresponds much better to Leon S. Kennedy and his mission to save the president’s daughter. After Resident Evil 3: Nemesis, this was his main intention: “‘Most people recognize Resident Evil 4 as being a survival horror game,’ Mikami muses, ‘but when I set out to make the game the idea was to make an action game with horror essence’” (“President Evil,” 2014: 94). And this has truly made a difference. Jackson from Video Games Daily wrote, “By providing players with more pulse-pounding intensity and action than ever before, Capcom has raised the bar not only for its series, but for the survival horror genre it pioneered in the first place” (2005). One has to look at the snapshots of reviews listed on MobyGames to grasp how much Capcom’s opus has been judged as the best game of the series, the best game of the genre, the best GameCube game, and even the best game of its generation.26

Resident Evil 4 is really “something so good that it can’t be outshined.” But as we’ll see in the next section, and contrary to Arsenault’s description of a definite cycle, all partakers will not take a tangential direction.

Before considering the next period, we ought to follow, if only succinctly, another path signposted by one of the first scary video games, 3D Monster Maze, and by the reference to DOOM used to describe the first Resident Evil. While survival horror was crystallized through third-person perspective action-adventure games, first-person perspective horror video games were developed too. As Kent stressed regarding the beginnings of 1990s, “Of the droves of games that flooded the market during the first years of multimedia, three stood out as the kind of ‘killer applications’ needed to launch new technologies” (2001: 456). The first one, Myst (1993), is not interesting for us, but the two others are. DOOM (1993) is not only the “mother lode of first-person shooters,” as Dan Pinchbeck defines it in DOOM: Scarydarkfast (2013: 155), it also has its share of fear and gory effects. The last space marine on a Martian moon fighting against the invasion of demons from Hell might have the arsenal to battle his way through the 3D labyrinth, but creatures are always lurking around the corner. To refer to Pinchbeck’s analysis, they are coming out of a “monster closet,” that is, a small hidden room placed in a map whose door is triggered once the player has passed it so to have the monster coming right behind and “scaring the living hell out of the player” (2013: 176). Games based on Alien such as Alien Vs Predator (Rebellion Developments, 1994) for the Atari Jaguar and Alien Trilogy (Probe Entertainment, 1996) for the PlayStation, and even DOOM

3
 years later (2004)—which forced a gamer to make a striking choice in the dark hallways: holding a weapon or the flashlight27
—have proposed a similar gameplay. The third killer application, The 7th Guest (1993), is a point-and-click puzzle-adventure game, famously judged at the time by Microsoft’s founder Bill Gates as “the new standard in interactive entertainment” (Perron, 2008: 129). Through the eyes of Ego, a disembodied consciousness, a gamer explores an abandoned mansion to identify an unknown guest and solves the puzzles left by the owner, a master toymaker named Henry Stauf. It’s part of the horror genre solely through its context, or, if we relate to fright and awe the reaction of the producer of the game that Ichbiah has reported on, through few fear ef
fects: “The atmosphere that emanates from The Seventh Guest is spectacular. No game released to date has ever conveyed such a pictorial force. Some scenes, in which ghosts and skeletons emerge in a dreamlike manner, give goosebumps to Martin Alper” (Ichbiah, 1997: 207, freely translated). The secrets of the old house are in addition revealed thought full-motion video cut-scenes. Its sequel The 11th Hour (Trilobyte, 1995), Frankenstein: Through the Eyes of a Monster (Amazing Media, 1995) in which a gamer plays the monster, and Realms of the Haunting (Gremlin Interactive, 1997) with its first-person shooting sequences, have relied on the same representation of live actors filmed over pre-rendered backgrounds to tell their story. 

Whereas the combination of live-action footage—often with no use of cinematic techniques such as editing or expressive framing—and interactivity has been far from opening the way to great videoludic experiences, the hybridity of horror and science fiction at the thematic level and of first-person shooters with adventure, role-playing and even stealth elements at the gameplay level in System Shock (Looking Glass Technologies, 1994) and System Shock 2 (Irrational Games and Looking Glass Studios, 1999) has been a great mix to instill fear. At the beginning of the initial episode, a player-character wakes up with a neural implant permitting him to verify and adjust his condition, and handle his inventory and to enhance his capacities via a multifunctioning visual interface. As a hacker able to enter cyberspace, he must look for info to recall what happened and to seek out clues to stop SHODAN (Sentient Hyper-Optimized Data Access Network), an artificial intelligence wishing to destroy the earth. His quest in the maze-like Citadelle space station is complicated by the presence of hostile robots, mutants, and cyborgs that he must fight with melee weapons and firearms. But it is really System Shock 2 that made the “shock” truly intense. The Machiavellian schemes of SHODAN continue, this time on the Von Braun starship. An amnesic solider once again wakes up with a neural implant that lets him manage various info and items through a complex heads-up display. A gamer can choose between three different careers for the player-character: an agent of the Office of Secret Affairs using psionic powers, a marine with weapon skills, or a navy holding more technical abilities. All the skills and statistics (Strength, Endurance, Psionics, Agility, and Cyber Affinity) can be upgraded. Behind the RPG elements moved into the foreground, the adventure part of the game is still important and in line with the horror genre. The GameSpot staff has included System Shock 2 in their review of the Greatest Games of All Time and noted: 


It wasn’t just the dynamic, open-ended gameplay and the twisting, thoroughly imaginative storyline that made System Shock 2 so entertaining. The game was scary. Damn scary. And this isn’t schlocky-horror-movie-style monster-closet scary, where the bogeyman jumps out at you when you least expect it. Shock 2 projected real psychological terror through the tragic grotesquery of the formerly human enemies, the urgency and grim portent of the crew members’ audio logs, and the unparalleled sound design that brought the menace and forebodingness of the Von Braun to horrible life. (2006)

The gameplay does ask for a lot of exploration in half-lit rooms and in narrow corridors leading to lethal encounters. The hum of the spaceship is frequently disrupted by auditory forewarnings, like those of the surveillance cameras announcing the detection of a threat, or those noises that signal enemies to come, like the screech of lab monkeys or the roaring of the Rumbler, a very dangerous hybrid creature. 


Resident Evil 1 might be at the heart of the zombie revival in mid-1990s, what Jamie Russell has called “The Resident Evil Effect” (2008: 171), but another game with the living dead as main foes was also popular in 1996: the two-player rail-shooter The House of the Dead (Sega, 1996). The setting is analogous: two special operatives investigate a mansion to discover, face, and “dissect every rotting zombie, beefed-up cadaver and killer monkey experiment” (back cover of the Saturn version) created by the mad Dr. Roy Curien and that stumble on their way. Since the game system controls the progression of the player-characters (the automation actional modality), gamers only must shoot their way through with their light guns, maybe caught by surprise once in while by the sudden appearance of a hideous enemy in the frame. 

While exploration becomes once again an issue since it authorizes free roaming in the levels, Resident Evil: Survivor (Tose, 2000) makes a gamer experience the series in first-person perspective (a marketing slogan in the game back cover) and put the life of its lone survivor in the same jeopardy. Yet, the North American version is only playable with the PlayStation controller.28
 The full light-gun shooting action became possible in Resident Evil: Survivor 2-Code: Veronica (Capcom and Namco, 2002), Dino Stalker, known as Gun Survivor 3: Dino Crisis (Capcom, 2002), and Resident Evil: Dead Aim (Cavia, 2003)—“with the game view switch[ing] between objective and subjective as you move around the game screen and aim your weapon” (manual).

We have already noted that Clive Barker’s Undying (2001) has been categorized as “surviquake horror,” that Nosferatu. The Wrath of Malachi (2003) was presented as a “first-person shooter survival horror” (in Chapter 2) and that F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon (2005) wished to merge “stylized FPS combat and supernatural suspense” (in Chapter 4). While F.E.A.R. has been thoroughly discussed, the other two games merit further consideration. In Clive Barker’s Undying, Patrick Galloway, the investigator of the supernatural, is summoned to the Covenant Estate in Ireland by an old friend only to find out he needs to contain a deadly curse and purge the evil from it and the Otherworld. Because enemies are evidently not only human, but have demonic abilities (like the Howlers, who have big claws that can move very fast and jump incredibly far) and supernatural powers (like the Handmaidens, who fly in the air and throw bolts of lightning), the player-character doesn’t just defend himself with a melee weapon (the scythe of the celt, e.g., a long curved single-edged blade with an handle), guns or dynamite sticks, and Molotov cocktails. He is also able to cast a variety of magic spells to attack (i.e., the scrye to see the past and illuminate dark areas, the ectoplasm firing spectacle burst, the skull storm, the lighting, and the invoke to reanimate creatures to fight for him) or to protect himself (the dispel magic and the shield). Pointing us back to Nosferatu, the German film directed by F.W. Murnau in 1992, Nosferatu: The Wrath of Malachi likewise varies a bit the combat system and the objectives. Along with the pistol, musket, and sword to dispatch henchmen, zombies, and other creatures, James Patterson fights vampires using the traditional wooden stakes, crucifixes, and holy water. He travels to Transylvania to the castle of Count Malachi, who is marrying his sister. Since guests seem to have disappeared, he must look for his relatives and free them from the grips of the bloodsucking Count. As the humans are sacrificed at precise times, Patterson must save them before a deadline passes. The task is further complicated: “A random architecture generator changes the layout of the castle along with the location of [the] family members and [the] enemies” (back cover of the game box).

Two first-person games developed in 2005 ask for a discussion before we move to the next period. As Krzywinska has written about Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth (Headfirst Productions, 2005), “The game is played in first-person, yet it can hardly be described as a first-person shooter. In fact, much of the early part of the game is spent without any form of weapon. It is . . . a dark game that can only barely be played during daylight” (2009: 279). Mainly drawing from two tales of Lovecraft and the myth of the Great Old Ones,29
 the experience is more about the cosmic fear so dear to the American author than horror. There are firearms and battles against amphibian creatures and other ocean dwelling beings. But during his search for a missing person in the town of Innsmouth, the private detective Jack Walters will be sneaking around a lot; the Right Thumbstick Button is even dedicated to the action, enabling him to move more silently while slightly increasing the field of vision. In other circumstances, flight is the best or sole option. For instance, upon the “Attack of the Fishermen” (loading screen) at Gilman Hotel, the player-character must flee his room through adjacent ones, closing and bolting doors behind him and moving away bookshelves blocking his way. These stressful situations and many other fearful visions affect Walters’ mental health. While an Electrocardiogram helps to monitor his physical health, no visible meter as in Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem shows how balanced his mind is. Nonetheless, a “dynamic sanity system results in hallucinations, panic attacks, vertigo, paranoia, and more!” (back cover). The image (blurred, shaking, or oscillating), sound (diminished or adding voices), movements (involuntary or slower), and controls (more sensitive) are then altered by what is happening; when a point of no return is reached, the character kills himself. Compared to Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth, Condemned: Criminal Origins (2005) is much more straightforward. A gamer embodies FBI agent Ethan Thomas from the Serial Crimes Unit. Framed for the murders of two officers, he must find a serial killer on the loose to exonerate himself. The action is set in dark, deserted, and maze-like locations such as an office building, a metro station, the subway tunnels, the city library, and a secondary school. The flashlight is often the sole light source. The player-character constantly confronts brutal drug addicts or crazies inhabiting and roaming these places. Insofar as the few guns have a very limited amount of ammo and cannot be reloaded, melee weapons found on site (2x4, various pipes, fire axes, sledgehammers, crowbars, or shovels) remain the tools of choice for Ethan. However, they are constantly breaking, leaving him without defense, except for his kick. In any case, it is impossible to avoid engaging in visceral close combat.

The antipodal clusters: Fight or flight (2006-2016)

The last period builds upon Resident Evil 4’s impact. As a fulfillment of the premises of the series at the origin of the survival horror, this opus proved to be a game-changer. It certainly didn’t go unnoticed. I shall turn my attention to three assertive journalistic reactions to begin reflecting on this new phase. In “Mais où va donc le survival-horror? (But where is the survival-horror going?),” Fry and Philippe of the French Gameplay RPG magazine underlined that while Resident Evil was the reference point for the genre for almost ten years, seen by other developers as a model to be emulated or as an established archetype to go against, Resident Evil 4 caused a “rupture.” For them, “Capcom practically invents a new video game genre, a sort of Action-Horror” (2007: 104, freely translated). And the developer’s new game was “reflecting the trend.” Dead Rising (2006; there are now four main games in the series) takes place in the Parkview Mall of the city of Willamette sealed from the rest of the world without explanation. Looking for the biggest story of his career, the freelance photojournalist Frank West finds himself in the middle of a zombie infestation. Before a helicopter comes to get him back,30
 he has seventy-two hours to uncover the truth behind the epidemic and at the same time save some survivors isolated in the shopping mall. By taking great pictures, getting scoops, killing zombies and psychopaths, escorting people to a Security Room and solving cases, Frank earns Prestige Points used to level up his actions and status (attack, speed, life, item stock, and throw distance). This process of increasing the player-character’s experience is central since there are a lot of zombies to face. Two advertising slogans on the back cover set the tone of the game pretty well: “Chop ‘til you drop!” (used as a subtitle for the Wii version in 2009) and “Anything and everything is a weapon!” Frank is actually capable of using more than 140 items to slaughter the many living dead, from a frying pan, an electric guitar, and a plasma TV to a cactus, a parasol, and lawn mower. To this very action-oriented design, Fry and Philippe indirectly opposed the one of Rule of Rose (2006). Undeniably, the game is not focused on combat as the clumsy controls of the melee weapons have been decried by the great majority of reviewers. It is rather a question of retreat and avoidance. This predominance is linked with the player-character: a timid young girl named Jennifer. Harassed by the Aristocrats of the Red Crayon, a children’s society ruling over an orphanage and a ghost airship in the 1930s,31
 the player-character needs to accomplish missions and to confront various imps (horrible, goat, fish, rat, pig, or rabbit). Akin to Fiona Belli in Haunting Ground, Jennifer can rely on a companion obeying her commands, a dog called Brown, to survive her nightmare. For Fry and Philippe, Rule of Rose might be “one of the last representatives of the Survival in traditional style” (2007: 102). The survival horror also seemed to be moving to handheld game consoles with the aforementioned Nintendo DS port Resident Evil: Deadly Silence (2006) and Silent Hill: 0rigins (Climax Studios, 2007) for the PlayStation Portable (PSP). Through the truck driver Travis Grady’s journey into Silent Hill, this prequel to Silent Hill 1 explains what happened to Alessa, the character at the center of the events happening in the mysterious town. Except for the possibility of fighting with bare fists, and the option to willingly traverse between worlds by facing mirrors, Silent Hill: 0rigins is not different from the previous games; furthermore, it was released for the PlayStation 2 in 2008. Although they didn’t mention them, Fry and Philippe could have talked about two Nintendo DS games32
: Dementium: The Ward (Renegade Kid, 2007)—which had a sequel in 2010: Dementium II—and Touch the Dead (2007). Whereas the former is presented as a “first person survival horror” (back cover of the game box) making a gamer explore a hospital and toggling between their flashlight and their weapon, the latter is a typical zombie rail-shooter within a prison (a type of action game that is very popular on tablet computers nowadays.)

Both Jim Sterling in “How Survival Horror evolved itself into extinction” and Leigh Alexander in “Does Survival Horror Really Still Exist?” have as well recognized in 2008 the generic breaking point reached with Resident Evil 4 (and their nostalgia of the previous period). Sterling wrote:

Capcom removed the fixed camera angles, claustrophobic environments, restricted combat abilities and lift-truck control scheme, replacing it with an over-the-shoulder viewpoint and incredibly accurate gunplay. In short, the game that brought survival horror its mainstream success completely abandoned the genre. 

Make no mistake, RE4 is a fine game—perhaps one of the greatest games of all time—but it is not a survival horror game. It is an action game, a third person shooter. Ammunition is plentiful, and with an enhanced combat ability, the game becomes far less terrifying. Exciting, yes, and even panic-inducing at times, but a perpetual mindfuck experience it is not. 


Resident Evil 4 set the stage for the death of survival horror, the tolling of the bell, so to speak. Following that, it was the hi-def generation and its focus on “innovation” that truly begun to kill it. (2008) 

The former review editor for Destructoid used Silent Hill: Homecoming (Double Helix Games, 2008) as a case in point of this transformation. Despite the fact that the player-character is not from a S.T.A.R.S. like Leon Kennedy, compared to the previous ordinary characters of the series, Alex Shepherd is still a soldier returning to his hometown of Shepherd’s Glen, then going to Silent Hill to discover what really happened to his young brother Josh. He has now the ability to dodge enemies, to perform an evasive roll, to free himself when he is grabbed (once an Action Button appears on-screen, something possible in Silent Hill: 0rigins), to execute fast and strong attacks, to benefit from a crosshairs to better shoot the monsters and to change the target in Combat Stance. A gamer can control both his movement and the camera view; there is even a first-person view to better look at things. Without referring directly to these mechanics, Sterling judged that 


Homecoming unsuccessfully attempted what Resident Evil 4 did by turning itself into an action game. Forced combat felt awkward, and turned the game into something that did not terrify, but instead irritated. . . . Silent Hill is not a game about combat, but if it didn’t at least attempt to improve the fighting system, the game would have been critically torn to shreds. Thanks to the hi-def era, everything must play as good as it looks, and for a genre where gameplay is intentionally stunted, this generation is completely inhospitable. Because Resident Evil 4 is seen as an “evolution,” anything resembling a real survival horror will only be seen as a step back. (2008)

Alexander’s perception was not different. She did remark to start with that survival horror titles “largely de-prioritize combat mechanics, favoring challenging the player through elements like on-location puzzles, mazelike game areas, using the environment itself against enemies, and even fleeing and hiding instead of direct combat.” But then, she observed, “if fighting mechanics remain the weak spot in survival horror, it makes sense that developers would want to evolve them, and again, it makes sense that Resident Evil’d be the one to perfect its combat controls as the years went on” (2008). For her, Resident Evil 4 has been acclaimed because of “its good looks and brilliant controls.” 

Both notorious columnists spoke of a particular game to further their point about the state of the genre. Alexander expressed her opinion in September before its release:


Electronic Arts’ upcoming space splatterhouse Dead Space says it’s “survival horror” too. Now, it looks like a good game, to be sure, and it also looks like it’ll be quite scary. But with a focus on real-time, non-stop action (literally—you can’t use a pause menu33
) and design that producer Chuck Beaver says is inspired by Half-Life 2 [Valve, 2004], it has few touchstones to survival horror as we know it. “Person all alone in creepy area surrounded by swarms of bad guys” does not a survival horror game make—that’s just a basic tenet in nearly all video games. By that definition, hell, even Super Mario Bros. is survival horror. (2008)

Since the game came out in October, Sterling had played it in December.


The new generation of gamers don’t even know what survival horror is. Electronic Arts’ action shooter Dead Space has been called a shining example of survival horror, when it is far from that. It might be scary in places, but a few cheap shocks alone does not a survival horror make. Dead Space is an occasionally scary action game. It is not survival horror, nor it is an evolution of the genre. It is, just like RE4, part of the genre’s death. (2008)

Taking place on the USG Ishimura, a maze-like deep-space mining ship, Dead Space 1 is certainly not without horror and fear effects. The player-character Isaac Clarke, an engineering and ship specialist, gets lost in a cobweb of dark corridors trying to repair the ship’s malfunctioning or broken systems and faces many horrible reanimated corpses. The confrontations with these creatures, known as Necromorphs, have a short and medium scope and happen very frequently with a high density and a high resonance. The game is doubtlessly to be placed at the top of the pyramid of scary video games. However, and it explains the “splatterhouse” and “action shooter” labels, the fight for survival is quite intense and gory. Isaac can equip four weapons, switchable with the D-pad. Each weapon has primary and secondary fire modes, and can be upgraded (mainly Damage, Capacity, Speed, and Reload). They, above all, do not shoot bullets. To take the basic Plasma Cutter, they discharge short, accurate, and long-range vertical or horizontal energy blasts capable of cutting through targets. As a result, to kill the Necromorphs, Isaac dismembers them by slicing their legs, tentacles, and limbs (Figure 20). 
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 FIGURE 20 Isaac Clarke is facing a Necromorph in Dead Space (Electronic Arts Redwood Shores Studio, 2008).

Isaac can control and move items with kinesis and, moreover, to slow enemies down with a stasis module so as to make them easier to tear to pieces. An adversary can be punched if too close and a gory stomp attack may definitively end an encounter. There is no subtlety in battle here. 

The third-person perspective is what associates Dead Space with survival horror. But two first-person games and one play mode released in 2008 related to the horror genre in general are to be highlighted. Condemned 2: Bloodshot uses the same recipe as the first investigation of agent Ethan Thomas, no longer in the FBI. The focus is once again put on melee combat complicated by breakable weapons. In Left 4 Dead, meanwhile, firearms are foundational. In the single-player and co-op modes, a gamer chooses between one of four survivors and, through teamwork, tries to survive in the middle of a zombie apocalypse. More infected than living dead, and except for particular types (the Witch, the Boomer, the Hunter, the Smoker and the Tank, the four last ones being playable in the Versus Mode), the foes come in hordes. They are “eerily fast, sensitive to loud noises and movement, and able to attack in ravenous waves” (manual). As I wrote and like to repeat, the game is “a grand deluge of visual and sonic information with its hundreds of zombies popping up in front of the gamers’ eyes” (Perron, 2009a: 133). Gamers are just firing into the monstrous and growling crowd until the wave ends, and get ready for the others. This is also what they are doing in the cooperative Nazi Zombies mode of Call of Duty: World at War (Treyarch Invention, 2008). This mode has been so popular that it is now part of the Call of Duty series, with separate storylines in the Black Ops games. Two sequels, Left 4 Dead 2 (Valve, 2009) and F.E.A.R. 2: Project Origin (Monolith Productions, 2009), kept the horror first-person shooter in the gaming topicality. 

As opposed to what Alexander has underlined regarding the survival horror, the combat mechanics have inversely been prioritized in third-person games after Resident Evil 4. Just before talking about Dead Space 1, she emphasized this mutation with the upcoming Resident Evil game of 2009: 

By all early accounts, Resident Evil 5 will just refine that formula even more. Through all of its pre-release critical checkpoints RE5 has excelled. It looks awesome. It hasn’t messed much with RE4’s practically perfect controls. It brings the zombie-bashing into a new (if somewhat controversial) arena. It adds partner AI! Wait, partner AI? Whatever happened to alone in the dark? …

When you watch Chris Redfield (who over the years has apparently been lifting a lot of weights) charge through an open village with the camera over his brawny shoulder, toting heavy arms with his tough-sexy partner Sheva by his side, it ought to make you thrill with anticipation for what could be the next great action game. But it also ought to make you wonder—is this really survival horror? (2008)

With Chris and Sheva on the cover of its November issue, Electronic Gaming Monthly stated: “Capcom reinvents the survival-horror genre with co-op online gameplay” (No 234, November 2008). Another reinvention or the beginning of another crystallization process around the action genre we should ask? The Special Agents were often accompanied by another team member during previous games. The NPC of Resident Evil

0
 follows the player-character everywhere and always engages combat in the team and attacks modes. Resident Evil: Outbreak has experience with cooperative gameplay. To have the possibility to save or be saved by your partner (be another gamer or the NCP) from a bad position or from dying significantly reduces both the chance and the fear of dying. After Europe, it is in Africa that a mission brings a former member of the S.T.A.R.S.34
 The first part of the game happens in bright daylight. The locations are large and often open areas that Chris and Sheva can navigate to avoid enemies so as to
exterminate them. Producer Jun Takeuchi might have reminded Electronic Gaming Monthly that Resident Evil 5 was, “first and foremost a horror game, and not a first-person shooter” or not just about “running and gunning à la Gears of War” (Mielke, 2008: 56), the comparison with this famous third-person shooter from Epic Games mixing science-fiction and horror elements remains striking. The player-characters are able to quickly change weapons through the D-pad (similar to Gears of War), are aware of the need to smash crates to get ammunitions and other items (a FPS convention), and are still blasting down a lot of Majini, that is, the new mutated humans generated by the Tricell corporate conglomerate. Admittedly, the player-characters are unable to run and shoot all at once.

Yet, following the cycle of iterative improvement, Resident Evil 6 (Capcom, 2012) changes this and makes some additions. As claimed by Mikel Reparaz from PlayStation: The Official Magazine, it is “easily the biggest reinvention the series has seen since RE4” (No 64, November 2012: 63). The seven player-characters (Chris Redfield, Leon S. Kennedy, and Ada Wong from previous games are joined by three new characters; Ada does her mission alone) of the four campaigns don’t move quickly, but they can walk and fire their weapon at the same time. They can slide over surfaces, hope over barricades, perform melee attacks, duck while aiming, leap and roll over, dash away from threat, take cover behind barriers or at corners (not unlike the cover system Gears of War), and all the more so overturn tables to protect themselves. The execution actional modality, based on fire mechanics, is at the core of the gameplay of RE5 and RE6.In fact, the spin-off Resident Evil: Operation Raccoon City (Slant Six Games and Capcom, 2012), the episode credited once again with “reinventing the saga” according to the cover of PlayStation Le Magazine–France (No 49, April 2011), will be advertised with a revealing label: “A New Survival Horror Shooter” (launching trailer). We reach the point where even Capcom misused the term it has coined for marketing sake. The game is nothing more than is a third-person shooter à la Gear of War. The player-character and three members chosen by a gamer (between six classes leveling up with user experience) are part of Umbrella’s Elite Clean Up Squad sent to leave no witness of the corporation’s activities alive. It starts out quickly with firefights against armed forces in a lab facility; barriers block the stairs until the last soldier of the stage is dead. There is an automatic cover mechanic making a player-character seek shelter from projectiles when they get close to any flat wall surface (an action that quickly becomes annoying). They can blindly fire while concealed, shoot while diving around, but it is still not possible to “run and gun,” only to slowly move around. 

With a bit more swiftness, this is also the case in Dead Space 2 (Visceral Games, 2011) and Dead Space 3 (Visceral Games, 2013). Although Isaac Clarke starts his second campaign in a giant space station called the Sprawl strapped in a straightjacket and won’t become psychologically stable, he is quickly freed from it and finds a plasma cutter to defend himself. The action taking place three years later, the protagonist knows the drill and is more than ready to face the Necromorphs; there is no cover system anyhow. Many reviewers have noted how combat has come to center stage. Such a tangent is confirmed with the third game. In the prologue, the player-character (not yet Clarke) moves into a blizzard on the frozen planet Tau Volantis to stomp on containers to get some ammunition for his submachine gun so as to fire at more zombie-like Necromorphs; later, the opposition will even come from human militaries. A new campaign’s co-op mode allows another gamer to play a soldier partnering with the system engineer in his main mission against the alien Marker artifacts; the partners can revive each other. More prominent is the “bench” found in various locations permitting a gamer to craft new effective and powerful weapons, consequently laying bare the importance paid to guns and the search for new parts. Not forgetting the rail-shooter Dead Space: Extraction (2009), included in the PlayStation 3 version of Dead Space 2, the shooting part has become central to the series. It is not surprising then that Games

TM
 described Dead Space 1 as “survival-horror third-person shooter” in their “Making of” in 2015 (Peppiatt, 2015: 77). Dead Space 3 has come to be associated solely with the science-fiction genre.35
 One will have understood that from the first game to the last, the Dead Space games have descended in the pyramid of scary games. More than Chris Redfield’s career, the path of Isaac Clarke resonates with Alexander’s questions about the state of the survival horror and the shift from a Japanese approach more focused on psychological horror to a more direct Western design: “So whatever happened to our imperfect, psychologically damaged heroes, our creepy little doll rooms, our feeble switchblades, our crawling dread? And why have they been replaced by gun-toting professionals and space marine types—as if gaming needed any more space marines?” (2008).

Upon the release of The Evil Within, Mikami also reflected on the state of the genre:


“I don’t think survival horror has really changed as a genre,” he says, before highlighting his disappointment in the industry’s mishandling of the survival horror concept. For games in the survival horror genre in general, they tend to become more action oriented as sequels are released. So in that respect [they] may not be a survival horror game in its truest form. . . . “A survival horror game is its own unique genre—it’s neither true horror nor an action game.” (“President Evil.” 2014: 94)

Before Mikami’s own new take on the genre, Capcom tried to “restore the ideas that defined the franchise during its earlier installments” and have producer Masachika Kawata strive to “save survival-horror” by making Resident Evil: Revelations (2012). Keeping sweet with an established market, the label will be exploited more straightforwardly for Resident Evil: Revelations 2 (2015) wit
h “Survival Horror returns”36
 on its boxset. Before the high definition version for the main console three years later, the first game has been originally released on handheld Nintendo 3DS, favoring “an intimate horror experience” according to Kawata (“Don’t open . . . that door,” Game

s


TM
, 2012: 63). Divided into twelve episodes,37

Resident Evil: Revelations centers on Jill Valentine’s mission on the abandoned cruise ship Queen Zenobia, but also makes a gamer play three other characters occasionally (one of which is Chris Redfield, first off in remote mountains). Whereas Kawata has stressed the contemporary need to have a better management system and a customization of the weapons (custom parts can be added to modify the arsenal of the Bioterrorism Security Assessment Alliance), he has similarly put forward the value of the adventure elements, from rummaging for scarce ammunition or more weapons to the search for an explanation to the past events. Such an importance points to the previous period of scary games as evidenced by the beginning of Jane Douglas’ review for GameSpot: “Revelations is a successful blend of old-school Resident Evil horror and new-school action. [It] splices the survival horror DNA of classic Resident Evil with the new, brisker strain of Resident Evil 4 and 5. The result isn’t an Umbrella-style crime against nature, but a healthy, happy hybrid: an optimum mix of tense, creepy exploration and stop-and-shoot action” (January 2012). Having said that, this hybridity doesn’t undeniably extend the crystallization of the survival horror. 


The Evil Within provides a worthwhile example for reflecting on this matter of survival horror’s consolidation. The player-character Sebastian Castellanos, a detective called in to investigate a series of murders at a local mental hospital, is knocked down at the beginning by an eerie figure just caught on surveillance camera as the one responsible for the massacre. When he wakes up in a night­marish world, he asks himself if he is crazy; it seems like anything can happen in this world, from gory scenes to hallucinated scary moments. He goes to a hospital-like hub through mirrors, sits in a sort of electric chair, and collects green goo in jars in order to upgrade his Abilities, Stock, and Weapons. Such an approach favors many allusions to and borrowings from films and games.
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 FIGURE 21 Sebastian Castellanos is arriving at a village, burning a foe, killed by a Sadist and running way from a Keeper in The Evil Within (Tango Gameworks, 2014).

For instance: one face-to-face with an enemy resembles the beginning of Resident Evil 1; the burning of foes is reminiscent of the REmake; the attacking villagers are similar to Resident Evil 4; the Sadist with a chainsaw comes right out of Resident Evil 4 and 5; the losses of consciousness and the parallel world recall Silent Hill; the Keeper with a Boxhead and a meat hammer is comparable to Silent Hill 2’s Pyramid Head and his long knife; and so on (Figure 21). The game has been both advertised and overtly presented by Mikima as his return to his survival horror roots. Obviously, most reviewers have associated it with the genre, more than anything else to note for better or for worse the reappearance of old tropes. For example, Dan Staines from Hyper talked about a “Vintage Mikami” to describe a game with “stubbornly old fashioned qualities” (No 255, 2014: 61). While their preview of the game asked, “Has survival horror . . . survived? (No 248, “The Evil Within,” 2014b: 42), Play’s review started with a straight explicative answer: “To a large extent, The Evil Within feels and plays like a game from a bygone era, a time when the term ‘survival horror’ meant the provision of something grotesque and deplorable rather than truly scary. Given the involvement of Resident Evil creator Shinji Mikami, such a nostalgia-soaked romp should come as little surprise” (No 250, “The Evil Within,” 2014c: 56). As for him, Matt Elliot from GamesMaster concluded: “Anyone expecting the cataclysmic upheaval of Resi 4 will be disappointed. Instead, The Evil Within feels like survival horror’s final, desperate dash for the light, before the shutters come down forever” (No 284, Christmas, 2014: 59). On the same page of the magazine, Matt Pellett’s second opinion related the game to the “survival action genre” of Resident Evil 4. It is quite significant that the idea of “action” has replaced the one of “horror,” putting the label given to Dino Crisis 2 fifteen years ago upfront. 

This is a shift that other commentators have marked. To respond to the question on the cover of the Holiday issue of The Official Xbox Magazine, “Resident Evil 4’s true successor?,” Matthew Castle asserted, “The Evil Within grafts Resi 4’s survival action to a less forgiving world” (No 119, 2014: 77). Chris Livingston from PC Gamer described the game as a “third-person survival action horror game” (No 261, January 2015: 60), and Maria Kalash from Canard Jeux Vidéo included it in “Genre: Survival Horror/Action” (No 22, November 2014: 14). Even if a survival horror game is basically an action-
adventure one, the term “action” is then all the same repeated to mark its primacy. Dan Remendes from Nag spoke of a “modern survival horror” and categorized it in “Genre/Action Horror” (Vol. 17, No 9, December 2014: 45, 44), just like Jason d’Aprile from CGM: “The game is reasonably long for an action/horror game” (No 9, November 2014: 61). Then, in his own review in PlayStation Official Magazine UK, Matthew Pellett didn’t mention survival horror or survival action at all and only made reference to Resident Evil 1, 4, and 5 (No 104, Christmas 2014: 92–93). Similarly, although it has discussed the advent of the survival horror in its 1990s and 2000s issues, Edge’s review of The Evil Within refers to REmake and Resident Evil 4. It nonetheless made no allusion to the genre. It even let the reader decide which one is talked about at the end, suggesting that the genre is not part of the younger gamers’ nomenclature as it was before: “This is an intelligently crafted chiller, and superior to anything Capcom has given us in the genre since Mikami’s departure” (No 274, Christmas 2014a: 114). If Edge is talking about Mikami’s parting after Resident Evil 4, they might in the end be talking about “survival action.” 

Be it because of better sales38
 or design developments, the action-horror or survival-action games have become a dominant cluster of horror video games since 2005. Insofar as the growth in the action factor has been made in great part at the expense of the fear factor, and just like we have noted with Fry and Philippe’s comment about Resident Evil, game designers have wished to move away from such a line of attack. They have remained closer to adventure, the other genre at the foundation of the survival horror. Indeed, the importance paid to adventure will affect two main figures of interactivity—the confrontation with the monster and the spatial progression. It will no longer be a matter of killing the foe to keep moving forward—to fight as in FPS—but of evading it to survive—to take flight (often by running back where you just came from), as well as to hide and use stealth as in what is called First-Person Avoider. 3D Monster Maze, Clock Tower, and Haunting Ground had among others capitalized on these last mechanics and showed how the chase scene was fundamental to the experience of fear, and not just a way to end a level or a chapter. 

The origins of this approach can be traced back to an indie adventure trilogy developed by Frictional Games, what Grip has himself acknowledged in his essay entitled “The Evolution of horror” (2015). Penumbra: Overture (2007), Black Plague (2008), and Requiem (2008) tell the “dark tale of a young man, in search of his father, and his identity,” starting in a huge underground complex in the cold Greenland wastelands (manual of Overture). With glow sticks, flares, and a flashlight lighting the way, a gamer explores and interacts with the surroundings through simulated physics using the mouse. Fight will take less and less importance from the first to the third episode. While the player-character can defend himself in Overture against dogs and giant spiders using a hammer, a steel bar, or a pick axe, many reviewers have stressed how the mechanic of waving around a melee weapon by moving the mouse across a desk did not work well. Yet, this was done deliberately. As Grip has confessed, “The studio created an ‘intentionally quite clumsy [combat] system’ and ‘made great efforts to make sure the weapons weren’t very practical.’ The intention was that a player would hit an enemy with the (for example) broom weapon and then flee to survive. But ‘it turns out, when the player has an opportunity to kill something, they will’” (Douglas, 2011). For this reason, escaping from the infected is the sole option in Penumbra: Black Plague. Penumbra: Requiem is even more drastic: it doesn’t feature enemies and only the environment provides the threat.

Three games worth mentioning released in 2009 were also combat-free. For the Nintendo Wii, Silent Hill: Shattered Memories (Climax Studios, 2009) is a “re-imagining of the original Silent Hill that turns everything you thought you knew on its head” (website).39
 Inasmuch as Harry is once again searching for his missing daughter Cheryl and a person playing him encounters the characters and goes to places they already know but are different (for instance, the streets are covered with snow and Dahlia is the young and vixenish ex-wife of Harry and mother of Cheryl), the game remains self-reflexive. Mainly through therapy sessions punctuating the unfolding of the story and during which a gamer answers various questions (i.e., “I make friends easily,” “I have enjoyed role-play during sex,” or “Do you think marriage can really last?”), the gameplay aims to be adaptive. There are no more monsters populating the “real” world of Silent Hill, as had always been the case. They only appear in the frozen Otherworld during “new nightmare sequence[s] focus[ing] on escape and evasion rather than direct confrontation” (website). These sequences happen in maze-like locations with doors, gaps, fences, and platforms. Chased around by unbeatable small creatures trying to grab and kill him, Harry can only knock them down, shake them off, slow them down by knocking off furniture, or keep them away with flares lying around. He may also hide in closets or under beds to let the creatures pass by, and only for a little while since he can be discovered. The Wiimote to aim the flashlight and the thumbstick of the Nunchuck to move Harry let a gamer intervention directly in order to navigate both worlds. 

Such control is not as accurate in the first-person Ju-On: The Grudge (feelplus, 2009). Only the Wii Remote is necessary to play. The B Button and the Direction Pad make the four protagonists walk forward and backward in their respective dark locales (a young girl named Erika starts in a Rundown Factory and finishes in a Cursed House). Moving the remote commands the flashlight and
allows to examine objects, change directions, and escape ghosts when shaken in the right way; something not that easy with an unresponsive motion. As the subtitle of the game announces, this is a “haunted house simulator.” As a result, there are many pre-scripted diegetic effects waiting to startle a gamer (quick spectral apparitions, objects falling from the ceiling, sudden strange sounds, etc.). In fact, as a gamer can’t run or turn on one’s heels in front of a threat, Ju-On: The Grudge somehow leans toward the walking simulator genre, that is, narrative-focused adventures mainly based on exploration rather than solving several required puzzles. 

Mainly inspired by the fairy tale Little Red Riding Hood, The Path (Tale of Tales, 2009, for PC) is closer to a walking simulator game since going around is the only action asked; a gamer interacts with the environment by not touching the controls. Driven to break the sole rule by straying away from the bright path, they are put in the shoes of six on-screen sisters of different ages passing through a forest to see their grandmother. There are no jump scares here or frightening soundscape. Only the context is horrific as “The Path offers an atmospheric experience of exploration, discovery and introspection through a unique form of gameplay, designed to immerse you deeply into its dark themes” (website).40
 One after the other, the player-characters wander, pickup flowers or other items, bump into sites or objects (a graveyard, a scarecrow, a well, a fence, a wheelchair, a TV, etc.), play with a lovely girl dressed in white, and encounter their wolf in disguise (only Robin’s one is a beast); as a result, the game is far from bloodcurdling.

Another work by Frictional Games already mentioned several times prior has been a game-changer as much as the Triple-A Resident Evil 4. Promoted as a “first person survival horror,”41
 the basis of Amnesia: The Dark Descent is nothing new. Played in the first-person perspective, the protagonist named Daniel wakes up in a shadowy castle without remembering who he is. Still, he quickly finds a “note to self” explaining he has drank a potion to forget things and telling him to get to the Inner Sanctum of the castle to find and kill an old, weak man, Alexander of Brennenburg. The objective is very clear and documents discovered along will progressively elucidate the identity of both men. However, as the game is heavily influenced by the writings of H.P. Lovecraft, the note says: “One last thing. A shadow is following you. It’s a living nightmare—breaking down reality. I have tried everything and there is no way to fight back. You need to escape it as long as you can.” Combined with the obligation to light the way with an oil-burning lantern and to manage a limited supply of tinderboxes and oil, this warning marks the game’s break away from combat. Game designer Thomas Grip has explained their 180-degree turn in a talk reported by Jane Douglas from GameSpot (2011). He observed, “If you give the player a gun, he will expect to go to a shooting range.” Therefore, “If we want to have different experiences, we need to have different forms of interaction. . . . Once we remove the combat, new horizons open up, players start to approach the game quite differently.” Instead of proposing an agonistic progression like first- or third-person shooters in which a player-character always points a weapon at what they look at, the disarmament underscores the relation of a gamer with the unnerving environment they can interact with (using the same simulated physics than Penumbra). What’s more, Amnesia: The Dark Descent starts with a few messages, one of which says, “Amnesia should not be played to win. Instead, focus on immersing yourself in the game’s world and story.” When the player-character is killed, he just respawns with the monster gone and continues. Inspired by the Lovecraftian Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem and Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth, the game possesses both a health gauge and a sanity meter, monitored in the inventory through the picture of a heart and a brain degrading when the physical condition or the ability to rationalize diminishes. In the “Game Design Deep Drive: Amnesia’s ‘Sanity Meter’” (2014), Grip gave details about the creation and workings of the latter. Wanting at first to get rid of physical monsters altogether, darkness was the main threat and had a strong effect on the protagonist’s health. Since the mechanic was not manageable in a gloomy castle, the consequence has been redirected toward the sanity scheme, playing on the hearing and vision of the player-character (we’ll come back to this in the next chapter and again in Chapter 8 about sound). Consequently, although it is a good strategy to avoid being spotted by the monster, Daniel can’t hide too long in the obscurity because his sanity level drops. Neither can he look too long at the gruesome creature, a creature he furthermore can’t fight. Nothing much is given to put a gamer at ease.

The success of Amnesia: The Dark Descent has resulted in a cluster of first-person scary video games centered on fleeing, sneaking, and/or hiding. Andrew Shouldice’s short freeware Hide (2011) makes a gamer look at night for five crime locations (those of murder, torture, persecution, rape, and starvation, as identified by notice boards) in a pixelated forest covered in snow. Every time one location is found, a black malformed figure with a torch comes after them (there are indeed three figures). Defenseless, a gamer must hide to survive. In Erie (2012), a game created by students at the Entertainment Arts and Engineering Master Games Studio of the University of Utah, a Red Cross Investigator must escape mutants with massive arms and claws to get out of the underground of a nuclear plant after having found notes, keys, and black cats, and marking at will his pathway with orange spray paint. In the indie game Outlast (2013), Miles Upshur, an independent reporter always willing to risk digging into the stories no other journalist would dare investigate, seeks out the dark secret at the heart of Mount Massive Asylum after receiving an anonymous letter warning him about unusual experiments. He breaks in at night armed only with his trusty camcorder equipped with night vision; finding batteries and managing their use to see in lightless rooms or corridors will be an important issue, as will the loss of the camera itself at one point. Miles finds the patients in pitiful shape, physically and mentally, and can’t be sure about their behavior. The ones seeming to be numb can grab him anytime, but maybe not do it the first time he passes by them. Others can be concealed anywhere and are ready to attack. When the most aggressive patients spot him, he has no choice but to run away, close the doors behind him, and hide in 
lockers or under beds to leave their field of view long enough for them to look elsewhere. Miles ought to bring all his stealth skills to bear. 

This is exactly what the engineer Amanda Ripley has to do in Alien: Isolation (2014). Compared to Outlast’s automatic checkpoints, the save stations of the game work manually. So, a great part of the exploration is dedicated to the localization and use of these stations. The Sevastopol space station where Amanda lands trying to learn the truth about what happened to her mother—Ellen Louise Ripley, the protagonist of the Alien film series—remains a very hostile setting in need of rebooting and fixing. The survivors she meets are not that friendly. Malfunctioning androids are now antagonistic. And obviously, as we see one at a time, the Xenomorph makes a fierce and unpredictable enemy, slaying Amanda with a single strike, but it is impossible to kill. The most effective weapons against it are a flamethrower and Molotov cocktails insofar as they make it retreat. The best defense is diversion, placing flares or noisemakers to draw it to another location. A Motion Tracker that helps Amanda track the position of enemies constitutes a vital device, even if it is not totally accurate. However, as the alien is responsive to sounds, it has to be manipulated in due measure; shooting at humans and androids is not the first option to consider either. Amanda’s footsteps draw attention, so she must move carefully with an attentive ear. If she is spotted, she can only flee, leave the alien behind, and find a hiding spot in a locker (see Figure 35) or behind a crate. Frictional Games’ SOMA (2015) revives this concept. It doesn’t “rely on a single enigmatic foe, [but] deploys a series of corridor-stalking aberrations, each with its own behaviours” (Edge, No 185, December, “Soma,” 2015: 110). Since the protagonist Simon Jarret strangely finds himself without any means of defense in the underwater facility Pathos-II during a brain scan, he must avoid the enemies he meets in trying to find his way back. For instance, the Flesher, a naked man or woman with a sort of diver’s helmet with light bulbs, reacts if they are looked at and staring at him/her will mess up the player-character’s vision.

Such a precarious gaze, found in Amnesia and other Lovecraftian games before it, has been at the core of the indie freeware—thus, extremely viral—Slender: The Eight Pages (Mark J. Hadley 2012). Just as in Hide, but with the aid of a flashlight with limited batteries, a gamer must locate at night eight pages scattered in a forest (simple drawings and messages like “Follows,” “Can’t run,” or “Leave me alone”). But this time, it is the Slender Man, the urban legend about the paranormal figure of faceless man in a black suit with extremely long slender arms and legs stalking and playing with people’s minds, who is coming after them. Game designer Hadley has improved Hide by adding new mechanics. Every time a page is found, the enemy approaches closer; if the gamer turns around, they might find the enemy right by their side. It is dangerous to even glance at the enemy for too long (Figure 22).
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 FIGURE 22 The Slender Man in Slender: The Eight Pages (Mark J. Hadley 2012).

One of the pages says, “Don’t look . . . or it takes you.” The Slender Man gets closer once spotted, interfering with the audio-vision and definitely coming to kill a gamer. Slender: The Eight Pages is simple, but really has the intended result. For Grip, “If you just make things vague enough, and allow the player to play based on that vagueness, you can make engaging games of pure horror simulation. In some ways, ‘Slender’ is sort of like the ‘Super Mario Bros’ of horror games, a distillation of what makes the genre work into its purest form” (2015: 52). As a matter of fact, it works so well that the game has been cloned many times, among others by Haunt: The Real Slender (Paranormal Dev, 2012); Slender’s Woods (Zykov Eddy, 2012)—with a story mode; Slender: the Arrival (Blue Isle Studios and Parsec Productions, 2013)—with a narrative and a larger world; and Forest (Lukas Jaeckel, 2012)—with a Japanese white ghost with long hair. Statues (Room710Games, 2015) inverses the mechanic of the gaze. While the usual objectives have to be fulfilled in order to escape seven locations (i.e., a hospital, a shopping mall, an amusement park, or a forest), it’s when a gamer is not looking at statues and mannequins that they teleport toward them. Reminiscent of Night Trap, the short point-and-click Five Nights at Freddy’s (Scott Cawthon, 2014; there are five games in the series currently) exploits the idea of surveillance and proposes a pure form too. A night watch security guard looks at the cameras installed in Freddy Fazbear’s Pizza to watch and track the movements of deadly animatronic robots. Since the amount of electricity is limited and the cameras don’t show the entire restaurant, it is not possible to constantly watch the grainy video images and keep the light on or the doors of the office locked. It is these breaches that enable the animatronic bear Freddy and its four friends to come and jump on the guard (often making a gamer jump out of their skin in the process).

The scary atmosphere well and truly takes precedence over the boots and bullets in this cluster. As we have underlined with Ju-On: The Grudge and The Path, some games are to be related to walking simulators or adventure games with few uncomplicated puzzles. The free, short, and experimental indie SCP-087 (Madis Kase, 2012) is an extreme example.42
 A gamer simply walks down stairs for a random number of floors leading toward a dark abyss.43
 They are pushed further and left to suffocate and imagine the worst that can happen to them the first time they venture into the depths of this stairwell. The soundscape and creepy happenings (l
ike a shadow passing by) are procedurally generated to have some variation in every playthrough. The experience is much more narrative oriented in Amnesia: A Machine for Pigs (The Chinese Room, 2013). A different dwelling and a new “terrifying journey into madness, industrialisation and the darkest secrets of the soul” await a gamer (website).44
 The gamer now plays Oswald Mandus, a psychologically unbalanced wealthy industrialist trying to save his sons while exploring by the lantern light his Victorian house, its surroundings, and its bowels where there is a strange machine. Unarmed, and just like they did in their first “dark descent,” a gamer must evade a few creatures that look like pigs. But now, the lantern has an infinite supply of oil; a gamer can decide at will when to turn it off/on. The Sanity Meter and its effects are also absent. The unnerving ambiance and the well-marked progression, punctuated by levers to pull and wheels to turn, provide the basis for the backstory unfolding in documents and many audio recordings. 


Among the Sleep (Krillbite Studio, 2014) doesn’t use the voice-over device as much because it makes a gamer experience the world through the eyes of a toddler—however, some thoughts are spoken out loud, and the Teddy Bear that can be hugged to feel safer does talk. On his second birthday, the boy wakes up in the middle of the night (or he is having a nightmare) and starts looking for his missing mother. He goes from the overturned cradle in his room to the lower floor, from a weird playground to a house in a forest, and through a surreal closet to find his way back to her. The perspective remains at floor level to mimic the crawling and unsteadily walking. Aided with the vivid imagination of one of the most powerless characters of scary games, this generates all sorts of the distorted and uncanny visions. From this point of view, the three lurking monsters look even more menacing (Figure 23). 
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 FIGURE 23 Two of the lurking monsters met by the toddler in Among the Sleep (Krillbite Studio, 2014).

Puzzles are boiled down to dragging objects around and to finding ways to climb up and/or open doors. In The Park (Funcom, 2015), presented as a “narrative experience” (message at the beginning), it is rather a mother that is searching for her young son gone missing in the sinister Atlantic Island Park. While calling out his name and hearing his voice directs Lorraine to certain areas, she basically walks around the deserted park, finds documents that reveal what really happened to her progeny, and tries out the six rides with their pre-scripted startle effects. Lorraine finishes her tour in the House of Horrors. It is in such a house that Layers of Fear (2016) entirely takes place. A person playing explores a straightforward spooky mansion where a painter tries to finish his masterpiece. Like in any haunted house at the fair ground (as opposed to films), they do not have to be afraid of dying or to face severe consequences. They are just following quite linear passages filled with jump scares (busting sounds and scream, shuttered doors and opened windows, falling objects or ghostly apparitions). 

Although there are doubtfully other indie games that fit the generic description I’m putting forward,45
 it remains impossible to ignore the strong impression left by what was not even a game: P.T. (Kojima Productions under the pseudonym of 7780s Studio, 2014). Game designer Hideo Kojima has made this free playable teaser in collaboration with film director Guillermo del Toro to promote the game they were creating for Konami: Silent Hills. As we know, this new opus of the famous series was cancelled. No matter what led to this sad turn of event, P.T. has had a strong impact. Contrasted with the third-person perspective of the Silent Hill series, a gamer visits an apartment in a first-person view. They are actually and simply looping around in the same hallway. Through many loops, they learn a bit of information about the murder of a family, get a flashlight, glance at horrible things in the rooms (of which an underdeveloped fetus lies in the bathroom’s sink), encounter a few times the hostile ghost of a woman and witness weird shifts in the environment (like a fridge leaking blood suddenly appearing hanging above the front door). When various conditions are met, conditions not really easy to guess at (but quickly provided by the dedicated fan community), the trailer of the game is shown.

After considering single locations and/or linear paths, it is necessary to foreground a more recent cluster of games we can regroup under the concept of open world. Alan Wake (Remedy Entertainment, 2010) was initially planned and advertised that way at the beginning of its public life. It made the cover of the November 2006 issue of Computer Gaming World described thusly: “Alan Wake is a free-roaming ‘psychological action thriller’ set across a large swath of the United States’ Pacific Northwest. . . . [It] takes places in a 6-by-6-mile section of a small-town charm. . . . That’s 36 square miles total. For comparison, the entire island of Manhattan contains about 20 square miles of land” (No 268, Ashley, 2006: 83 and 86). The game ended up not being a free-roaming experience so as to have the pacing and structure of six-episode TV series, thus remaining close to its survival horror roots. However, the best-selling thriller writer that gives its name to the game still has to travel to distant locations around Bright Falls to search for his missing wife and to wake up from a big nightmare. He must fight creatures possessed by darkness with light and find safety under or with any source of illumination (e.g., streetlights, worklights, searchlights, flares, or flashbang grenades). The Pacific Northwest region where the famous TV series Twin Peaks (Mark Frost and David Lynch, 1990-1991) was shot has been the theater of a much more Lynchian adventure segmented as well in six episodes: Deadly Premonition (Access Games, 2010). Eccentric FBI Special Agent Francis York Morgan comes to the small town of Greenvale (among others, with its own Great Deer Yard Hotel, Sheriff’s Department and A&G Diner) to solve the murder of a young woman found tied to a tree. Oddly talking to an invisible friend named Zach (long trips taken in a car lead to long monologues about movies, punk bands, or previous cases), the player-character goes around so as to chat with people and to explore various locations, some of which are affected by the O
ther World and inhabited by creatures known as Shadows that have to be fought with typical survival horror clumsy controls. Because the investigation takes place during 24-hour cycles, Agent Morgan needs to get to some meetings at a precise time, despite his free movement. He has to adapt to the daily routine of the habitants of Greenvale, not very different from those of Twin Peaks. Some of them can ask him to complete side-missions: looking for a flower, a dress, or a dumbbell, and taking a part-time job. He is able to earn money from these actions or from the completion of chapters, and to spend it on foods and drinks in stores. A gamer can also collect trading cards scattered in various whereabouts. Such an importance given to nonlinear gameplay even had an influence on Silent Hill. Once the convict Murphy Pendleton reaches the resort town in Silent Hill: Downpour (Vatra Games, 2012), after escaping from the prison bus accident during his transfer to another penitentiary, a person playing can free-roam the streets in search of various items and artifacts. They can likewise embark on optional side-quests (like locating five bird cages in Silent Hill, bringing three specific objects to a homeless, or finding six objects and having their shadow correspond to an image on the wall). 

In any event, it is the invasion of zombies that has resulted in open world games. We have already introduced in the first chapter Dead Island (2011) and the expansion pack Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare (2010). In the former, a player-character must escape the island of Banoi. A gamer can choose between one of four characters (two women and two men) with different skills. Analogous to a role-playing game, these skills (Combat, Survival or a special ability called Fury) will be upgraded, as the melee weapons and fire arms will be modified and enhanced. There are plenty of survivors to help, side-quests to embark on to be rewarded with experience points, and a multitude of running zombies to slay. In the latter, across the vast Western frontier, John Marston must find an antidote to cure his wife and son, but might also take interest in other missions, such as liberating towns overrun by the undead, clearing cemeteries or looking for missing persons. The time-slowing Dead Eye mode to shoot with more accuracy becomes an essential aid in blasting zombie brains. Played in the first-person and set in the quarantine city of Harran, Dying Light (2015) is comparable to Dead Island. However, the player-character, an operative of a humanitarian organization, can on the one hand, slide, leap, jump, and climb up and down obstacles and buildings with speed and agility, and on the other hand, ought to run back to safe zones at night since Volatiles, the most dangerous infected mentioned in Chapter 3, are ruthless at this time. State of Decay (Undead Labs, 2013) is less frenetic than Dying Light. A third-person game, its gameplay is based on scavenging items by foot or by car to keep secure and expand a base for survivors in Trumbull Valley. A gamer can switch to a less tired character with specific skills before going on a mission and choosing another when the one they were playing dies. With a permadeath mechanic and numerous ways to die, the multiplayer open world DayZ (Bohemia Interactive Studio, 2013)46
 is much more effective in terms of zombie survival simulator, or more accurately human survival simulator, since gamers have much more to fear from bandit and survivor factions than from the living dead. Selecting between a first- and a third-person perspective depending on the server, gamers have “to survive in the harsh post-apocalyptic landscape as long as they can” in the post-Soviet state of Chernarus (website).47
 The goal remains the same. 

Scary virtual reality (2017 and the future. . .)

Like any historical overview, mine has wished to present the key works forming the genre of horror video games. The goal was to trace the evolution, permutations, and repetitions of the figures of interactivity, actional modalities, and scare tactics, in addition to underscore the similar game-worlds and recurrent scenarios plunging a gamer at the center of frightening experience. By the same token, I have stressed the importance of survival horror’s crystallization, as much by noting the many post-dated birth certificates it has received as by observing the status given to Resident Evil 1 and Resident Evil 4, the two important bases for comparison. Then, while Capcom’s famous series made us look at the past, it is also pushing us to look at the future. Resident Evil VII: biohazard has come to PlayStation VR.48
 Virtual reality certainly also brings to the forefront the assumption that better game mechanics involve greater realism. The first accounts of the game through the teaser already spoke highly about its effects. For instance, Leon Hurley from GamesMaster has stated about the Resident Evil VII Teaser in the November 2016 issue: 


You’ll be able to play the whole game in virtual reality, and our experiences of it so far have been brilliantly horrible. If you thought it looked scary in normal-o-vision, try and imagine it with Sony’s headset clamped to your face. It becomes a much more claustrophobic and intense experience, as horrific as it is amazing. It’s been a while since Resi really felt like a true horror game, with its more recent action-focus. Number 7, however, looks to smash its way back to true scares with the force of an undead pooch pounding through a window. (Hurley, 2016: 29)

Masachika Kawata, producing the game, has described Resident Evil VII Teaser: Beginning Hour (Capcom, 2016) as “an ‘experience demo’ rather than a ‘content demo’ which let the players get a feel for the game without spoiling any part of it for them” (Pellett, 2016: 61). Played in VR (or not), a gamer spends the whole game itself trying to escape a “house of horrors” inspired by the movies Evil Dead, The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (Tobe Hooper, 1974), and The Hills Have Eyes (Wes Craven, 1977). The player-character, Ethan Winters, travels to Dulvey in Louisiana upon receiving a message from his wife Mia, who had gone missing three years 
ago.49
 A “return to its roots” as it was acknowledged by critics, the emphasis is made on the exploration in order to get keys and crests to open new doors and to progress to new locations. VHS tapes give a glimpse into what happened and bring about playable flashbacks in the shoes of different characters. Ethan is guided through his (mis)adventure by phone calls made by the daughter, but he mainly faces the three other members of the Baker family. There are no zombies, but monsters made of black mold and coming out of walls, floors, and ceilings. It would seem unlikely that virtual reality will make games in “normal-o-vision” disappear, among others because of the scariness of the experience. But that the legendary franchise shifts to a first-person perspective for one of his main opus leads us to study what I’ll call frightening regimes of vision. Furthermore, I’ll analyze in more detail the various scare tactics in the next chapters. 

Notes

1 See http://agilemanifesto.org/. I owe this point to Tanya Krzywinska.

2 Arsenault takes the shooter genre to go into all the ins and outs of the process. Even if he proposes the same analysis in his PhD thesis, I’ll refer to his short English essay for the sake of language and synthesis: Such a history could start with Space Invaders (Taito 1978), while recognizing its forerunners Spacewar! (Steve Russell et al. 1962) and Computer Space (Nutting Associates 1971). It would then recognize clones and derivatives that make up its evolution, probably Galaxian (Namco, 1979), Galaga (Namco 1981) and Tempest (Atari 1980) as a case of stretching the boundary of the fixed screen with a 3D perspective. A point of rupture would be identified with Defender (William Electronics 1980) that spawns the Scrolling Shooter, and from there a similar onslaught of adaptations, ameliorations, and recombinations such as Xevious (Namco 1982) and Gradius (Konami 1985), until a new spectacular revolution appears with Wolfenstein 3D (id Software 1992) and the First-Person Shooter takes over. (2009: 166)

3 Faster and cheaper print technology leading to pulp fiction and computers with hypertexts did introduce some changes. I owe this nuance to Jessica Aldred.

4 See Ichbiah, 1997: 177.

5 I’m also borrowing some parts of the description I’ve already made of the game (2012: 20–23).

6 See Provezza, 2006: 55. It is also interesting to note that in the issue 107 of Tilt, the reviewer is not referring to a single but to many cameras: “An important element in Alone in the Dark: the cameras. Each place contains several virtual cameras that ‘shoot’ the action with often surprising angles of view. It is the computer (you could say the ‘director’) that selects the most appropriate camera depending on where you are” (“Alone in the Dark,” 1992: 127, freely translated).

7 Alone in the Dark is number nine on ten in the list of “The Scariest Games Ever” established by the editors of GamePro (Editors, 2003: 58).

8 This doesn’t mean that the video game could not generate Lovecraft’s cosmic fear, a fear having “less to do with the banal fear of physical suffering than with the discovery of appalling truths about the real world, a world of temporal and spatial perspectives dizzying populated by unspeakable entities with untold powers who look indifferently and with cruelty at the abject insignificance of man” (Lessard, 2010: 10, freely translated). 

9 After the description of a dream sequence at the beginning, Johnny L. Wilson wrote in his review of Computer Gaming World: “It was the first time I’ve actually experienced fear when viewing a computer game and that’s because the designer understands where real horror exists—within the human mind. Jane Jensen, codesigner of King’s Quest VI and the designer of Gabriel Knight, understands horror. Shirley Jackson, Anne Rice and Stephen King are her inspiration. These novelists should be proud of their admirer’s creation. It is a study in contrasts, a fascinating and, at times, frightening tale. Indeed, there is a possible cameo in” (1993: 14).

10 A gamer assumes the role of five characters, experiencing the adventure designed for them by the Allied Mastercomputer AM. The one in the Nazi camp is played by Nimdok.

11 Weise is clarifying an important point in a note: “The original Clock Tower (though not Clock Tower 2) does feature some limited direct manipulation of Jennifer. Pressing the left or right shoulder buttons will instantly force Jennifer to break into a run in case she needs to escape quickly. However, in every other respect Clock Tower functions like a traditional point-and-click adventure game. Any complex evasive action, like opening a window to escape from Scissorman, must be performed indirectly with the cursor” (2009: 264 n12).

12 To Edge asking “The atmosphere and style of Resident Evil seem very reminiscent of western horror films. Were you inspired by them when designing the game?” the head of the Capcom consumer software division, Akio Sakai, answered in March 1996: “Way back in the NES days we developed an RPG called Sweet Home and it’s from there where our inspiration comes. Sweet Home was an adventure set in an old mansion like Resident Evil’s” (No 30, March, “Capcom,” 1996: 51).

13 Zombi is the Dario Argento-supervised Italian version of Romero’s Dawn of the Dead.

14 This a very peculiar mention, but it seems it was also thought with “an over-the-shoulder camera system similar to that which would eventually be used in Resident Evil 4” (Davies, 2009: 52).

15 Playing the game once again, a gamer can push the wardrobe closet in front of the windows in order to prevent the coming of the monster.

16 Resident Evil has been exploited across comics and manga (1997–2012), novelizations (1998–2012), and movies (2002–17).

17 Due to the success of the first remaster game, Capcom has opportunistically extended this practice to other Resident Evil 0, Resident Evil 4, Resident Evil 5, and Resident Evil 6. Resident Evil Code: Veronica X HD has also been released in 2011.

18 The official servers were closed after three years, but the online component has been revived by fans. See http://www.obsrv.org/viewtopic.php?f=10&t=545.

19 Another game called The 3rd Birthday was developed by HexaDrive for the Sony PlayStation Portable (PSP) in 2011.

20 The movie itself is an adaptation of the novel published in 1991 by Koji Suzuki.

21 As a matter of fact, this is the first quote in my book about the series (2012: 1).

22 It is titled Project Zero in Europe and Australia, and Zero in Japan. In addition of later games, there are also a film, Fatal Frame (Mari Asato, 2014), an amusement park 3D cinematic ride, Zero4D (2004), and few manga, of which Fatal Frame: Shadow Priestess (Seimaru Amagi and Hakus, 2014-2017).

23 In DreadOut, developed in 2014 by Digital Happiness, the player-character uses digital devices like a smartphone and digital cameras to battle against the spirits.

24 As for me, I would rather say that is more about terror (not horror).

25 A Devil Trigger can turn him into powerful devil forms.

26 See http://www.mobygames.com/game/gamecube/resident-evil-4_/mobyrank.

27 The BFG Edition of 2012 has added a “new armor-mounted flashlight, allowing players to illuminate dark corners and blast enemies at the same time” (press release).

28 The Japanese and European versions are compatible with the Namco’s GunCon light gun.

29 “The Shadow over Innsmouth” (1931) and “The Call of Cthulhu” (1926).

30 Along with the shopping mall, this way of transportation is quite obviously relating the game to Romero’s Dawn of the Dead.

31 Particularly in Italy and France, Rule of Rose has caused a scandal. The Conservative right wing railed at the game, believing a rumor that suggested that the young girl was raped, tortured, and killed, suffering a thousand pains (See Berget, 2014: 197–204).

32 Nanashi no Game (Epics, 2008) and its two sequels are also known horror games on the Nintendo DS. Only available in Japan, I have never even played them shortly.

33 It was not the case.

34 A controversy has erupted upon the release of first trailer of the game. After going to Spanish to kill infected villagers, to have a white American soldier coming to Africa to kill black opponents has been regarded as racist (see Hsu’ 2009).

35 For instance, MobyGames’ setting is “Sci-Fi / Futuristic” (http://www.mobygames.com/game/dead-space-3) and GameSpot’s theme is “Si-Fic” (http://www.gamespot.com/dead-space-3/).

36 Still, the French translation says, “L’horreur à laquelle il faut survivre revient (The horror one must survive returns).”

37 The four episodes of Resident Evil: Revelations 2 have initially been released as a weekly series of episodic downloads.

38 I’m not dealing with this economical aspect, but it doesn’t mean it is not important. For instance, the sales of the Resident Evil games presented as survival horror did decrease over the years, as those more action oriented have been more profitable. See, for instance, “Don’t open . . . that door,” 2012: 63. 

39 https://web.archive.org/web/20120508105438/http://konami.com/games/shsm.

40 http://www.tale-of-tales.com/ThePath/index.html.

41 It is more a terror game to me.

42 A clip of SCP-087 has been posted on YouTube by “haversine.” It has inspired a “sequel.” Made by Joonas Rikkonen, SCP-087-B (2012) adds dark hallways to the exploration.

43 I’ve just got down more than forty floors to experience it again while writing these few lines about it.

44 http://www.thechineseroom.co.uk/games/amnesia-a-machine-for-pigs/.

45 I can only direct the reader to the internet-based digital distribution platform Steam. There are so many horror games, that it is impossible to keep track of them all.

46 It was at first a modification for the 2009 tactical shooter ARMA II.

47 https://store.bistudio.com/products/dayz.

48 Released in January 24, 2017, it was exclusive to this VR platform for a year. See http://www.pcgamer.com/resident-evil-7-vr-is-exclusive-to-playstation-vr-for-a-year/.

49 Strange coincidence: James, the protagonist of Silent Hill 2, was also drawn to the town upon receiving a message from his wife, died three years ago. 


PART THREE

The scare tactics


CHAPTER SEVEN

The frightening regimes of vision 

What is it that we find so terrifying about the idea of being trapped in a haunted house?

Masachika Kawata: Dark halls leading to unknown spaces bring out the natural curiosity in we humans, where we want to know what lies ahead despite our instincts telling us not to look. I think it’s a universal kind of fear and thrill. And despite the fact that we know it’s a game and we aren’t going to be in real danger, we still feel the terror of that exploration because we are able to immerse ourselves in the situation. 

In “Welcome to the family, son,” Play, No 273, 2016, p. 56.

Horror fictions have always made—and most of the time forced—characters to see the invisible and the unbearable, to discover lurking threats to their health and sanity, to confront stupendous dangers to humanity, and to face monstrous entities. Following Peter Hutchings, “In many ways the eye is the principal human organ for horror cinema. Directors will frequently use close-ups of the eyes of victims, wide and helpless, and monster, narrowed and aggressive, to accentuate the genre’s sado-masochistic thrills” (2008: 112). Referring to the eye being cut open by a straight razor in Luis Bunũel’s Un chien andalou (1928), Hutchings also points out that the eyes have been the object of the more assaultive moments in horror. Although images of scary orbs and frightened expressions can be found on the cover of games’ boxes,1
 the horror video game is not focusing like film on the eye per se, but rather on point of view, both figuratively and literally. We have underlined a few times by now that being scared is a personal matter; although it is also culturally mediated, it remains an issue of viewpoint. Then, as we know, game-worlds can be shown from different perspectives. In this chapter, I will analyze the effects and differences of the two major “modes” of experience of horror video games and study the scare tactics related to the point of view.

The experience of gamership

We often think about horror films in terms of ways of looking because it is central to the genre. As Emma Radley writes, “What is significant about the look, the gaze, in horror is its affect—the departure from the system of object relations and its emergence in absolute and unmediated connection of the subject and the image on screen, creating an affective experience of spectatorship” (2007: 92).2
 The state of being a spectator is obviously altered in an ergodic medium like the video game. A gamer is looking, but at what they are performing and what is being done in return to their actions. They are a spect-actor. This position is therefore not just “an ideal site for the articulation of new mode of spectatorship,” but a site to expose paradigms of gamership. 

Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Heide Smith, and Pajares Tosca demarcate in Understanding Video Games the two main visual views provided on the game-world:


In the first-person perspective, we see the game action from the point of view of the protagonist—it is as if the player himself is experiencing the action. In the third-person perspective the player watches whatever it is that he controls, which can be an on-screen object (a character, a vehicle), a number of objects (an army of soldiers, a group of villagers) or various settings (such as tax rates or city zoning). (2008: 107)

Insofar as they had just mentioned the isometric and top-down perspectives, it runs against the common usage to refer to the third-person perspective for the view on units in a RTS game like Starcraft (Blizzard Entertainment, 1998) or the various levels influencing the urban populated area of SimCity
—the authors’ example. And if, as many comments have suggested, SimCity is making gamers consider themselves as a god toward the city or as the mayor, we would then be dealing with a first- and not a third-person perspective. Furthermore, Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Heide Smith, and Pajares Tosca use Will Wright’s work to illustrate that “we can enjoy interacting with a system without the need (so obviously present in narrative film, for instance) to identify with actual characters” (p. 107). For me, such an assertion emphasizes in return that gameplay fear is very difficult to embody in a more abstract system to play with—unless the system is itself thought as evil. A gamer can be stressed out by events that stop the growth of her/his city or perturbed by disasters destroying her/his megatowers, but they will not be afraid. As we have seen in Chapter 3, a videoludic situation is scary if it is appraised as dangerous for somebody, be it a NPC (more than one if they have a certain individuality) or a player-character (visible or not on-screen). 

Britta Neitzel proposes a relevant distinction to better consider the act of gamership. 


We can define computer games as a process of self-observation with continuous feedback. In this process, the position of the player is doubled. In addition to the position as an agent that the player has in every game, he or she is also assigned the position of an observer, which in turn determines her position as an agent in the visual space. . . . To prevent a growth of terminology, I will use the term point of action for the active position and point of view for the position of observation. (2005: 230–31)

Neitzel adapts the narratological concept of focalization (who sees?) to talk about a subjective point of view for the first-person perspective. The third-person perspective is divided between a semi-subjective point of view when the camera is following a character, as in Tomb Raider, and an objective view point when the universe is presented from the outside. The point of action is described by asking the following: if the position resides or does not reside in the game-world (intra or extradiegetic); if it is centered or not (concentric or ex-centric); if it leads to instant results or not (direct or indirect). I’ll come back to this in the next sections, but I’ll note for now what Nietzel doesn’t underscore: namely that the point of view and the point of action overlap in the first-person perspective, and remain distinct in the third. In the light of this model, SimCity offers points of action that are: extradiegetic (if we say we interact with a system), both direct and indirect (the results of the actions are not always immediate), as well as multiple (conducted all over the map). On the contrary, by means of the player-character, scary games have a point of action which is thoroughly characterized. It is a direct, intradiegetic, and centered point of (re)action—a gamer does react to threats as much as they act around them.3


The point of action provides a great insight into an important aspect of the horror genre. To describe a person’s involvement in the representational context of human-computer activity, Brenda Laurel identifies a key component: agency. For her, the “power to take action—whether the context includes agents or not” (1991: 117) and to do it sooner or later are at the heart of the interactive experience. Murray has also placed this feature at the center of her study of digital environments. One of the characteristic delights of these environments is the “sense of agency”: “Agency is the satisfying power to take meaningful action and see the results of our decisions and choices” (1997: 126). A gamer can thus have such a sense as much by building and managing their city in SimCity as by moving Jill Valentine through the Spencer Mansion in Resident Evil 1. However, agency is not enough to instill a sentiment of fright. An open-ended city-building simulation and an action-adventure game do not give the same impression about a gamer’s participation in the environment. In keeping with King and Krzywinska’s considerations, we do now need to talk about the sense of presence.


Distinctions between degrees of presence are closely correlated with differences in the visual perspective provided on the game-world. The most distanced games tend to be those that use god-like aerial perspectives. The greatest sense of presence, or sensory immersion in the gamescape, is usually provided by games that offer the first-person perspective of a figure located within the fictional world of the game. In between are games that offer a variety of third-person views, located inside the game-world but not directly through the eyes of the player-character. (2006: 97)

The feeling of “being there” is indeed a state felt at the first-person, not in the visual sense but in the psychological one. The authors of Tomb Raiders & Space Invaders exemplify this participation with a reference to horror: “The viewer psychologically involved in a horror film ‘does not imagine that he is afraid; he imagines being afraid, and he imagines this from the inside’” (2006: 121).4
 A gamer will be all the more scared with an intradiegetic centered point of (re)action, no matter how it is embodied. For that reason, King and Krzywinska underscore a fundamental congruency: “First-person (present) or third-person (represented) perspective is, in this account [of fantasy], incidental to the degree of involvement experienced in a given scenario: ‘We enter the fantasy-structure and identify as if it were our own’” (2006: 122).5
 The opposition between the first- and third-person perspectives is henceforth not that imperative to have a sense of presence inside or on the ground of a game-world.6
 A gamer has concerns for themselves whatever they are controlling, a visible player-character or the subjective point of view of a protagonist. The experience nevertheless stems from both the vantage points through which the gamescape is seen and the point of action from which a person playing interacts with that world.

With the intention to avoid talking about the sole visual aspect of the game-world, I borrow the notion of regime of vision at the core of my conceptualization from Steven Shaviro (2001). In fact, I came across it through Alexander Galloway. In his search for the “origins of the first-person shooter,” the latter refers succinctly to Shaviro’s “affective regime of vision” to show how the subjective shot of film has become a central gamic vision in the fully rendered and actionable space of video games. Since Shaviro’s approach is grounded in the body and in the manners that the image assaults and agitates a viewer,7
 it remains in line with a study of the effects of videoludic horror and fear. And the awareness of affect—“something that comes before the subject has arrived, or that subsists after the subject has departed, or that happens alongside the subject” (2001: 60)8
—is supplemental while dealing with the “dialectical affect-emotion machine” of horror.9
 It makes sense that Galloway showed an interest in the aforementioned notion when we learn that it was introduced by Shaviro in an analysis of Kathryn Bigelow’s Strange Days (1995). The science-fiction film revolves around the SQUID, a Superconducting Quantum Interference Device, recording information from the central cortex and allowing users to experience an event from the vision and sensations of the person that has recorded it. It begins with the subjective and shaky point of view of a man robbing a restaurant with two accomplices. As the police quickly arrived on the scene, two guys go onto the rooftop. While his friend succeeds in jumping to the other building, the man with the device only reaches the edge and falls when his partner lets him go as the police start to shoot. The scene ends as the man hits the ground. Shaviro describes and explains about this opening sequence: 


Bigelow presents the SQUID recordings as continuous first-person shots. Events unfold in real time, in a single take, from a single point of view. These sequences are tactile, or haptic, more than they are visual. The subjective camera doesn’t just look at a scene. It moves actively through space. It gets jostled, it stops and starts, it pans and tilts, it lurches forward and back. It follows the rhythms of the whole body, not just that of the eyes. This is a presubjective, affective and not cognitive, regime of vision. (2001: 62)

It is easy to understand that the SQUID scenes resemble moments taken from first-person games, and particularly from an FPS concerning the first minutes. Labeled a “first-person action movie,” Hardcore Henry (Ilya Naishuller, 2015) has used this visual formula for its entire duration, with a greater “savage kinetic energy”10
 than the first known film putting a viewer in the shoes of a character, that is, The Lady in the Lake (Robert Montgomery, 1947). The gamership of first-person games influences filmmaking and the act of specatorship. But since Strange Days is not made only of SQUID events, Shaviro also talks about the manner the “vision is shattered and dehumanised” in the rest of the film.


The second regime of vision in Strange Days neither identifies the viewer closely with a protagonist, nor gives the kind of third-person objectivity that the Bazinian style of long shots and long takes is generally thought to do. Instead, the camera seems to create a new point of view, neither precisely objective nor conventionally subjective, but transpersonal and social. (2001: 67)

Although the parallel is less explicit and does need to be adapted to the configuration of action-adventure games generally focused on a single player-character, it remains appropriate to address the camerawork of third-person games. In keeping with these observations that I’ll recall in due course, I’ll scrutinize the two regimes of vision of scary video games. I’ll be taking the opportunity of the description of the third-person regime to introduce an important notion which applies to both.

Third-person frightening regime of vision

Whether we like it or not, cinema is bound to come up when discussing scary video games. Beyond the videoludic adaptation of Spielberg’s Jaws in 1975 and these of stalkers and the Alien films in the 1980s, we have seen that Paul Norman, the designer of Forbidden Forest, had as early as 1983 wished to make his game resemble a movie. It’s what the makers of Project Firestart overtly claimed and advertised in 1988. Then, the crystallization of the survival horror genre has been actualized in relation to film through its third-person perspective. Let’s remind ourselves of Mikami’s original intention: “I want Resident Evil to give the player the feeling that he’s the main character in a horror movie” (Feature Creature, 1996: 33). The producer of Akihiro Imamura also saw Silent Hill 2 “as a horror movie, but with the fantastic feeling of being active within it” (Roundell, 2001). James Price from the Official UK PlayStation Magazine acknowledged the parallel with the first game of this last series: 


Silent Hill’s camera, however, is a work of genius. For the most part it remains behind your character, like other third-person games. At other times, it switches slightly to give a movie-like view of proceedings. Run along a pavement, past shops and cars, and it moves to the side and pans out. For a brief moment, you see the action as a viewer, not a player. And what do you see? Harry running desperately through a deserted, misty town. It’s amazingly immersive. (No 48, August, 1999: 88)

As a matter of fact, game designers have been appropriating film language and using to great effect the tricks of horror movies.11


As the “grand-daddy of the survival horror genre,” Alone in the Dark 1 has broken down the space of the Louisiana manor house into separate shots (what is referred to as découpage in French) and staged fear just like it would have been presented on the silver screen. Yet, asked about his influences, Raynal gave a surprising and enlightened answer:


It was not a desire to do a cinematographic montage, because I do not know how to make a film. On the other hand, I know how to make a game. The positioning of the cameras rested on playful constraints that were obviously contributing to create fear, but without thinking about cinema. The im
peratives were above all thought in terms of play area. . . . So, yes, fear is staged, yes, there are camera positions, but for the gamer, not for the spectator. That is the subtle difference. (Provezza, 2006: 54, freely translated and emphasis added) 

This subtle difference is due to the notion of area.12


In movies, framing works on the image area. It determines in what way the elements are seen, induces the movement of the characters according to, among other things, the depth of field, and implies a space outside its limits. For instance, The Strangers (Bryan Bertino, 2007) tells the hellish night lived by a couple, James and Kristen, who become the target of three masked strangers inside James’ remote childhood house in the suburbs. Left alone by James for a while, Kristen (played by Liv Tyler) is periodically framed to show in the background an unsuspected presence in a house she is not accustomed to. At the end of the first third of the film, as she talks to James on the phone, the line is unexpectedly cut. In a long shot, Kristen lights up a cigarette and stands worried on the left side of the frame in the middle of the kitchen. As she looks in front of her and toward the camera, the figure of a stranger wearing a white mask emerges from the darkness behind her in the back of the room (Figure 24A). While Kristen moves upfront to the right side of the frame to go to the sink in order to grab a glass of water and look out of the window, the figure remains visible in the background on the far left side (Figure 24B). From the angle of the observer, but closer to the kitchen counter, the next shot only lasts five seconds and shows Kristen turning toward the room (Figure 24C). When the camera resumes its initial position, framing Kristen as before, the figure is no nearer to her. Quite the reverse, it is not even in the background anymore (Figure 24D). We then hear the front door closing, alarming Kristen.

In addition to the montage, the framing of these shots has three main functions: narrative (to communicate the presence of the stranger in the house), expressive (to send chills up everyone’s spine), and aesthetic (to captivate the spectator gaze).

In the video game, the framing also has these previous functions.13
 As Arinn Dembo from Computer Gaming World noted in 1995: 


The use of bizarre “camera” angles also contributed greatly to an atmosphere of paranoia and skin-crawling horror. This feature, more than any other, marks the influence of Alone in the Dark on the games that have followed. The sense of the computer screen as a cinematic camera, the disorienting shift of viewpoint, the sudden eerie shot of your character in extreme perspective from above or below, has proven to be effective in virtually every game that has used it. Although many gamers find it obstructive during combat, its virtues outweigh the flaws. It turns a computer game into a Hitchcock movie—never a bad thing. (No 46, November, 1995: 46)
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 FIGURE 24 One of the intrusions in The Strangers (Bryan Bertino, 2007).


However, as the remark about the combat underlines, the framing has first and foremost a ludic function. It primarily responds to the needs of the gameplay, and to its “playful constraints.” Whether in 2D (pre-rendered as in bitmap images of Raynal’s game) or rendered in real time in 3D, what is articulated is the play area, the playground inside which a gamer must be able to act and feel driven to do so. One only has to have played one or two episodes of the Wii version of Alone in the Dark 5 to understand how the positions and movements of the virtual camera can harm a gamer’s actions. For example, in episode three, which takes place in Central Park at night, Edward Carnby has to climb up the wall of a pit behind a restroom and swing out from a cable to get back to the park; however, the moving camera never really shows the place where the player-character needs to jump to. With laborious controls added in the bargain, getting to this edge is problematic because it is a matter of hitting a precise spot.14
 This is not the case with the predetermined camera angles of the first Alone in the Dark 1. They are varied, but remain playable. The attic where the adventure begins is divided into five shots allowing us to spot important elements and to bring the first two monsters into play. The rooms of Derceto are normally presented in high-angle shots to show all the space because, in third-person games, we view that point of (re)action—that is the player-character—from a certain distance in the game-world. The predetermined angles or movements of the virtual camera consequently should not block a gamer’s view without reason and complicate the gameplay, especially during moments when a gamer is fighting to survive. In Blue Stinger, when the camera gets too close to Eliot Ballade or Dogs Bower and takes too much time to reposition itself behind them while they are battling a monster, it leaves them more at risk since the enemy is awkwardly left out of sight. As cinematic as it might be, the mise-en-scène of the videoludic horror must not haphazardly thwart the exploration and progress of a person playing, but rather make them more anxious. 

For Lovecraft, “the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown,” certainly because its object always has dim outlines allowing the imagination to become active and to envisage eventualities, each one worse than the last. In visual media like film and video game, this uncertainty is largely a matter of space and viewpoints. Both for the characters and the spectator or gamer, the anticipation associated with fear is constantly triggered due to the represented space that is never seen at once in its entirety. As Bazin underscores in his essay on theater and cinema:


The screen is not a frame like that of a picture but a m
ask which allows only a part of the action to be seen. When a character moves off screen, we accept the fact that he is out of sight, but he continues to exist in his own capacity at some other place in the decor which is hidden from us. There are no wings to the screen. There could not be without destroying its specific illusion, which is to make of a revolver or of a face the very center of the universe. In contrast to the stage the space of the screen is centrifugal. ([1951] 1967: 105)15


The outer edges of the screen open up on something prolonged indefinitely into the universe. Horror exploits in every respect this centrifugal force of the field Pascal Bonitzer has so rightly called the “blind space”: “The on-screen space, in cinema, is . . . coupled with a blind space. The screen is a mask and the vision partial. The cinema, in this case, refines or enhances an effect that is not absolutely specific to it, since it is found in the theater—notably in the vaudeville (the lover in the closet), but not only—or even in the Guignol. . . . The enemy is virtually everywhere if the vision is partial” (1982: 96, freely translated). Moreover, Bonitzer notes, “The cinema simply wants that what takes place in the contiguity of the off-screen space be as important from the dramatic standpoint—and sometimes even more so—as what is inside the frame. It is the whole visual field that is dramatized: the cinema is, from this point of view, closer to the Guignol than to theater” (p. 97). In another essay, he explains with great clarity: 


The off-screen space, the blind space, is everything that crawls outside or under the surface of things, just like the shark of Jaws. If we “fall for” such films, it is because we are caught in a pincer between the on- and off-screen spaces. If the shark was all the time on the screen, it would very quickly be a domestic animal; what is scary is that he is not there. The point of horror, it is in the blind space that it lies. ([1979] 2016: 204, freely translated) 

The video game seizes this point of horror, of “fear” I would rather say, and goes further than cinema in regard to the blind space.

If it was more justifiable, given the copresence in the theater of the audience and the actors, to shout “Be Careful!” to a protagonist in a play of the Grand Guignol (The Theatre of Horror), it would be in vain to do so during a horror film or game. While the character on the silver screen doesn’t hear the viewer, the player-character doesn’t need to be shouted to16
 in as much as they do hear a gamer neither and as, above all, they behave according to what the latter does. This time, a gamer is not just a witness to the scene. They control a player-character via the input device. They can act within the limits they have been given. In a video game, a gamer does not only have the privilege, according to Bonitzer’s observation, “to spot the gendarme who hides with his big stick in the folds of the stage curtain” (1982: 96); they also have the possibility—and often even the obligation—to get close and verify if it is really the gendarme that is there, and not the killer. They are constantly exploring places they don’t know and taking a leap in the dark. For example, although they are trapped by a zombie in the narrow coal closet of the kitchen of Derceto and must defend themselves, a player-character is required to go into that closet because they will get a can of oil (necessary to fill the lamp found in the attic and light their way later), a pitcher full of water (useful to extinguish a fire with toxic smoke), and (if they look carefully) a revolver in a shoe box. The blind space is very far from being a dead zone. On the contrary, it constitutes most of the time the space where a gamer can die.

The extensions of the filmic blind space by the video game are a logical consequence. The video game screen—or the VR—has no wings, no backstage. As soon as a player-character could move left or right in a world that was not contained on a single screen, like Pac-Man where all the Ghost Monsters were visible at once or where wraparound was used to depict a self-enclosed space (edges then became an issue17
), designers have made the most of the six blind space zones: the space beyond each of the four edges of the frame, the space behind the set, and the space behind the virtual camera. They have used the on-screen and offscreen spaces to create tension around deadly threats (and not just by making a player-character meet hundreds of creatures as in a video game with a horrific context like Castlevania: Symphony of the Night). The giant spiders come from each side of the archer in Forbidden Forest, and the flying dragons come from the background too. In an aerial view, the huge insects in Ant Attack can appear from all sides since the player-character can also move up and down. With flying monsters like the reptiles in Silent Hill 1, the upper side of the frame becomes a dangerous zone (see Figure 17). Spiders can drop from the ceiling in some rooms and areas of Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare. In third-person scary games, and we can extend this remark to an aerial or lateral view showing a character in the frame, there’s a gap between the point of view and the point of action. There is a certain space around a player-character in the frame that generally gives a gamer a bit of time to see the monster(s) striking from behind the camera. Nevertheless, the monsters have the advantage of spotting and rushing toward a player-character before they are apparent in their field of view. The video game screen is thus even more centripetal than the movie screen. It elicits fear based on gameplay by constantly showing a space that extends into a nightmarish universe into which gamers have to immerse themselves. As a result, the enemy is indeed virtually everywhere and the whole audiovisual field is dramatized. Windels has shown that “heightened tension can be created by a potent atmosphere. This will keep the player engaged and ultimately make the sca
res bigger. Games which keep players engaged even when events are not occurring (by presenting a stimulating atmosphere) are more likely to scare players when those events do occur” (2011). Furthermore, “virtually everywhere” also implies that the enemy might not in the end be there, or that a place that was earlier free of threat might now be guarded by lethal creatures.

Once again, there is fantastic moment in Alone in the Dark 1 to illustrate how things are crawling outside of the frame. Once a gamer gets downstairs, they visit a room where they find Hartwood’s diary about the manor’s malediction. If they walk into the room and go directly to the diary to the right, a long-fanged monster suddenly enters from the left side of the frame and attacks (Figure 25A). But if they progress further into the room when they walk in—bringing about a new camera angle—and investigate the window, they hear a scary growl behind the curtain. If they wait regardless of time, nothing will happen (Figure 25B). It is only when they return to the first frame where the diary is that they’ll be assailed. The monster is meant to be lurking in the blind space. 
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 FIGURE 25 A monster lurking in the blind space in Alone in the Dark (Infogrames, 1992).

In Sweet Home, invisible until the confrontation screen, the fiends are somehow hidden at the ground level in a blind space that a gamer can’t access in their top-down view; the attacks are meant to be unexpected (an effect with high frequency). As I have already mentioned, the ghosts of the Fatal Frame series are not limited by the constraints of space; they can get through walls or doors, opening up the frame even if a player-character is walking in a corridor. The startle effects of the dogs bursting one after the other through the windows at the beginning of Resident Evil 1 are efficacious because the windows on the side of the frame are expected to be a shield against such a sudden entrance. From this time on, a gamer knows that the threat is ever-present and everywhere in the Spencer Mansion. The moaning of the undead from outside the frame often establishes that the offscreen space is not secure (as we will discuss further in Chapter 8, which is dedicated to sound). The predetermined movements of the virtual camera in Resident Evil: Code: Veronica constantly change the relation to what is on- and offscreen. And it’s once again worth citing Price on Silent Hill 1,which includes unusual framing and camera movements in order to give a gamer an eerie feeling: “In a few places the camera sways from side to side as you run. It is dizzying, disorienting and, when combined with the tension-heightening aural accompaniment, it is downright alarming. In others, it can suddenly stick to a fixed view. When it does this, you’re often left thinking ‘What happens now?’ and ‘Where is the monster?’” (1999: 88). As a matter of fact, Silent Hill provides a way of distinguishing between two scare tactics. 

What I have been describing until now is the discursive blind space, that is, the visual field is hidden in whole or in part by the use of nondiegetic elements such as the virtual camera framing and angle. Mikami has talked about “blind spots.”18
 As Krzywinska underlined about the imposition of different camera angles onto the perspective of a gamer in Resident Evil 3: Nemesis, this is “withholding visual information and creating a pronounced effect of enclosure” (2002: 209). However, the blind space can be diegetic as well with a gamer’s field of vision partly or completely blurred or blocked by visual “barriers” associated with the game-world. To refer to a nice variation on the startle effect seen at the beginning of the first opus, in Resident Evil 3: Nemesis, Jill goes twice across a room with a piano in the Clock Tower. There are two large windows starting at the floor level in the background. If she has no trouble making it through the first time, zombies burst in the second time (Figure 26). 
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 FIGURE 26 Zombies are bursting through widows in Resident Evil 3: Nemesis (Capcom, 1999).

When windows are very opaque, they constitute good places to lurk. Depending on the type of monster, doors might offer good cover as well. This occurs in the apartment block of the Cassini Towers in chapter 3 of Dead Space 2. When Isaac approaches a crate in front of a door, a Necromorph suddenly breaks through to attack him. Accordingly, this could somehow be applicable to any vertical structure if we think about ghosts coming out of walls. Then, before becoming volumetric, the fog of Silent Hill 1 was in fact just a gray wall, never to be reached but in front of which a Dog could be harder to see, as is the case with the one near the Hell Gas Station in Old Silent Hill. With the resort town buried in a dense mist in Silent Hill 3, another Dog will, for instance, emerge only few meters away in front of Heather when she finally gets there and walks toward Brookhaven Hospital. With the uncertainty related to the position of the enemies, the military notion of “fog of war”19
 also applies here.

But the fact remains that most important diegetic blind space in horror is undoubtedly darkness. It has been said more than once, it’s from the outset frightening to be alone in the dark. As early as Haunted House, gamers have been exploring places plunged into total obscurity. Without matches and the circle around the eyes of the player-character of the Atari 2600 game (see Figure 7A), it was impossible to see the urn’s pieces they are looking for. Short of candles to light up a full square around the party, some parts of Sweet Home’s mansion are completely black; only the characters, the fiends, and some items are visible. We have also described the dark maze of the underground caves under the manor in Alone in the Dark 1, only seen through a circular portion representing the glow of the lantern. These first examples in a top-down view concentrate on the need to have some kind of light to discover items and to guide or find the way. The scrolling retro game Home by Benjamin River draws on the same glowing circular frame-within-the-frame during the whole adventure. But it is a whole different ball game when a player-character must rely on a flashlight in game-worlds populated by many lethal monsters lurking in the dark. Silent Hill 1 demonstrated how scary it was to only see what is locally illuminated. The monsters can be waiting just outside this halo of light. 

It is with good reason that this scare tactic has been followed by games like The Ring: Terror’s Realm, Fatal Frame 1, Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare, and later by Alan Wake (in those last two games, light is what’s more a mean of defense and a weapon). For example, in the West Attic of the manor in Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare, as one Photosaurus—a reptilian creature afraid of light—looms up from the right side of the frame (discursive blind space), another one appears from behind the furniture in the darker rear part of the room (diegetic blind space) when Carnby enters it (Figure 27).


The extradiegetic blind space created by the frame of the virtual camera is thereupon coupled with a diegetic blind space. As I wrote about the flashlight in Silent Hill, “The light halo is a mask inside the mask of the video game screen. A controllable framing within the frame of the screen, its light beam doubles the effect of the off-s(cr)een. It literally creates a play between the seen and the unseen, between light and darkness (especially with a low brightness level)” (2012: 115). The predetermined camera angles might still be showing a player-character in a long shot, with some area above and below them visible as well, yet vision is restricted to what the flashlight is pointing at. Miku and Mio, the player-characters of the first two Fatal Frame games, are truly submerged in darkness. Only the part of the image scanned with the flashlight is visible, heightening the sense of confinement and danger (see Figure 29A). What’s more, to trigger the anticipation of an encounter, a filament glows when a spirit is nearby: blue when it is a nonviolent ghost (or a hint) and red when it is a violent ghost.
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 FIGURE 27 Photosaurus are coming from the back of the room and the right side of the frame in Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare (Darkworks, 2001).

The third-person frightening regime of vision tends toward the conception proposed by Shaviro. His notion of “transpersonal” leads to transpersonal studies, that is, “a whole-person, transformative approach to human existence and human experience that includes the spiritual and transcendent as well as the social and community dimensions of human life, all within the context of the global eco-system in which we live” (Hartelius, Rothe, and Paul, 2013: 9). If we relate it to this global approach, it is certainly an oversimplification to link scary video games to such an experience since it is centered on a player-character who is often lost alone in a nightmarish world—although I do believe playing games can be transcendent. However, the vision remains without a doubt “neither precisely objective nor conventionally subjective.” The predetermined camera angles or movements of the survival horror might have been chosen by the designer, but a gamer still has the ability to move back and forth across the space and to change and choose by/for themselves how the action will be framed in these imposed limits. Moreover, to come back to Nietzel’s categorization, the point of view becomes semi-subjective when the camera follows a character as in Blue Stinger and Resident Evil 4. It is not completely the player-character’ point of view since a gamer sees them in the frame, but the vision is centered on and around this point of (re)action. While the camera constantly points toward a player-character and is situated behind them in order to present an over-the-shoulder view, a gamer has been given, since the advent of the Dual analog sticks, the possibility to change the framing through the right thumbstick of the controller. The camera can, for instance, circle around to take look behind a character or to adjust the frame for a better angle during combat—some games like Silent Hill 2 and the REmake have a Fast 180° Turn option to switch the direction of both the point of view and point of action. The various camera views can also translate the subjective vision of a character. The over-the-shoulder shot when Tom Hansen is aiming in Cold Fear concentrates a gamer’s gaze on the monster just like the guard does in the game-world. Although Resident Evil 4 introduces a following camera and enables an adjustment of the camera angle, the camera zooms in behind Leon’s shoulder when he is shooting. This likewise expresses Leon’s focused attention while reducing at the same time a gamer’s field of view to accentuate the tension. The subjectivity of the objective image can in addition be expressed by visual effects. When Alyssa and Fiona enter in a panic mode, respectively, in Clock Tower 3 and Haunting Ground, they are not only hard to control, but the image gets fuzzy to represent their vision and becomes a photo negative shot—images with tones reversed—when they stop acting. 

The corporealized sensations of this regime are linked to the on-screen or specular body of a player-character. A gamer controls the latter, but they are still looking at a character on the screen. The subjectivity of their actions and the objectivity of the character’s movements are blurred. Such a vision, I must still agree with Daniel S. Yu, adds “to the dramatic tension by allowing the player to see things that would otherwise be lost in a first-person perspective, such as monsters chasing the player-character and the player-character running for his/her life at the same ti
me” (in Perron, 2012: 22). As I have written myself elsewhere while defining survival horror as an “extended body genre”: “The gamer can be startled, scared, and overcome by panic in both first- and third-person perspectives. Yet, he is most certainly more effectively overcome by horror when he is actually seeing his-player character being (b)eaten” (2009a: 132–33). Forbidden Forest can be defined as a “video game nasty” and provoke powerful reactions because the archer dies is gruesome ways (a scare tactic). The blood splatters with few pixels in Atari 2600’s Halloween and in large streams when Jill or Chris is bitten by a zombie in Resident Evil 1. The first decapitation of Leon by the Chainsaw Freak in Resident Evil 4 or of Isaac by a hunter in Dead Space 1 takes a gamer aback and the next ones remain dreadful. Even the first time that the boy is struck by the sharp leg of a giant spider in the 2D side-scrolling Limbo (Playdead, 2010) makes one shivers. Like the many compilations of the most gruesome or goriest deaths (in horror video games or not) on YouTube demonstrate, the video gaming spectacle of this third-person frightening regime of vision relies, as films do, on the worst forms of abuse on the body (this is one of the striking generic effects).20
 First-person horror games might even switch to a third-person view to show the death of the player-character (e.g., The Suffering, Land of the Dead: Road to Fiddler’s Green [Brainbox Games, 2005], and Left 4 Dead 2).

First-person frightening regime of vision

In 1983, in their early and pioneering investigation of the “psychology of video games” (mainly arcade ones), Geoffrey and Elizabeth Loftus reflected on what games could become. They emphasized how modifications of actual works could make them much more complicated and interesting. They gave an example: “Imagine a game in which you were in the Pac-Man maze, instead of looking down at it.” Even though a gamer would still be doing the same things as in the original labyrinth, this “Ground-Level Pac-Man” would change the game. “Lacking the bird’s-eye view of the maze usually enjoyed by Pac-Man players, you wouldn’t know where the monsters were unless they happened to appear in the corridor; thus monsters would unexpectedly leap out from behind a corner, or would be lying in wait at the next turn. Moreover, you would forget pretty quickly where you were in the maze since you couldn’t see yourself from the outside.” A gamer could not see where the next dots to eat were and how many were left. “Finally, you rather than your little surrogate face would be the one in danger of being obliterated at any moment” (1983: 82). As we know now, in randomly 16 × 16 square mazes with a Tyrannosaurus Rex looking for you and an exit to find before being devoured, a variant of the game Loftus and Loftus were envisioning had already been designed two years earlier: that is, 3D Monster Maze. Yet, the two psychologists were right about the consequences of seeing through the eyes of a player-character from the inside of a game-world.

The shift to a first-person perspective not only modifies how games in a top-down view are played, but also the ways third-person games are experienced. Night Trap and Five Nights at Freddy’s are technically first-person games since a person playing, respectively, embodies a special agent and a security guard looking without moving at various surveillance cameras. Besides switching between cameras and to a view of the guard’s office to check the status of his devices and resources, the first three games of the Five Nights at Freddy’s series also require a gamer to pan left and right so as to watch entrances at the office’s ends not visible in a single frame. Nevertheless, the watched screens basically present predetermined camera angles associated with the initial survival horror games. Because the point-and-click gameplay of Night Trap and of the games designed by Scott Cawthon focuses on the scrutiny of the fragmented portions of the house on the lakeside and of the pizza place, they concentrate the attention on a fixed frame and don’t put to use the nature of this way of looking at the game-world. In accordance with Krzywinska’s comparative analysis of Resident Evil 3: Nemesis and Clive Barker’s Undying, the first-person mode grants a gamer a 360-degree view that allows them to look where they wish and encourages them to investigate in detail the environment since the image area can now be scanned freely. Above all, “This freedom to look and explore in Undying marks a departure from the way horror films use editing and framing to create tension and claustrophobia” (2002: 209). On the one hand, the designer can’t straightforwardly utilize such cinematic techniques to create suspenseful or shock effects anymore. On the other hand, a gamer is no longer subject to predetermined camera angles or movements, nor are they limited by the imposed distance of the following camera behind or rotating around the character. But there is a downside or conversely, depending on the way we see this, a benefit to this option.

In a useful description of the first-person perspective, Frans Mäyrä explains while talking about identification and immersion: “The player gets a strong sense of ‘being there’ herself, as no mediating character is brought to the centre of attention. When there is need to look around a corner to check for possible ambushing monsters, the player needs to do the movement ‘herself’—there is no alternative camera position that would give room to manoeuvre. The player can only see what the game protagonist can see” (2008: 107). A gamer is brought closer to the environment, if not into the environment, as is the case with the VR (I’ll address the experience of VR in the conclusion of this chapter). This nearness is not only a question of space. As Krzywinska underscores, 


The third-person strategy tends to distance the player from close contact with the horror. When attacked in Resident Evil 3, the player is often not able to effect any actions and can only watch impotently as Nemesis, the arch villain of the game, swings the helpless avatar over his head. By contrast, in Undying, the particular form of restriction provided by the first-person mode heightens the illusion that it is the player, sitting in front of the screen, who is being attacked, rather than a virtual abstracted self. When a monster 
makes a direct hit on the avatar, for example, the framing become shaky and the player’s aim becomes unstable—the player’s visual field and ability to act are directly affected by the blows. (2002: 2014–5)

Although, as we have just seen, the horror effect might be stronger by looking at a player-character being killed, the fear effect still has an impact. Krzywinska’s observation resonates with Shaviro’s comment about the SQUID sequences in Strange Days. The latter wrote, “Our identification with the camera, or with the scene, is entirely divorced from any identification with the character. We are drawn powerfully into the action, but not into the mind of the person who performed the action” (2001: 63). No matter the player-character, if they are identified or not, seen or not in a cut-scene, it is a gamer that is “drawn powerfully in the action” of a first-person scary game. 

In this frightening regime of vision, and this is fundamental, the point of view and the point of action overlap, making the player-character unseen on-screen. This is what heightens the illusion that it is the gamer who is acting. The gaze being in motion, it explains why it is easily linked to Shaviro’s notion of a tactile vision. Affected by the rhythm of a gamer’s input via their controller, and the diegetic movements through the game-world, the video game plays all the more on “the eye ‘haptic’ faculties, besides the more common ‘optic’ dimension” (Elsaesser and Hagener, 2010: 10). The point of view can willingly get nearer so as to “touch with the eyes”; let’s think about how one senses the texture of walls or objects when one gets very close to it. In return, it also gives the feeling of being touched when, as a point of (re)action, the point of vision is stricken. While the acts of violence might be aimed at a character’s body, it is indeed a gamer’s gaze that is assaulted, the screen conventionally flashing red upon each hit. Recalling Radley’s aforementioned explanation of horror, it fosters the illusion of an unmediated connection of the subject and the image on screen, creating an affective experience of gamership. Just like the SQUID sequences, the point of view gets jostled in a game—it stops and starts, pans and tilts, and lurches forward and back. Adams notes that such jerky motion can become a disadvantage of the first-person perspective: “Rapid movements, especially turning or rhythmic rising and falling motions, can create motion sickness in viewers [more than a person playing the game this is implying]” (2010: 217). Even though this could also happen with an unsteady following camera, and is one of the big shortcomings of VR, it makes the experience very visceral.

Aside from calling up Shaviro’s analysis, Galloway brings up horror film to explain the significance of the subjective optical perspective in video games and how it makes montage superfluous. He asserts, “The first-person subjective perspective is used in film primarily to effect a sense of alienation, otherness, detachment, or fear. Further, more often than not, this type of shot is used to show the vision of criminals, monsters, or killer machines” (2006: 56). He is referring to the notion of “assaultive gaze” proposed by Carol J. Clover. The author of Men, Women and Chain Saws: Gender in Modern Horror Film has highlighted that “horror movies are obsessively interested in the thought that the simple act of staring can terrify, maim, or kill its object—that a hard look and a hard penis (chain saw, knife poser drill) amount to one and the same thing” (1992: 182).21
 Consequently, “predatory gazing through the agency of the first-person camera is part of the stock-in-trade of horror” (p. 183). In relation to the slasher films studied by Clover, we can, for instance, think about the opening of Carpenter’s Halloween with the subjective point of view of young Michael Myers dressed in a clown costume, walking around the house, putting a mask and killing his naked older sister in her room. However, the “gamic vision” is not limited to these specific and marginalized uses of the subjective camera. As it is noted in “The Origins of the First-Person Shooter,” though there are violent acts in FPS games and in non-first-person games, there are also shooters like Metal Gear Solid (Konami, 1998) or Thief: The Dark Project (Looking Glass Studios, 1998) that implore a gamer to avoid violence. For this reason, Galloway argues “that it is the affective, active, mobile quality of the first-person perspective that is key for gaming, not its violence. Unlike film before it, in gaming there is no simple connection to be made between the first-person perspective and violent vision. What was predatory vision in the cinema is now simply ‘active’ vision” (2006: 69). Actually, the horror video game builds on the transformation of vision while at the same time building on the stock-in-trade of horror.

Except for a Versus Mode like the one of Left 4 Dead 1 and 2 during which it is possible to play the infected, a gamer rarely embodies a monster and sees through its eyes. Counter to films where, Galloway observes, the largest number of subjective shots represents the vision of monsters (2006: 50), video games predominantly represent the first-person perspective of human characters. And they revolve around a common scenario that, following Kathrin Fahlenbrach, we can call the hunter-prey scenario: 


Players are put in paradigmatic situations of fighting, killing, destroying—or flying [or fleeing], hiding, and avoiding an antagonist. The player activates paradigmatic knowledge of emotions, to reflexively evaluate and react to a given situation by developing adequate coping strategies. As a result, the reflexive appraisal by affective valences relevantly guides the players’ behavior and movements. (2016: 144)

As opposed to first-person shooters giving a gamer all the firepower necessary to approach the various antagonistic situations as a hunter, targeting the opposition and exploring the game-world with an assaultive gaze, scary games place the latter in a position of prey, scanning the space with a precautious and anxious gaze. That is exactly what Malcolm Evans aimed for when he designed 3D Monster Maze: the T.Rex is the hunter and a gamer the prey. The back cover of Dino Crisis 1’s box announced that the equation has not changed fifteen years later: “Advanced predatory AI . . . . Are you the hunter or the hunted?” The Nemesis in Resident Evil 3 and the Baker i
n Resident Evil VII: biohazard constantly stalk the protagonist. Games relying on the “no means of defense” tactic similar to Penumbra: Black Plague, Amnesia: The Dark Descent, or Slender: The Eight exacerbate an already problematic situation, leaving no option but to evade. Far from being predatory, the gaze might even become precarious as in the last two examples. In Slender: The Eight, a gamer can’t look in the blind space since gazing at the thin, tall man will bring him closer; as we have mentioned, Statues instead requires one to keep looking at it so as to keep the threat at distance. A gamer is given a hint (and a constraint) in Amnesia: The Dark Descent: “Avoid looking at enemies for too long. It will drain your sanity and you will eventually be seen” (Figure 28). When, hidden in the dark, Daniel peers at a monster, the image gets hazy and he ultimately passes out for a short time if he stares for too long.
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 FIGURE 28 An important hint in Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010).

In Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth, the point of view is also affected by various distortions (out of focus, shaky movements or oscillations) to express Jack Walters’ hallucinations, panic attacks, or vertigo. Although a player-character like the private detective can use weapons, it is more to defend themselves than to be aggressive; prey instinctively defends itself when there is no other choice. Because the melee weapons are breakable, the firearms few and the ammo limited, Condemned: Criminal Origins puts forward that it is more about defending oneself and staying alive with the means at hand than going around shooting and hitting anything that moves. And, if there are moments where a gamer becomes a hunter when they know a foe is lurking around, their activity of chasing and killing remains more often than not a precaution in order to investigate an area and prevent a future skirmish. Extrapolating on her dynamic between being in control and out of control, Krzywinska notes: “The operation of the game’s infrastructure invokes for the player an experience of being subject to a predetermined, extrinsic, and thereby, Othered force, which is balanced against the promise of player autonomy offered by the game’s interactive dimension” (2002: 208). Regardless of the situation, on the overall progress, a gamer’s position stays the same. They are somehow always under watch. Evidently, the hunter-prey scenario also applies to third-person games. The difference lies in the characteristics of the regime of vision. 

As emphasized in Mäyrä’s aforementioned description, a gamer can only see what a game protagonist can see in the first-person perspective. However, the diegetic vision is not necessarily equal to the wide visual field one has in real life. Krzywinska has rightfully stressed that “games may give the player the freedom to look, first-person framing in gameplay is, nonetheless, in cinematic terms, ‘restricted’” (2002: 213). Whether through a virtual camera or the character’s eyes (which might still be thought as a camera lens22
), the screen is still, and I’m calling back to Bazin’s thought, a mask allowing only a part of the action to be seen. To the extent that it permits gamers to go at will from a third- to a first-person perspective, the Fatal Frame series demonstrates very well the difference between the two. In fact, the switch from the Field Mode (third-person) to the Viewfinder Mode (first-person) of the camera obscura is like going from a long shot to a medium close-up or to a close-up, going in and out of the game-world. There is no buffer space between the point of view and the point of (re)action in the last mode and as such, this type of point of view is more constraining (Figure 29).

What’s more, since the first-person perspective of Fatal Frame displays the viewfinder of the diegetic camera, it further uncovers the impact of the dimensions of the frame, of the “window onto the world,” as Bazin would say. If a gamer has a larger visual field to spot a hostile ghost coming to grab one of the young girls while scanning a room seen from high-angle shot with the flashlight, they ought to quickly pan around to sight it with the old camera. Because this time, the diegetic blind space is immediate and the monster is crawling just under a protagonist’s and a gamer’s nose. 
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FIGURE 29 The Field Mode (third-person) and the Viewfinder Mode (first-person) of the camera obscura in Fatal Frame II: Crimson Butterfly (Tecmo, 2003).


There is a great example to illustrate this direct threat in Condemned 2: Bloodshot. During the fifth mission in the SCU Building, Ethan Thomas and Agent Pennington enter a chamber covered in black slime. The latter being quickly killed, the player-character is left alone to fight. As for me, I have died many times trying to get out of there alive because I couldn’t see where the foes were coming from. I finally looked down and realized that I was attacked from the ground. I’ve also had the reflex to put my back to a wall. Without a camera position showing the back of the player-character or around him and giving some room to maneuver, the opposite direction of the look is an even less safe zone in this regime of vision. An enemy can sneak up behind and strike without being seen, especially when there are many of these around as in zombie games similar to Dead Island or ZombiU (Ubisoft Montpellier, 2012). On the ground level, everything in the game-world can easily block or reduce the view. Besides, the hiding mechanic ultimately results in nothing else besides a very restricted point of view. To move inside a locker in Outlast or Alien: Isolation (see Figure 35) is to limit the visible space to the locker’s small aeration gaps. In Amnesia: The Dark Descent, to hide by closing the doors of a cabinet in the room where the Machine Key is found remains a good way to take cover, but it means that the sight of the outside is lost. Trapped in a narrow space, this manages to make a gamer feel claustrophobic and/or more stressed about being spotted. It is to take advantage of such an effect that the perspective moreover switches from a third- to a first-person one in some of the hiding places of Clock Tower 3 (behind a curtain or a phone booth, for example), Haunting Ground, Silent Hill: Shattered Memories (under a bed), and The Evil Within (in a locker). The Sightjack Mode of Siren: Blood Curse (Project Siren, 2008) introduced another twist to the change of viewpoints. While it “allows the Sightjacker to ‘tune in’ to the minds of other beings—humans or Shibito—in the vicinity, and to see the action through their eyes” (manual), it also triggers a split-screen mode, with a player-character seen on the left (in a third-person perspective) and the first-person perspective of the Shibito on the right. As Wayne Santos from CG Magazine writes, “There’s a unique from [sic] of anxiety to be had [sic] in looking through the eyes of a demonic zombie staring at the exact closet you happen to be hidden in” (No 8, 2014: 11). And this also happens when a gamer tries to walk by without being spotted or they realize the Shibito is coming from behind them.

The camera obscura in Fatal Frame is a great device to create fear effects with high scope, high density, high resonance, and high frequency. In the viewfinder mode, there is a capture circle. To charge the spirit power used to fight, a ghost ought to be in the circle. Then, when a ghost rushes toward them, a gamer has to wait when the circle turns red and flashes on and off. “This signals a special moment of opportunity called the Fatal Frame. If you take a picture at this instant, your adversary will be knocked right back, sustaining massive damage and earning you a large number of points” (instruction manual). The drawback of this Fatal Frame is that it happens when the ghost is very close to camera. It means that a gamer must have strong nerves in order to wait as long as possible before they take a photograph when a ghost rushes at them. In other words, they are literally made to face the dread of having a ghost getting close to them (see figure Figure 29B). The night vision of the video camera of Outlast serves the same purpose as the enemies can be nearby once the report crosses a dark location. Hand-to-hand combat akin to that of Condemned: Criminal Origins and Condemned 2: Bloodshot also forces them to confront the threat up close. And coming face-to-face with an enemy at the turn of a corridor is quite startling.

The very close range at which the lethal object can be found explains in great part the efficaciousness of the jump scares of the first-person frightening regime of vision. It is worth going back to the analysis of these moments made by Robert Baird in “The Startle Effect. Implications for Spectator Cognition and Media Theory.” Baird demonstrates that to create the proper effect, a threat scene needs three essential elements at their disposal: “(1) a character presence, (2) an implied offscreen threat, and (3) a disturbing intrusion [often accentuated by a sound burst] into the character’s immediate space” (2000: 15). The intrusion might be that of something in motion quickly entering in the frame (e.g., the bus bursting into frame from the opposition direction of a suggested menace in Cat People [Jacques Tourneur, 1942], or the scene with the dogs in Resident Evil 1) or accompanied by a shock cut (as the one to the close-up of the shrieking cat coming out of the locker in Alien or the one of the zombie bursting out of a green car after the “Lonsdale Yard” in Resident Evil 3: Nemesis). What’s more, Baird quotes Noël Carroll explaining that the startle response is “an innate human tendency to ‘jump’ at loud noises and to recoil at fast movements. This tendency is, as they say, impenetrable to belief; that is, our beliefs won’t change the response” (2000: 21). From a visual standpoint, both in a third-person and a first-person view, it is not possible to protect oneself against the rapid burst of an object into the frame; what’s more, the object takes most of the time the whole frame. Then, a subject moving in a second toward a protagonist is translated as a quick close-up on the screen. Game designers have adapted the film technique. Five Nights at Freddy’s plays on the shock cut at the moment a gamer switches from a surveillance camera to the view of the office where an animatronic is suddenly there, jumping at the security guard. It is instead the closing and opening of the flashlight that serves to make a shock cut in Five Nights at Freddy’s 4 (Scott Cawthon, 2015). Darkness remains a place of surprises. For example, during the exploration of the house of Layers of Fear, the player-character sees the ghost of a woman in front of a door at the end of a corridor and hears a child crying. The light bulb over her head breaks, leaving the background in pitch-black. When the painter gets forward and enters into blackness, a grayish face looms up from the lower left side of the image on a loud noise and the ghost grabs him (Figure 30). 
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 FIGURE 30 Startled by a ghost in Layers of Fear (Bloober Team, 2016).

There is a similar episode in P.T. When a gamer turns around near the door entrance, the face of ghost Lisa is just behind. She clutches them, shakes them, and makes them fall onto the floor. Anything can spring from each side of the frame. Provoked by the movement of an enemy or of the player-character, there are many jump scares in Outlast: a cadaver hanging from the ceiling just in the angle of an opened door making Miles Upshur scream; a fist breaking through a cell window when he is approaching it or a face appearing in the window of a locked door; a patient just standing on the right side near him when he stands up after climbing up to the second floor; hands grabbing him by the back when he crosses a ledge; a patient hidden behind a bed upright in a corridor, etc. The designers have even played with the anticipation of such a moment. When the reporter is getting the key card for a security control from a dead guard, he first passes by a patient in wheelchair in the corridor and three others seating around in the adjacent room. None of them moves. When he is backtracking, the patients still stay motionless in the room (as for me, I did close the door to be safer), except for the first one who springs out of his wheelchair yelling for help the minute he gets within a jumping distance. Rail-shooters are extremely able to take a gamer by surprise like that; the movements of a player-character being controlled (the automation actional modality), the pace of these actions can be more precisely choreographed. The number of jump scares is often what will bring a game up in the pyramid of scary gaming, at least going from a game with a horrific context to one with sporadic fear effects.

Talking about the first-person frightening regime of vision, it is difficult to ignore VR. It is now promote
d as the new form of entertainment by way of head-mounted displays (HDM) and motion controllers marketed for the general public.23
 Furthermore, Resident Evil VII: biohazard has been at the beginning of 2017 the first full triple-A scary game sold for the PlayStation VR. Without getting into a lengthy and detailed study of VR, it is nevertheless possible to understand what difference it makes via Capcom’s title (beyond aggravating some people’s motion sickness24
). Following one of the central elements in the essence of VR, it is more immersive because “the HDM cuts off visual and audio sensations from the surrounding world and replaces them with computer-generated sensations” (Heim, 1993: 112). Another way to phrase these sensations is to talk about the notion of presence: “‘The important thing is that VR gives you a sense of being in a place other than where you really are,’ explains Dr. Michael Madary of Gutenberg University. ‘It does this by tracking your bodily movements, your head movements in particular. Our brains seem to treat the virtual world as if it’s real and our bodies react as if it’s real’” (Staines, 2016: 31). 

Referring and adding to Nietzel’s concepts, I would say that, along with the point of view, the point of audition, and the point of action, it is now the point of interaction that overlaps in VR to break the fourth wall and to blur the line between the game-world and the extradiegetic real-life space. A gamer is not looking at a screen and standing at a distance from it. Insofar as the image marries their 360-degree spherical view, they are made to perceive they are interacting right there in the game-world. The visual field then tries to be as close as in real life, responding indeed to head movements. One of the first advertisements of the PlayStation VR stages a young man with his head turned right to gaze with dread at a dinosaur.25
 The sense of being at the ground level comes from the fact that when they are looking down, a gamer sees the virtual floor or land and the protagonist’s virtual body if it is modeled. However, as opposed to the Kitchen teaser, Ethan’s body is not modeled in Resident Evil VII: biohazard and the arms, cut at the level of the forearm, are more like an unattached prosthesis; it diminished and even shattered the affects related to the body being mutilated. Using the PS4 controller, the VR is therefore not that different from the classical first-person view. Everything is still translated through tactile vision and not embodied. So when a gamer pushes their head forward to a knife pointed at them in the Kitchen teaser, the blade still passes through the player-character without hurting him. Maybe more striking then, and the game has taken full advantage of this, a gamer can look up and see the space above them and sense the heights of the walls. It makes tight space even more likely to generate an intense fear and an unpleasant feeling of being confined in small places or trapped in a confined arena. Ethan needs to crouch down and walk under the Baker’s house a few times with a ceiling close to his head. Getting in the water to the chest also makes a corpse float near a gamer’s face (Figure 31). 
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 FIGURE 31 Playing Resident Evil VII: biohazard (Capcom, 2017) in PlayStation VR is bringing the water up to your chest, the ceiling over your head and the corpse very close to your face.

When an NPC or monster gets close, it is visually getting right by a gamer, giving the illusion that it is standing right by their side. Knowing that a videoludic situation will be scary if it is appraised as dangerous for oneself, it is easy to understand that the high degree of presence and the increased emotional involvement aimed for by VR is really suitable to create a scary experience that IGN’s Chloi Rad has defined as “Up close and personal” (2017). Once again, with Mia abruptly getting out of the little room under the stairs, the game succeeds in making a gamer jump right at the beginning of the investigation. Getting face-to-face with a Molded much taller and bigger than the protagonist at the turn of a corridor is very shocking. Plunged into the darkness under the house to avoid Marguerite Baker screaming out against you while playing Mia, the surprise might be expected. However, having Marguerite’s face right in front of theirs is no less startling to a gamer—switching to the end of cut-scene, we see Mia from a third-person view after this. Hiding outside, watching out for the same Marguerite looking for Ethan and hoping she does not move in his direction is a similarly nerve-racking moment. Situations like these put forward the ways it can become rather frightening to be in the shoes of someone stuck in a nightmarish world. At last, insofar as a gamer can aim at a precise spot simply by turning their head once they have a Molded within range, the use of the PS VR head-mounted display gives a nice twist to the gaze: it somehow becomes predatory. 

Seeing is not everything

The objective of this chapter was to recognize and understand the differences and similarities between the two frightening regimes of vision. On the one hand, as analyzed, the connection and distance between the point of view and the point of (re)action—and of the point of interaction in VR—changes the way the play area is visualized and explored. On the other hand, be it third- or a first-person view, both perspectives rely on a strong sense of presence and exploit the blind space to enhance the feeling that a gamer was never safe and is continually being hunted down by monsters. Moreover, they both count on a vital component. Although I have been talking about vision and we are generally speaking about video games, we should not forget sound. Following film sound specialist Michel Chion, we would be more accurate to call out games as contemporary forms of audio-vision ([1990] 1994). Playing scary games is indeed as much—if not much more—an auditory as a 
visual experience. Hence, we need to listen.

Notes

1 For instance, frightened eyes are at the center of the cover of Atari 2600’s Haunted House, with chains and hands put over the mouth on the ones of Condemned: Criminal Origins and Rise of Nightmares. The “T” in the title of The Evil Within forms a spike pointing to the eye of a man’s face wrapped in barbed wire. The extreme close-up of an infected eye constitutes the cover of Resident Evil: Revelation 2.

2 The assertion ends with a reference to the “Imaginary identification.” As my approach is not psychoanalytic, I will not explore this theoretical avenue.

3 Since video games have been programed and designers are often trying to predict a gamer’s reactions to these events, developing games (in part through artificial intelligence programing) to react in return to some of a gamer’s reactions, Arsenault and I have underlined that the video game might finally be more along the way of inter(re)activity than interactivity: “We would argue that a video game is rather a chain of reactions. The player does not act so much as he reacts to what the game presents to him, and similarly, the game reacts to his input” (2009: 119–20).

4 King and Krzywinska’s quoted part is from Kendall L. Walton. (Mimesis as Make-Believe: On the Foundations of the Representational Arts, 1990).

5 King and Krzywinska’s quote is from Elizabeth Cowie (Representing the Woman: Cinema and Psychoanalysis, 1997).

6 Egenfeldt-Nielsen, Heide Smith, and Pajares Tosca come to the same conclusion: “What is more surprising is that video games seem to work equally well in both the first- and third-person perspective. Nor is there any indisputable difference between the experience of playing the two. It is easy to assume that the first-person perspective offers a unique, visceral, and hectic experience, but this is belied by the blood-pumping enthusiasm that many players have brought and still bring to even the simplest of third-person action games (like Spacewar)” (2008: 107–108).

7 I did refer to Shaviro’s The Cinematic Body (1993) in my study of the survival horror as an extended body genre (2009).

8 Shaviro differentiates affect from emotion: “Following Brian Massumi, I will use the word affect to designate a feeling that is not personal or subjective. I will use it in contrast to the word emotion, which continues to designate the more familiar sense of a personal, subjective feeling. . . . I would still insist that affect is resistant to cognition, or that it happens at a point where thought reaches its limit. To put the point differently: an affect that 
is re-cognized by thought, or expressed in language, is thereby turned into an emotion. Affect per se is the irreducible ground of emotion, that evades being captured by cognition or by language; or else it is the residue of emotion, the part maudite that is not reducible to cognition or to language” (2001: 60).

9 The expression is from Matt Hills’ The Pleasure of Horror: “Horror’s texts may be thought of as ‘machine’ for constructing affect and emotion and transforming each other into its other; a kind of ‘dialectical affect-emotion machine’” (2005: 28).

10 This how Roger Ebert (1995) described the first SQUID scene in his review of Strange Days. 

11 I’m using and revisiting in this section the analysis I have made in Perron 2005 and 2017.

12 In French, Raynal talks about “surface de jeu.”

13 Asked by the Official UK PlayStation Magazine about how the camera angles would be handled in Resident Evil 3: Nemesis and if he was aiming for something more cinematic, Mikami replied: “In many ways, yes. Basically, what you’ll be seeing in Resi 3 will be as close as possible to the style of camera work you see on the silver screen” (“Resident Evil 3,” 1999: 44).

14 I have learned afterward that it was possible to get to the bottom of the pit to reach back to the park.

15 For Bazin, the theater stage and the picture frame are actually centripetal and polarizing space inward.

16 Unless the control device is similar to the sound sensor of a “Voice Action Adventure” like Lifeline.

17 Wolf wrote in his early taxonomy of on- and offscreen spaces in video games: “In type 3 [One screen, contained, with wraparound], targets or attackers can ‘wrap around,’ disappearing off one side of the screen and reappearing on the far side, and so edges must be paid more attention, since it is often harder to keep track of these off-and-on movements. Although in both cases [the other being the one screen, contained] the action is wholly contained on-screen, different parts of the screen become important and require attention depending on how the space is configured” (1997: 15).

18 Mikami explains in the “Making of,” “We used features such as the zombies’ moans and their footsteps as omens throughout the flow of the game. Even if you knew before looking round a corner that a zombie was going to be there, we set up blind spots so that players wouldn’t be able to see the zombies [immediately] and that in turn produced an uneasy feeling that caused players to feel afraid” (in Davies, 2009: 53). 

19 In RTS games, the fog of war is represented by unexplored areas appearing dark on the map.

20 While I’m writing these lines, the marketing of Friday the 13th: The Game (IllFonic and Gun Media, 2017) has mainly been based on such moments.

21 Clover is looking at horror films from a feminist standpoint. Even if it is not my kind of reading, it is difficult to avoid underlining that her comment manifestly applies well to any first-person shooter with the weapon or “hard penis” always visible in the bottom of the screen. 

22 Although it is a first-person game, the instruction manual of Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth talks, for instance, about the way “the camera shakes” when Jack shakes and indicates that “camera motion blur” is an indication of moments during which he is panicking.

23 The article in GamesTM about the PlayStation VR is entitled “VR for the people” (2016).

24 In that perspective, the speed of the player-character’s movements has been slowed down compared to the FSP mode to avoid such an inconvenience. The camera snap-turns of 30-, 45-, or 90-degrees in the VR mode might help not getting dizzy rotating all around. I have played the whole game in VR and had no problem. Otherwise, in its reviews of VR games, The Game magazine is grading from 1 to 5 the motion sickness that could be induced while playing a VR game (No 15, December 2016–January 2017).

25 It’s surrounded with slogans like “Totally Immersive. You feel like you are there”; “Flawless and immersive”; and “PlayStation VR is going to change the game.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

The frightening regimes of audition

Have you ever been alone at night

Thought you heard footsteps behind

And turned around and no-one’s there?

And as you quicken up your pace

You find it hard to look again

Because you’re sure there’s someone there

 Iron Maiden, “Fear of the Dark,” 1992

No matter the perspective or the control of the point of view, the division between the on- and offscreen spaces we have just scrutinized brings to light that, as with cinema, the videoludic image remains confined in a visible frame that, at the same time, can be explored by the eyes and allows navigation of the world by giving control of a player-character or virtual camera. VR might break this limitation and open up the abovementioned frame, but head-mounted displays still depend on the limitation of the human visual field, restricting the vision to what is in front and in the peripheries of the eyes. Human ears by contrast capture sound waves all around. Even though additional audio channels and sources have come to expand the perceived soundscape to a 360° radius around a person playing so to surround them and recreate a listening experience comparable to the real-world acoustic ecology, sound—mono or stereo—has always broken the boundaries of the screen in order to enter a gamer’s real-life space and to depict the game-world. As Chion explains regarding cinema in his seminal book Audio-Vision: Sound on Screen
:
1



For sound there is neither frame nor preexisting container. . . . The speaker is not strictly the equivalent of a screen, but of a projector. . . . For we must consider the mode of dissemination too. Light propagates (at least apparently) in a rectilinear manner, but sound spreads out like a gas. The equivalent of light rays is sound waves. The image is bounded in space, but sound is not. ([1990] 1994: 67 and 144)

Yet, the dissemination implicates a return to the container. 


[The sounds] dispose themselves in relation to the frame and its content. Some are embraced as synchronous and onscreen, others wander at the surface and on the edges as offscreen. And still others position themselves clearly outside the diegesis, in an imaginary orchestra pit (nondiegetic music), or on a sort of balcony, the place of voiceovers. In short, we classify sounds in relation to what we see in the image, and this classification is constantly subject to revision, depending on changes in what we see. ([1990] 1994: 68)

The essence and various dispositions of sound have obviously many interesting implications for the horror genre. 

Third-person and first-person frightening regimes of audition

According to William Whittington, “The intent of both horror and sound design in [the] context [of challenging perception and questioning rationality] is to render an unfamiliar landscape filled with anxiety, fear, and dread. Uncertainty is key to unlocking the unconscious and accessing primal terrors” (2014: 170). The contours of sound being hard-to-define when the source is not visible, they become great aggravators of uncertainty and a catalyzer of terror. The propagation of rather a “fear” gas than a “tear” gas is especially effective when the image is not perfectly perceivable. It is for this reason that Nietzsche so rightfully wrote in an aphoristic remark about night and music: “The ear, the organ of fear, was only able to develop as richly as it has at night and in the half night of dark woods and caves, in keeping with the fearful, that is to say, the very longest period to have existed in human history: in the light of day the ear is less necessary” ([1881] 2011: 173, No 250).2
 In woods and caves, humans had to pay attention to many sounds and learn to distinguish which ones were the signs of a danger and which ones were not. To capitalize on such listening, the soundtrack of the horror genre does not adhere to the classical hierarchy of dialogue, music, and effects. Scary video games are not, to refer to terms used by Chion, voco- or verbocentric. Far from clear denotative meanings of words and sentences, they are in fact much more centered on screams, yelps, screeches, shrieks, moans, groans, and many more noises not related to the mouth.3
 A gamer is not made to sit and listen to foregrounded voices telling a story. Following Roux-Girard’s study on sound in horror video games, “The gamer’s first objective being to insure the survival of their player character, their tasks mainly revolve around detecting all the intrusions that might become hazardous for their character. In these circumstances, gamers must structure the sounds they hear and extract from them all the information they need to properly respond to a given situation” (2011: 208). The sound design of scary games doesn’t help to accomplish this structuring; it is quite the opposite. We’ll come back to it, but let’s say right away that while we can talk about a blind space, this zone is not mute or silent.

To be on watch for survival is not an easy task for a gamer when it comes to listening. We have indeed differentiated two regimes of vision based on the point of view. Yet, such a distinction is less straightforward for sound. As Chion underlines, “The notion of a point of audition is a particularly tricky and ambiguous one” ([1990] 1994: 89).4
 Even if it is possible to separate a spatial sense (from where or what point on-screen do we hear?) from a subjective one (which character is supposed to hear what we hear?), it remains that the point of audition is always created by the image (even, in film, through montage and the link between someone audio-looking and the object of the audio-vision). And “because of the omnidirectional nature of sound (which, unlike light, travels in many directions) and also of listening (which picks up sounds in the round), as well as of phenomena involving sound reflection on real listening situations,” Chion observes that “it is not often possible to speak of a point of audition in the sense of a precise position in space, but rather of a place of audition, or even a zone of audition” (p. 90–91). Be that as it may, being in the dark requires to set oneself as the point of audition. What’s more, video games and films do not work in the same way. Roux-Girard clarifies: 


Indeed, cinema very rarely treats sound according to a singular point of view, the sounds heard being rather organized in line with a space-time or an acoustic area, itself separated according to the framing, editing and especially the actions and interactions of the characters. The horror video game, on the other hand, generally features a fixed point of audition which is either based on a “realistic” distance ratio between the virtual camera and the player-character or anchored in the subjectivity of that player-character. (2009a: 23, freely translated)

As a result, consistent with the regimes of vision, I’ll speak of third- and first-person frightening regimes of audition. In the first case, to some degree at least considering the abovementioned place of audition, the point of audition overlaps with the point of view. The sounds of a player-character associated with them will vary according to the position of the camera and its implied microphone (in this instance, it would even be better to talk as well about a point of caption), more significantly with games showing the space through predetermined angles since a character can be positioned far away from the point of view. In the second case, the points of view, audition, and (re)action (as well as the point of interaction in VR) are joined together to let a gamer experience the game-world through the perception of a player-character, and be as restrictive as the vision insofar as the listening is made at the ground level. There was no sound in 3D Monster Maze due to the technological limitations of the period and a gamer could, for instance, hear the space marine of DOOM reactions only when he jumped down a floor or hit a surface. But contemporary first-person scary games have come to make audible the player-characters’ reactions and internal sounds5
 in order to increase the effect of moments of panic or stress. One thinks about utterances of effort and twinges in Condemned: Criminal Origins, heartbeats in Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth or the heavy breath in Hide and Erie. 

Nevertheless, the concomitance of the regimes of vision and audition is not so marked. For example, when Isaac enters a zero gravity environment in Dead Space 1, the sound is muffled to express the void and a gamer all of a sudden hears the character’s own respiration quite well. Thus, despite the fact that the third-person regime of vision doesn’t change, the regime of audition is now focused on the internal sound that might have been covered up by the noisy soundscape of the USG Ishimura; the sound perception moves toward the first-person experience, or at least a semi-subjective one.6
 In Resident Evil: Revelations 2, the breathing of a player-characters is heard in accordance with their distance to the virtual camera’s microphone following them (the points of caption and audition overlap). However, the more they get injured during combat, the more a gamer can hear their (diegetic) heart pumping the blood throughout their body. Coupled with the screen or camera lens being more and more splattered with blood, these adaptive7
 heartbeats have certainly as much a gameplay as a fictional function. Although they are meant to signify the vulnerability and degrading condition of a character’s health more than the increase of a person’s pulse per se, they can be thought as diegetic—since they come from a character in the image—and are still expressed through what can be associated with a first-person hearing or, again, a semi-subjective experience aiming at the videoludic dimension of the event. In The Evil Within, a gamer doesn’t hear Sebastian Castellanos’ breathing in general (whether he is injured or not), but they do when the protagonist is, for instance, climbing a ladder. Then, when the detective is hiding in a locker, from the fake Ruvik in chapter 13, the perspective switches from the third- to a first-person. This time, to better convey the fear of the player-character, the point of view and the point of audition overlap and let a gamer hear the respiration and the acceleration of heartbeats while the enemy is in the room as if it was theirs. 

Consistent with Chion’s scheme, it is in relation to what a gamer sees in the image that a regime of audition can be determined. To start with, it is well and truly the gamer who is listening to the sounds (and sound design) and who is able to listen acutely to specific ones. Mostly centered on a player-character in the video game, it is both in a relation of concordance and disparity of the audio and visual regimes. The place of audition can also be changed more freely and in a more invisible way even when the gameplay is fluid and continuous (indeed, there are rarely audible cuts on the soundtrack since it is disruptive, hence the startle effects). Reflecting a little bit further on the nature of sound through the regimes, we ought to emphasize that its source can be all the more ambiguous. To differentiate the soundtrack of psychological horror games—or survival terror in my observation—from survival horror ones like Resident Evil, Isabella van Elferen analyzes Amnesia: The Dark Descent and its insanity sequences. She notices that when Daniel collapses, a gamer just hears “an almost-sound-out of piercing white noise on a high F sharp.” Before this, when Daniel’s first-person vision blurs, many things are audible: “thumping drums, monstrous growls, threatening organ chords descending, pounding heartbeats, disembodied cries, glissandos in various instruments, panting, shriekingly loud stingers, thunder claps, piping female voices, and many, many echoes.” Such an insane soundscape portrays the hallucinations of the player-character: “It is very well possible all of these sounds occur in his head only. It is possible these sounds are neither diegetic nor non-diegetic but a meta-diegetic8
 reflection of Daniel’s mind” (2015: 235). Here, the first-person regime of audition—namely Chion’s subjective sense—is unmistakable; it is the source of the sound that becomes unclear—we don’t know if they are diegetic or subjective-internal. Alike its visual equivalent, there is an important affective dimension to this regime with all the audio effects resistant to cognition and more heard for their morphological qualities. That being said, since sound possesses intrinsic affective qualities, such an assertion applies as well to the other regime.

Given the characteristics of sound and the experience of listening, I will not address the two frightening regimes of audition in separate sections as I did for the image in Chapter 7. Corresponding to Chion’s distinction, I will rather build my argumentation around the three ways sounds dispose themselves in relation to the frame and its content, and study how some—not all—sounds (diegetic or extra/nondiegetic, adaptive, and interactive9
) are dynamically used, layered, and mixed so as to create a fuller and denser scary soundscape. Just as Roux-Girard, I do stay “fully aware that every sound, while serving gameplay purposes simultaneously has immersive and affective functions” (2011: 200).10
 The synergy between these functions even so leads to enhanced gameplay emotions. I’ll start with the sounds “embraced as synchronous and onscreen.”

Synch to the rendering of the gruesomeness

At the beginning of Home, a gamer hears thunder claps in the distance. They start to read the first intertitles (there is no voice over) explaining that the player-character just recalls finding himself alone, that it is very dark, and that he comes across a flashlight he’ll use. In a house, he walks left. The echoes of his footsteps are heard in the silence. Through a load screen evocative of Resident Evil, a creaking door opens and closes. The protagonist comes across “a body . . . lying on the floor” still warm, but he can’t recognize it. Just a bit further on the left, a cat stands in the corridor and quickly runs away shrieking. The man sees a staircase. Through another loading screen of stairs and heavy steps, he gets downstairs. I’ll stop my recounting here and bring back to mind that these actions take place in a 2D scrolling pixel world. Home thus underscores without a doubt the power of sound or, in Chion’s theory, its added value.


By added value I mean the expressive and informative value with which a sound enriches a given image so as to create the definite impression, in the immediate or remembered experience one has of it, that this information or expression “naturally” comes from what is seen, and is already contained in the image itself. Added value is what gives the (eminently incorrect) impression that sound is unnecessary, that sound merely duplicates a meaning which in reality it brings about, either all on its own or by discrepancies between it and the image. ([1990] 1994: 5)

If resonance in footsteps can give depth to the flat image of a house and provide a presence to left and right movements of a pixelated human form, if a squeaking noise and a sudden loud noise can transform a rectangle becoming three degraded lines in a door, and if a sharp meowing can give some liveliness to a cat made of fifty dark gray pixels and a yellow one for the eye (Figure 32), we can easily imagine the sense of believability sound can add to three-dimensional representations becoming more and more photorealistic. 

In fact, while the visuals remained abstract at the commencement, the audio has been quickly considered in relation to its possibility to portray how things were in true life, what Chion calls the rendering.11
 For the sense of presence, this is important for scary games. If the pixelated cat of Home has had a synthesized shriek better in link with its look, the effect would not have been the same.

In the 1975 flyer of Shark Jaws, along the “Small, compact cabinet size” and “19” monitor,” Atari sold the game with such a line: “Realistic sound effects—diver screams when attacked by shark.” Obviously, it was indeed more a high-pitched noise than anything else, but it occurs through the sound-generating circuitry every time the shark did hit the diver and make him disappear for a short moment. Despite anything to the contrary, this “realistic” inclination is by some means understandable. Talking about “sounds of horror,” Chion highlights that
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 FIGURE 32 A pixelated cat is meowing as a real one in Home (Benjamin Rivers, 2012).



the figurative value of a sound in itself is usually quite nonspecific. Depending on the dramatic and visual context, a single sound can convey very diverse things. For the spectator [and gamer], it is not acoustical realism so much as synchrony above all, and secondarily the factor of verisimilitude (verisimilitude arising not from truth but from convention), that will lead him or her to connect a sound with an event or detail. ([1990] 1994: 23)

If we ought to find a reason for the use of term, the electronic screech of Shark Jaws can be advertised as “realistic”12
 at the time because it follows the horror genre’s convention of a screaming victim that happens when the diver and shark collide on the screen. And the context of a shark attack supports the significance of the effect. When the technology will allow it, screams and various exclamations expressing pain and suffering will be recorded and synchronized with the protagonists’ reactions. The player-characters of the survival horror might keep a “stone face” as I have stated before, but they still make themselves heard during their fights or moments of panic; besides it’s necessary at the gameplay level in first-person games to indicate that the protagonist is hit. To create art-horror, the genre banks on various sounds, not for their link to real-life, but for their visceral effects expressing danger and rendering the ill-treatment done to the flesh, entrails, and bones of the body. To point toward an intolerable audition, Chion gives as an example of a crushed watermelon synchronized with a head blown to smithereens in a war film. Previously cited, Whittington speaks about the contribution of foley techniques: crack of a bone beneath the skin is achieved by wrapping a celery stalk in chamois and breaking it in half; knife stabs are made by stabbing different cabbages; goopy entrail sounds are made by dropping raw eggs into a bowl; the moan of ghost is the sound of a revolving door at a bank pushed in the wrong direction; heavy and menacing creature’s footsteps are made using big leather gloves with bony claws; etc. The high frequency (in Arsenault’ sense), density, and resonance of horror (and fear) effects are produced by the mutual influence of sound and image. As we have underlined, Roux-Girard and I, and to come back to an early and known example: “Indeed, it is one thing to see Leon, the player-character Resident Evil 4, to have his head cut off by a maniac armed with a chainsaw, and another to hear the horrifying roar of the saw, the last breath of Leon and the squirt of blood when his head detaches itself from his body” (2012: 82, freely translated). The sound of a chainsaw, a mechanical power-driven cutting tool with teeth set on a chain, is in itself alarming. In the same vein, Roux-Girard has emphasized regarding Dead Space 1, “The gooey sound that accompanies the impact of a plasma cutter blast as blood and guts explode on the screen helps a gamer believe that what they are seeing is real, while in fact what is showed on the screen is a simple translation of coloured polygons” (2011: 200). The third-person regimes of vision and audition heighten this kind of audiovisual spectacle since both the player-characters and the foes are maimed on-screen. The first-person regimes centered the audio-vision toward the monsters since the protagonist is not seen on-screen during gameplay, but only heard.

In the aforementioned quotation, Chion stresses that above all, it is the synchronous rendering that connects a sound with an event. In video games, the point of synchronization or the concomitance of sonic moment and visual moment can be the result of a gamer’s actions. The notions of P-action and of direct modes of intervention (symbolic or mimetic) were introduced in Chapter 4. Pressing a button, moving a thumbstick, or making a curving motion with a Wii Remote and instantly seeing a player-character perform a corresponding action gives a gamer a great sense of agency and presence. Following Inger Ekman and Petri Lankoski, “The quality of such action sounds serves as a confirmation of the action-control relation between player and character” (2009: 188). The action-control relation points in turn to an important distinction made by Kristine Jørgenson: 


When the player makes meaning out of sound in context, the interpretation of what generates the sound is crucial for understanding what a specific sound communicates. Notice that the generator of a sound is not the same as the source of a sound. While the source is the object that physically (or virtually) produces the sound; the generator is what causes the event that produces the sound. Thus, when an avatar is hit by an enemy, the source of the sound is that avatar, but the generator is the enemy. (2008)13


In a nightmarish context, the scare tactic developed through gore imagery and the gut reactions of disgust, art-horror, and dread arises a lot during the encounters of a perceptible source with a visible generator. Monsters are not only ugly and lethal (we’ll address this subject in Chapter 10), they are noisy. Shrieks, roars, and other screams stand out in the immersive environment. Like Paul Toprac and Ahmed Abdel-Meguid observe in “Causing Fear, Suspense, and Anxiety Using Sound Design in Computer Games,” “High volume, synchronized sound with the corresponding visual stimulus, and visibly sourced sound effects are more effective at creating fear” (2011: 183). However, the foes and the protagonist in the game-world are both the cause of terrible events; the two sides are changing roles. Because the player-character is a “victim of violence,” they “must also become sanguinary to survive. As much as this necessity endorses the gamer’s acts, as much as it leads to a gratuitous expression of behaviors considered by several detractors of video games as unhealthy” (Perron and Roux-Girard, 2012: 87, freely translated). In the evolution of the genre, P-actions gave increasing rise to virtual gruesome actions relying on interactive sounds. For example, zombi
es’ moans are answered with knife stabs producing very audible slashing noises while splattering blood in Resident Evil 1; gun shots completely blow up the head of the undead victims of the plague with a synchronized explosion in Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare, of what could be watermelons; hits of a gas pipe signify breaking bones and skull of the yelling crazies in Condemned: Criminal Origins— finishing moves can also break the neck; plasma cutter blasts shut down the shrill cries of Dead Space 1’s Necromorphs and make their blood and guts explode with gooey sound; etc. The hostilities are quite literally striking sonic moments. The rush, frenzy, and panic they induced fundamentally depend on the added value of sound.

Although the action part of the genre has always staged such confrontations (they remain a main generic figure of interactivity), the tangent taken in mid-2000s with Resident Evil 4 has multiplied their occurrences. Notwithstanding the foregoing, the latter are not only based on synchronized sounds. Most significantly, all scary video games do not revolve around combat and this type of disposition. It is worth recalling Thomas Grip’s assertion saying that the horror genre might be the only one where “it is okay to sacrifice gameplay in order to create emotions and build atmosphere” (see Chapter 4). This is why referring to Chion’s initial dispositions, I’ll now turn toward sounds that “wander at the surface” and “position themselves clearly outside the diegesis.” 

(In) a fearful mood

The “long ‘screeching’ sound . . . added each time the shark catches the diver” was not the only effect heard during a session of Shark Jaws. We read in the Operation, Maintenance, Service Manual, “A short, repetitive sonar ‘ping’ begins as soon as the ‘START’ button is depressed, and continues throughout play until the game time elapses.”14
 The sound pulses appositely help to immerse a gamer underwater because it is associated with a submarine’s sonar. Never visible on-screen, this submarine rather “wanders at the subsurface” of the image and remains extradiegetic. This sonic design might have been a “flat sea,” it was still showing how ambiance was important.

If there is an audio track outside the diegesis that helps to enrich an atmosphere, it is first and foremost the musical one. Without counting the short melodies at the beginning or at the end (or “game over”) of games, or the musical transitions indicating the movements between floors in the Atari 2600’s Haunted House,
15
 nondiegetic music has played during gameplay very early on. Significatively, and no matter the technological limitations, it was more audible at first in video games linked to films, either through the process of adaptations or the cinematographic aspiration of their designers. John Carpenter’s Halloween short musical theme was, for instance, looping every time the Michael Myers figure appeared in the Atari 2600 adaptation. Aside from a typical NES soundtrack, the theme of Friday the 13th was also playing when a camp counselor was entering in a cabin. Forbidden Forest had a “good music piece”16
 until the last battle, something Norman wanted as he told in the “Making of”: “‘When music is added to a movie scene, the effect raises everything to a whole new level, both emotionally and atmospherically. This is no different for a videogame, although few realized this. But it wasn’t rocket science,’ says Paul. ‘The C64’s sound chip made tones, whines, and buzzes. I just used them pretty much as-is, and wrote a melody!’” (Grannell, 2006: 72). Associated with the movie of the same name, Sweet Home also had a sustaining music. “Tension-building musical score and sound effects” was advertised, as we have seen in Chapter 5, on the back cover of Project Firestart’s box. The influence of Alone in the Dark 1 orchestral score has been noticed in the press: “This is surely a vital aspect of their [the design team] unspeakable plans, music and sound effects (which were inspired by most sound cards available on the market), reinforced the disturbing atmosphere of the game in an almost supernatural way” (“Alone in the Dark,” 1992: 127, freely translated). And in Chapter 5, we came across a reference about Angelo Badalamenti’s Twin Peaks’ score so as to stress how Resident Evil 1 had a “highly effective suspense film soundtrack.”

On the one hand, just like Norman underlined it, the use of music in video games is similar to the one in films. According to Jeff Smith in “Movie Music as Moving Music: Emotion, Cognition, and the Film Score,” the cognitive and affective components of emotions form two levels of the music’s emotional engagement quality, namely judgment and arousal. For Smith, “the former [is] a necessary aspect of understanding musical affect and the latter a level of engagement that may or may not be activated depending on the specifics of the listening situation” (1999: 155). Moreover, when there is an “affective congruence,” that is a “matching of affective meaning in both music and visuals,” this heightens the experience of the overall effect (p. 160). Clock Tower 1 and Clock Tower 3 exemplify very well the importance of these processes. In the first game, starting with the sudden burst of Scissorman from the bath full of water where Jennifer finds the body of Laura, the music plays every time the killer appears and runs after the young girl. Alongside the sound of the blades shutting like jaws, the electronic theme is constituted of a sub-bass musical pattern with some sharp staccato sounds and shrieking echoing noises. It is certainly upbeat so as to give rhythm to the escape, but I’m not sure I would have associated it with a scary game if I had heard it alone. It doesn’t correspond to the musical conventions and cultural codes of the horror genre. In fact, the techniques highlighted by Michael Hannan in the scoring of Hammer’s horror and vampire films would have indeed be formulas more easily judged a
s apposite: a buildup of dramatic tension to indicate danger is “typically represented by repeating a motif or a chord at an ever-increasing level of pitch, usually by increments of a semitone” or by “the use of trilling (rapid alternation of two adjacent tones), tremolo (in stringed instruments, the reiteration of a tone created by rapid alternation of up-bow and down-bow strokes) and the drum (or other percussion) roll” (2009: 68). 

Hannan speaks in the same vein as David Huckvale about reverberations: “These concern music ideas which correlate to physiological states of emotion or adrenalin [sic] release, that is tremolo equals trembling or nervous agitation; staccato equals nervous ‘jumpiness’; crescendo equals an increase in the intensity of the above mentioned symptoms” (Huckvale in Hannan, 2009: 68). Such a technique is fully in line with the one employed during the sequences of threat and Alyssa’s panic attacks in Clock Tower 3. The repetition of a high string note with a rolling drum accelerating the tempo matches the panic of the player-character on-screen and the shaky controls in trying to get away from a Sledgehammer. We find this same hackneyed theme in Resident Evil 3: Nemesis, just after Sergeant Nikolai Zinoviev has killed one his infected men and many zombies get in the building by a window. They move toward Jill Valentine alongside a trilling orchestration of stings. With many variations, this type of scoring is quite common during moments of confrontation or escape in scary games. A low-pitched drone or heavy rumbling might also be added to the music. Actually, and this is something the Silent Hill series’ soundtracks bring to the fore—namely, that nondiegetic music and ambient sound can be mixed together. Zack Whalen describes the atonal and non-melodic structure of Silent Hill 1 this way: “The result is a soft but unsettling blend of wind, air-raid sirens, machine-like chugging, indeterminate groaning and infrequent instrumentation such as strings or organ, and what little dynamic change occurs within the music is cued to specific locations which seem to blend into one another gradually” (2007: 77). The “blaring dissonant cacophony” of Dead Space 1 has a similar result. Don Veca, the audio director of the game, explains, “Dead Space has really blurred the line between music and sound design. When you get right down to it, music is really just sound design with a lot more rules. . . . We didn’t set out to compose a traditional music score; we were going for textures and mood. In the final incarnation of the game, the music plays a huge role in the overall soundscape; it’s the drama behind everything” (Napolitano, 2008). The affective congruence is thus high.

On the other hand, and it is someway obvious, video game music has an important gameplay function. It is not only judged for its affective matching with the scene, but also for the information it gives about the context and the state of play. It is part of adaptive audio since it is attached to specific moments and varied according to the situation. Just to give an example, there are forty different ambient musical scores in Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare (Pullin, 2000: 42). In relation with the interactive sequences we are analyzing, we can speak in accordance with Whalen of “battle music” punctuating gameplay (2007: 73). The “chase music” has to be added in light of the many chase scenes of the horror genre, inasmuch as it is also a scare tactic based in the extradiegetic auditory forewarnings. In the examples of Clock Tower 1, Clock Tower 3, and Resident Evil 3: Nemesis, the threatening music erupts as soon as the enemies enter the scene. These sonic moments might still be in correlation with the psychological states of the character, and in that sense Jennifer and Alyssa show more of their distress than Jill, but as the latter doesn’t hear the music, the arousal they wish to trigger is aimed at a gamer’s (re)actions. The person playing is the one losing their nerve and getting frantic upon the acceleration of the tempo. It is they—not the player-character—who will know that all the foes are down, the fight is over, or they have eluded the chaser when the music stops. Besides, scary games do not really “return to the dominant ‘safe music’” as Whalen notes for other 3D games. When there is a constant score, as in Alone the Dark 1, it always has an eerie tone, preventing a gamer from feeling secure. One of the exceptions might, however, be the leitmotif associated with the “save room” in the Resident Evil series. For Roux-Girard, this musical theme means that a player-character is in safety; still, the “save rooms” had no music in the first game. Punctuated by the footsteps of Jill or Chris, the wind and running water of the outdoors, and the strategic uses of music, the sound design of Resident Evil 1 was not mixed with extraneous elements. Examining Resident Evil: Code: Veronica, Whalen notices in an earlier essay that


the silence has replaced the safe state music, and the danger music is more intense than similar music in, say, [The Legend of Zelda:] Ocarina of Time. As is the case with horror films, the silence of the first scene puts the player on edge rather than reassuring him that there is no danger in the immediate environment, increasing the expectation that danger will soon appear. The appearance of the danger is, therefore, heightened in intensity by way of its sudden intrusion into silence. (2004)

The absence of a continuous musical score indeed makes the zombies’ moaning even more salient and the startle effects more shocking. In Silent Hill 1, the first comment Harry makes when he gets to the town is: “Strange. It’s quiet. Too quiet. This place is like a ghost town.” Empty mansions or empty streets mean that the protagonist is alone. Just like the lyrics of Iron Maiden’s “Fear of the Dark” from the chapter’s epigraph point, it is alarming to think that one is being followed, stalked, or attacked when nobody is around. And, since startle effects work better when the audio level is low due to their reliance “on the sheer loudness of sound burst” (Baird, 2000: 24 n 18), a situation with no audible sounds is more likely to produce a good automatic physiological jump, resisting conscious mediation. The fact remains nonetheless that silence is not always reliable. In Haunting Ground, there are cut-scenes where Debilitas suddenly appears (in the kitchen) or just abruptly grumbles offscreen (in a room where he is attacked by the dog Hewie) when everything is quiet. These moments somehow tell a gamer that it is not because the music has stopped after a chase that Debilitas is gone. He might reappear; and he does so every now a
nd then when Fiona hides and the indication “Coast Clear” is displayed on-screen. It is in the first-person regime of audition that silence makes a protagonist’s internal sounds of fear even clearer, all the more so when the latter is (not sure to be) alone in the dark. 

With only the aid of a flashlight, the quietness of the town makes the exploration of Silent Hill in the fog or in the darkness very terrifying. Yet, as Whalen points out, “in Silent Hill the music is always in a degree of ‘danger state’ in order to impel the player through the game’s spaces. The mood of the game is crucial to the horrific ‘feel,’ but it also provides motivation by compelling continual progress through the game. The town of Silent Hill is never a safe place” (2004). While no world of scary games is ever secure, Whalen’s assertion fully corresponds to the Silent Hill series and the games it has inspired insofar as they use sounds just like they do with nondiegetic music in order to amplify the emotional valence of their setting. Ekman and Lankoski have studied the sound design of Silent Hill 2 and Fatal Frame 1 in detail. 


In terms of general mood, the games further create anxiety by playing noisy and unpredictable environment ambient sounds. Both games feature an abundance of event sounds with no evident cause, sounds not plausibly attributed to an inanimate environment—scraping, chiming, rustling, and shuffling. Signaling that the game world is alive also gives it the potential to be (intentionally) malicious. (2009: 193)

Van Elferen stresses a similar scheme in Dead Space 1: “The non-diegetic ambient drones accompanying Clarke’s navigation through the spaceship consist of slowly pulsating white noise. The atonality and machinic timbre of this sound evoke threatening connotations, suggesting—following horror movie conventions—danger is imminent” (2015: 229). This is a great scare tactic. When it is truthfully difficult to extract the relevant audio information from the dynamic sound mix, a gamer must always be on guard or alert. The liveliness of such soundscapes not only creates a sense of place, or the “mood of the game” as Whalen describes it, but it also, and maybe more so, affects the mood of the person playing. Because a mood is not just a quality that a place, a movie, or a game can possess (and we are as much talking about an atmosphere or an ambience in that case), it is also the particular feeling it induces. Mood and affect can be linked here. Both are, to recall Shaviro’s aforementioned definition of affect in a note of Chapter 7, the part maudite of emotion.

As I have pointed out elsewhere (2004 and 2005a), the mood-cue approach of Murray Smith developed for films is likewise a great theoretical tool for the analysis of video games. A mood being a “longer-lasting but less forceful emotion state whose orienting function encourages us to express a particular group of emotions” (1999: 113), it lends itself well to games that are played for many hours. For the sake of my argument, I’ll summarize Smith’s theory a little more. He describes a mood as the primary set of orienting emotional states, the preparatory state in which one seeks an opportunity to express a particular emotion. A mood is the expectancy that we are about to have an emotion and will encounter cues eliciting it; the experience of emotions in return encourages the mood to continue. The emotion system’s equivalent of attention, it encourages us to evaluate a situation or the environment in a fashion congruent to it and focus on certain stimuli (p. 113). Various cues set the mood: for example, narrative situation, facial and body information, mise-en-scène, lighting, music, sound, architecture, etc. This is more likely to be sustained in a clear goal-oriented framework. As Smith says, “Given clear goals, it is easier to label the emotional states of a character like Indiana Jones [in Steven Spielberg’s Raiders of the Lost Ark, 1981] and to make sense out of other emotion cues” (1999: 121). This approach expands our understanding of fear. This is one of the examples used in Smith’s essay, “A fearful mood puts us on emotional alert, and we patrol our environment searching for frightening objects. Fear makes us notice dark shadows, mysterious noises, and sudden movements and thus provides more possibly frightening cues” (p. 114). Fear, as we recall from Carroll’s analogy mentioned in Chapter 3, works very much like a searchlight. Scary video games are not just full of horror and fear effects, they are also structured by repetitive fearful mood and emotion cues in order to keep a gamer on their guard: from labyrinthine and nightmarish locations to eerie and/or industrial music, from abundance of diegetic sound events to situations putting the player-character at risk. Although the purpose of, or the reason for, the many battles between Good and Evil might vary, a gamer is in spite of everything given a clear goal: survive. There is one type of audio disposition that renders this objective more difficult and that is at the center of the frightening regimes of audition and various scare tactics. I’ll therefore pay attention to the sounds Chion’s defines as “wander[ing] on the edges as offscreen.”

Dreadful listening and terrifying forewarnings

The gameplay experience of survival horror and scary games might revolve around a main figure of interactivity, that is, “facing up to the monster,” but that does not make it any more straightforward. It is not like a player-character is pitted in conflict against one or many opponents in a confined arena akin to fighting games. With the exception of the boss fights (we’ll come to this in the next chapter), it’s quite the opposite. The first conclusion Joel Windels comes to after measuring player reactions to Alan Wake, Resident Evil 5, Dead Space 2, and Condemned: Criminal Origins is, “Actual combat is not as scary as the implied threat of combat. The biggest scares result from moments devoid of any physical combat; instances in which players anticipate or fear they are about to fight, but do not actually end up doing so” (2011). Such a finding is not surprising to anyone who has played a (good) scary game. The reason why the strength of an implied threat largely falls within the realm of sound is well-phrased by Altman: “By virtue of its ability to remain sourceless, sound carries with it a natural tension. . . . Far from ever being redundant, sound has a fundamental enigmatic quality which confers on the image the quality of a response, and thus a certain sense of finality” (1980: 74). The scare tactic associated with the extra- and mostly diegetic forewarning is at the center of the frightening regimes of audition. 

Regarding the regimes of vision, I have underlined that the anticipation associated with fear is constantly triggered due to the represented space never seen a
t once in its entirety. The blind space is therefore the area of sounds Chion defines with the adjective “acousmatic”: “sounds one hears without seeing their originating cause” ([1990] 1994: 71). To listen is to collect information beyond what is seen. The shortcoming of the point of view is compensated by the point or place of audition in a player-character’s achievement of the main objective in scary games. As a matter of fact, sonic information plays, as Roux-Girard zeroes in on, “a determining role, as these games normally limit vision through their formal and aesthetic treatments, in helping the gamer to gather the necessary information on their environment to stay alive” (2011: 194). As much as the frightening regimes of vision ask for a precautious gaze while exploring the game-world, so too do the frightening regimes of audition call for cautious listening. Such an action is based on a specific mode. Indeed, Chion distinguished (1) a mode of semantic listening, referring to a code or a language to interpret a message ([1990] 1994: 28), (2) a mode of reduced listening focusing on the traits of the sound itself, independent of its cause and of its meaning (p. 29), and (3) a mode of causal listening consisting of listening to a sound in order to gather information about its cause (or source) (p. 25–26). This last mode of listening is the most common and operates in regard to the three dispositions I’m addressing here in different sections. Chion (p. 74) has organized these in a tripartite circle in order to show the transformative nature of sound through its move from one zone to the other (Figure 33). 

Acousmatic, nondiegetic music that would have in the end a diegetic source will then move to the visualization zone, and might afterwards be offscreen when a gamer moves away from the source while still hearing it. I’ll develop one example given by Nitsche to explain how the movement can be more complicated or ambiguous. 

Michael Nitsche considers the “A Little Night Music” chapter of Clock Tower 3. During an initial cut-scene, as Alyssa looks at the picture of a Dark Man in a book, Chopin’s piano composition 
Fantaisie-Impromptu starts to play even though the CD player is turned off. A quick close shot of hands playing is inserted. Scared, Alyssa asks, “Who’s playing it? Where’s the sound coming from? Who’s doing that?” She leaves her room and ends up in London in 1942. As long as Alyssa is not in danger on the streets, the gamer hears the song playing; when a Sledgehammer pursues her, typical drums roll and strings trill. She discovers through a newspaper clip found in Norton’s Tailor that a young pianist was murdered, and a key to her room gives Alyssa an invitation to a concert. When she finally gets to the hall and on the stage where a piano stands, the ghost of the girl playing the song unexpectedly appears. So as Nitsche concludes, “at that moment, the sound that overlaid most parts of the level exploration is reframed as diegetic” (2008: 136). And since it was heard very far away and is not per se anchored in a specific source in the world insofar as it is the song of a ghost, it becomes in fact a “hybrid of diegetic and nondiegetic use of music.” Nevertheless, such a passage between the nondiegetic and on-screen (even offscreen since the music has been diegetized) zones is rather rare. 
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 FIGURE 33 Michel Chion’s tripartite circle of sound. © Armand Colin.


The activity is much more animated at the border between the offscreen and the on-screen zones. Far more important, it is this border that a person playing has to monitor more closely. Roux-Girard accurately outlines the key implication of videoludic sounds:


In a horror video game, what matters the most for the gamer is whether or not a perceived sound arises from an action or event occurring in the game environment. Since these games revolve around the survival of the player-character, the gamer must more particularly identify the audio events representing a threat to his character’s physical integrity. (2009a: 57, freely translated) 

The use of extradiegetic music is based on a semantic listening relying on conventions quite easily recognized. When it is heard, a gamer identifies it as a forewarning scare tactic to make them aware that something bad is about to happen in the game-world. In Sweet Home, the musical theme of the confrontation starts just before the screen turns black and the image of the monster pops up to initiate the battle. If an ambient sound is diegetic, it remains a cue to create a mood, but is not “raising the question of the identification or visual embodiment of its source” (Chion, [1990] 1994: 75). It would also be considered a “territory” sound or a “passive offscreen sound” since it is not “in any way inspiring us to look elsewhere or to anticipate seeing its source” (p. 85). What brings up particular issues for a gamer is what Chion calls an “active offscreen sound”; that is, an “acousmatic sound that raises questions (What is this? What is happening?) whose answer lies offscreen and which incites the look to go there and find out. Such sound creates a curiosity that propels the film forward, and it engages the spectator’s anticipation” ([1990] 1994: 85). With a player-character’s survival at stake, a gamer can’t be less inquiring about such sonic information that is mixed into the overall soundscape.

At the border of the on- and offscreen zones, the transitions are done in both ways. For Chion, a source can be visualized first then acousmatized, or first acousmatized and visualized afterward. If a visible monster might be scary in itself, the state of affairs can become tenser at the moment the latter disappears from the field of vision. One of the main maneuvers during a battle is to maintain visual contact with the opponent and keep it far away to avoid being wounded. The Novistadors or insect-like creatures gamers meet in chapters 3-2, 4-1, and 4-2 of Resident Evil 4 push this limit to the extent that they are invisible, therefore not immediately seen within the frame of the image; more than by the glowing of their small eyes, it is their noisy movements that betray them and a shotgun blast that will render them visible. When a brutal drug addict comes to hit Ethan Thomas only once in Condemned: Criminal Origins and run away, a gamer knows they will have to face him later if they don’t promptly pursue him. Turning away and fleeing from a menace does limit in both regimes the evaluation of the distance separating a player-character and an enemy on their heels to the audio clues. And these can even be mingled with “chase music.” Not all games as in Outlast allow gamers to look behind while running (by holding L2 or R2). Without real means of defense, scary games like Clock Tower 3 and Outlast compel the protagonist to run and closet themselves inside tight little spaces. They make the most of the first-person perspective for the simple reason that they restrict the vision a great deal and literally confine the audition to a specific point in a location. As much as a player-character is out of sight, so too is a foe unseen unless it is in front of their hiding place. And for instance, the beeping Motion Tracker Amanda has in Alien: Isolation in order to help her detect the presence of a Xenomorph once in a locker can also play against her, since the latter is attracted by sound (see Figure 35), as the malfunctioning androids and the other survivors who are hostile toward the player-character. As I’ve underlined in Chapter 6, for the reason that Amanda’s footsteps draw attention, she must move carefully with an attentive ear. In Silent Hill 1, the creatures also have “eyes and ears and use these to locate the character” (instruction manual); Harry needs to be as careful. Not being able to look at the creature too long in Amnesia: The Dark Descent without running the risk of passing out concentrates a gamer’s attention to the audio signs. Within the framework of the hunter-prey scenario, the person playing must appraise what they hear in order to make a decision about their options and deeds. It is in regard to the acousmatic sounds that Nietzsche’s account of the ear as the organ of fear takes it full meaning. Roland Barthes’ thoughts about listening add to this definition. In what can be related to Chion’s casual listening, the first type of listening distinguished by Barthes echoes’ Nietzsche’s characterization:


According to the first, a living being orients its hearing (the exercise of its physiological faculty of hearing) to certain indices; on this level, nothing distinguishes animal from man: the wolf listens for a (possible) noise of its prey, the hare for a (possible) noise of its hunter, the child and the lover for the approaching footsteps which might be the mother’s or the beloved’s. This first listening might be called an alert. ([1976] 1991: 245)

What’s more, a good videoludic fearful mood and a few scary cues in fact easily make a gamer imagine the wort scenario. As I have written elsewhere, video games made me realize that “it might finally be when we are afraid that we are telling ourselves the greatest short scary stories” (2005b). 

One of the most effective indices to alert a gamer and to embed gameplay fear is undoubtedly forewarnings. Besides, a jump scare is a sudden incident without warning and the scream of a monster facing a protagonist is a visible signal of an imminent confrontation or evasion. It is my own intense reactions to possible dangers that have ultimately driven me to study scary video games and led me to write “Sign of a Threat: The Effects of Warning Systems in Survival Horror Games” (2004).17
 The main thoughts of this essay are built upon the notion of suspense, and the famous filmic example given by Alfred Hitchcock about a bomb placed under a table where two people are having an innocent conversation. If the explosive device detonates unexpectedly, it will surprise the audience for only a few seconds at the very moment of the explosion. However, if a spectator is made aware that the bomb is going to explode at any minute, they will be implicated in the scene and feel suspense for the whole time preceding the explosion. For Hitchcock, the tension of the second option is much more interesting than the shock of surprise; for him, “whenever possible the public must be informed” (in Truffaut, 1985: 73). Nomikos et al. also show that “(a) Long anticipation of a harmful confrontation (suspense) is more disturbing than short anticipation (surprise); and (b) most of the stress reaction occurs during the anticipation or threat period, rather than during the actual confrontation when the subject views the accident itself” (1968: 207). Suspense is a future-oriented emotion, but also a character-oriented one, so doubt and insecurity are bound to one or a few protagonists people care about. The tension at its core is coupled with another fundamental concept: uncertainty about the outcome of a situation. When danger is revealed, the slimmer the chances are of escaping it, the more thrilling the unfolding of the action is. In drama, and clearly in horror as well, the suggested outcomes are predominantly deplorable and dreadful. According to the “Anatomy of suspense” proposed by Dolf Zillmann: 


It features people about to be jumped and stabbed, about to walk into an ambush and get shot and about to be bitten by snakes, tarantulas, and mad dogs. The common denominator in all of this is the likely suffering of the protagonists. It is impending disaster, manifest in anticipated agony, pain, injury, and death. Suspenseful drama, then, appears to thrive on uneasiness and distress about anticipated negative outcomes. In short, it thrives on fear. (1980: 136)

As much as fear is, as we have seen in Chapter 3, lurking in the background of many kinds of emotions, it goes without saying that it has a significant role in such a context. Moreover, in psychology, the concept of threat is associated with the one of “anticipatory fear.” On this account, anticipation is not equal with prevention. If, intuitively, prior knowledge about an upcoming frightening event would seem to reduce its emotional impact by decreasing uncertainty about what will take place, it is not what actually happens. In fact, it is the contrary. That is the main and most important results of empirical research about forewarnings in drama and horror films: the notion “forewarned is forearmed” does not lead as much to “emotional defenses” or effective coping strategies as it does to a buildup of lasting arousal prior the event (see among others Cantor et al., 1984: 22–23). In other words, it is more scary and terrifying to have information about an upcoming event than to have none.

The early finding in other media about the effect of forewarning reaffirms those of Windels regarding a gamer’s reactions about the implied threat of combat. In a world populated by harmful monsters, dreadful endings always remain a possibility. Video games answer pretty well to the abovementioned requirement of the suffering and
caring for a protagonist. The latter is constantly maltreated and a gamer is the one ensuring their survival. They are also the one experiencing firsthand the uncertainty of the outcome and the anticipatory fear. The scare tactic using a visual warning system provides proof of this. The Fear Meter in Fear Effect (Kronos Digital Entertainment, 2000) that represents Hana’s (the player-character’s) heartbeats, appearing before an encounter in the upper left corner of the screen, the filament glowing at the lower right corner when a ghost is near in the third-person perspective of Fatal Frame 1 (and coupled with heartbeats, eerie sounds and the controller’s vibration), or the radar to spot the foes in the lower corner of Alien Trilogy, these are devices not visible to a player-character; they are part of the game interface and aimed at the person playing. Some designs, however, do incorporate the devices into the diegesis. In Fatal Frame 1, the filament is also visible in the upper middle of the camera obscura’s viewfinder; since this image is seen in the first-person perspective, we can assume it is also seen by Miku (as in Fatal Frame II, see Figure 29B). This is also the case for the first-person Horror Monitor in Illbleed (see Figure 18B). Amanda can take the beeping Motion Tracker out in Alien: Isolation and put it away as she wishes; it is part of the game-world. But because of the diffuse nature of sound, the audio forewarnings don’t have to be mediated through such systems.

There is a great expectation though: the pocket radio is, with the flashlight, one of the trademarks of the first three Silent Hill opuses. The instruction manual of Silent Hill 1 explains, “The radio will alert the player creature presence with white noise. This white noise will change slightly depending on the number and distance of the creatures, so listen carefully. The creatures cannot hear this white noise, so there is no reason to turn the radio off” (Figure 34). 

Upon the game release, James Price from the Official UK PlayStation Magazine described it as “a simple, yet brilliant idea” (1999: 88–89). The pocket radio is in the end a great Hitchcockian tool. It signifies a threat, but does not reveal everything regarding what is about to occur. Not knowing from which directions monsters are coming from—and they can even come from the sky in the initial game—a gamer ought to be on their guard until they encounter the source of the emission. Both visibly and audibly, the Motion Tracker of Alien: Isolation plays a similar role. Amanda can take a look at it for any sign of movement—but not for too long since it can attract attention (Figure 35). 
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 FIGURE 34 From top to bottom starting on the left, a cut-scene is staging a great startle effect before Harry Mason gets the pocket radio in Silent Hill (Konami, 1999).


But to be all ears to sounds from the surroundings it is as important to really make sure the current location or progress between two is safe. Zombies are certainly far less smart than the Alien, consequently their moaning and feet shuffling make them heard long before they can get in the frame; it may take many seconds before they appear. Whether a forewarning is clear or more ambiguous, a gamer must enter in a fearful heuristic circle of gathering information and processing it in regard of the possible outcome. In video games, they can direct their curiosity about what they hear. They can make a sound move across the border of the on- and offscreen zones. Following Mark Grimshaw’s observation about the “acoustic ecology of the first-person shooter,” “when a player can kinaesthetically control the deacousmatization of sound originating from unseen objects within the game, synchresis18
 plays no part until the source object is seen on screen. In this particular case, it might be said that the ears guide the eyes” (2007: 159). To stay alive, a gamer constantly estimates to what degree the sound they hear is a real indication of danger and if the state of affairs is critical. They can then decide to go on to visualize the generator of the source, that is to face the threat and gauge if they have the capacity to confront it, or they might want to keep it acousmatized as long as possible, even to the point of never seeing that generator if this is an option. There are few times in the streets of Silent Hill when I have run away while the pocket radio was emitting its alarm so as to make it stop and avoid the monster. Other times, in a room or a corridor, the white noise was coupled with the screeches of a monster close by. This audio mix is, in Jørgenson’s terms, a signal of urgency and sound becomes proactive, “evaluated as high priority are related to situations with immediate effect on the player” (2006). In a horror first-person shooter like Left 4 Dead during which attacks always come in waves of numerous infected, the slightest acousmatic noise heard in a quiet location forewarns a gamer that they’ll have to quickly deal with a life-threatening situation. 
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 FIGURE 35 Hidden in a locker, Amanda Ripley is discovered by a Xenomorph in Alien: Isolation (Creative Assembly, 2014).


The active offscreen zone can trigger in itself fear effects with high frequency, density, and resonance. If this was not enough, it can be twisted all the more. The causal listening that we are examining here might be the most important to a gamer, but it is also the most played upon by the designer. As Chion clarifies, “We must take care not to overestimate the accuracy and potential of causal listening, its capacity to furnish sure, precise data solely on the basis of analyzing sound. In reality, causal listening is not only the most common but also the most easily influenced and deceptive mode of listening” ([1990] 1994: 26). My long moment of frightened hesitation in the laundry room on the third floor of Silent Hill 2’s Wood Side Apartments is, for instance, an example I can’t stop referring to. I was too scared to get out because I was hearing along with the white noise of the radio the growling and shrieking of what I thought was huge monster. But it turned out to be a lone and normal Patient Demon. As a result, a sound designer might only change the pitch of a sound and it will have a different impact. In addition to the ambiguity attached to its figurative value, sound is by nature omnidirectional. While surround sound can signal from which direction sonic information is coming, the localization of its source is not made easier. The rela
tive volume of a sound is among others a good indication of its distance: the louder the sound the nearer it is and the quieter the sound the farther it is. Needleless to say, “to create fear and strong feelings of discomfort, horror games execute a reversal of this concept [of clear spatial structure] making the generators of the sounds harder to identify and localize” (Roux-Girard, 2011: 205). For example, in Erie, after a gamer finds a “notice of work-stop” near a computer, they see a mutant coming after them from the back of a corridor. During their flight and the following cautious look out to verify where it is, the level of the creature’s screeching is not adjusted according to the space separating it from a gamer’s points of view, action, and audition. Mixed with a cat’s shrieking and the noise of bugs flying around, it makes the appraisal of the threat difficult to perform. Roux-Girard examines as well as a scene during Aline Cedrac’s exploration of the Fort’s Inner Courtyard in Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare. A Photosaurus is “barking” in the blind space, making its presence known. But even if they listen carefully, “the gamer remarks no variation in the dynamic profile and mass profile of the sound generated by the creatures of darkness even though the player character performs a descent which, if it were scaled, would be equivalent to a little less than a hundred meters” (2011: 205). A person playing is forced to be careful all the way. Roux-Girard also underlines how it is the line between the sounds generated by enemies and those generated by a gamer that can be blurred. “If these two generators manage to produce similar sound cues through a common source, it is possible to believe that, for example, the movements of the gamer’s player character through space might nourish the suspense” (p. 206). In Resident Evil VII: biohazard, Ethan’s footsteps in the black mold or the grass in the yard make the same noises as the movements of the Molded. The movement of the player-character might give the impression that there is a threat nearby when in fact it is only luring a person playing to think so. In their analysis of Silent Hill 2 and Fatal Frame 1, Ekman and Lankoski underscore how the utility of sounds for informational purposes can be rendered useless because “unpredictable and arrhythmic environment sounds will resist listener adaptation,” ambient sounds will be mixed with or made similar to threatening ones, and many sounds will have no evident cause and become “false alarms” (2009: 194). When a gamer enters, for example, a room in the “Nowhere” level of the first and not the second Silent Hill, they hear the sound of lightbulbs bursting. They might be frightened by these disturbing noises, but still they have to go in to check if there is an item necessary to their quest; in this scene, the room was completely empty, even of lightbulbs. In the end, forewarned or not by a true or a false active offscreen sound, a gamer ought to be as curious as brave if the protagonist is to get out alive.

According to Chion’s theoretical tools, this chapter hopes to have demonstrated that through their three dispositions, videoludic sounds play a crucial role in the experience of scary games. As much as it is always understood in relation to the image, the regimes of audition remain linked to the regimes of vision. Although the former are more ambiguous to distinguish than the latter, they are both frightening because whether what is seen and heard is related to a first- or a third-person point of view or audition, a player-character is thrown into the action. They are in fact the point of (re)action right inside the nightmarish world. It is therefore necessary to literally map the territories of horror. As we know, walls have ears and doors have eyes.

Notes

1 This translation of a textbook presents Chion’s thoughts in a concise way. It does remain a reference for the English video game scholars dealing with sound. This is why I’ll keep it at the foreground of my own inquiries.

2 I owe this reference to Guillaume Roux-Girard. Moreover, I’m following his path here. My thoughts are based a lot on his research, our collaboration (Perron and Roux-Girard, 2012), and many discussions. 

3 Compared to horror, in stealth or shooter games, the enemies are “barking” with words: “Where are you!” “I’ll get you!” “Keep looking!”, “Take cover!” etc., so as to let in great part their presence known. In addition of the screams, the infected of Resident Evil 4 and 5 don’t, for instance, speak English; for a gamer not speaking Spanish, for instance, the barking is kept closer to grumbling to stay in line with the genre.

4 I’ll be referring to the “point of audition” since it is coming from a published translation. Nevert
heless, in French, Chion uses “point d’écoute” which might be better translated as “point of listening.” Defined as the ability to hear or the auditory faculty, audition might not express as well the attitude of paying attention to a sound at the foundation of the act of hearing in a film or a game, what’s more a scary one. Furthermore, the title of chapter 2, “Les trois écoutes” is translated as “The Three Listening Modes.”

5 For Chion, “Internal sound is sound which, although situated in the present action, corresponds to the physical and mental interior of a character. These include physiological sounds of breathing, moans or heartbeats, all of which could be named objective-internal sounds. Also in this category of internal sounds are mental voices, memories, and so on, which I call subjective-internal sounds” ([1990] 1994: 76).

6 In fact, to be in line with Nietzel’s semi-subjective point of view, we could easily talk about a semi-subjective point of audition.

7 Karen Collins defines adaptive audio as “sound that occurs in the game environment, reacting to gameplay, rather than responding directly to the user. An example is Super Mario Bros. (Nintendo, 1985), in which the music plays at a steady tempo until the time begins to run out, at which point the tempo doubles” (2008: 183).

8 A sound distorted, imagined, or perhaps, hallucinated by a character.

9 Interactive audio is, for Collins, “sound events occurring in reaction to gameplay, which can respond to the player directly. In other words, if for instance a player presses a button, the character on screen swings his or her sword and makes a ‘swooshing’ noise” (2008: 185).

10 It’s something the instruction manual of Atari 2600’s Haunted House was already emphasizing: “The game sounds in HAUNTED HOUSE provide important clues to game play. You will hear yourself slamming into walls or locked doors. You will hear and see flashes of lightning. When you hear the wind blow, don’t be surprised if it blows out your match. As you pass through doorways, you’ll hear the doors open and shut. The mansion is so creaky you can hear your own footsteps as you race about the rooms.” I’ll come back about the music in the next section.

11 For Chion, “The film spectator recognizes sounds to be truthful, effective, and fitting not so much if they reproduce what would be heard in the same situation in reality, but if they render (convey, express) the feelings associated with the situation” ([1990] 1994: 109).

12 I am putting an emphasis on the quotation marks to assert that marketing departments can use anything to sell their product. 

13 Jørgenson distinguishes five generators: (1) gamer (i.e., player-character), (2) enemies, (3) allies, (4) game system, and (5) game-world. I won’t be dealing with the third and the fourth since they are less relevant to my analysis.

14 Another sound was generated: “A brief twang-like sound is added each time the diver gets the little fish (that is, each time the player scores a point).”

15 “When you climb up or down stairways, you will even hear a spooky tune. As you go upstairs, the tune plays low musical notes to high notes. As you go downstairs, the tune plays high notes to low notes” (instruction manual).

16 In Your Commodore 1 (2), November 1984: 31.

17 Although I do not want to belabor the points of this essay—few of these were at any rate thoroughly reintroduced and reworked in the previous pages—or to summarize all the experiments and theoretical studies I had referred to, it is still worth presenting its main conclusion once again since that’s the focus of my present argument.

18 “Synchresis (a word I have forged by combining synchronism and synthesis) is the spontaneous and irresistible weld produced between a particular auditory phenomenon and visual phenomenon when they occur at the same time” (Chion, [1990] 1994: 63).


CHAPTER NINE

Scary playgrounds

All houses are haunted—by memories, by the history of their sites, by their owners’ fantasies and projections or by the significance they acquire for agents or strangers. 

Barry Curtis. Dark Places. The Haunted House in Film, 2008, p. 51

One must admit, scary video games rely heavily on settings. First, as we have seen in Chapter 4, being able to manage the playing space is very important for an ideal experience. Horror video games are close to horror films in this regard. Reminiscent of the instructions given before beginning D, Amnesia: The Dark Descent, or Home,
1
 and in the spirit of the “great-grand-daddy” of survival horror, it is always best to play “alone in the dark,” to adjust the brightness of the image to the lowest recommended level, and to make sure one can hear everything pretty well.2
 Secondly, if Resident Evil VII: biohazard’s “change in style and setting never fails to deliver a strong sense of place” (Rad, 2017), Edge already noted in regard to Resident Evil 2 that “the game environment deserves a mention too. Apart from GoldenEye 007 [Rare, 1997] and Tomb Raider, it’s hard to think of another game that so convincingly transports the player, through the glass TV screen and to the body of the on-screen character. The scary moments—and there are quite a few—are made even more frightening by the involvement you have with your character, and, more notably, the feeling you have of ‘being there’” (No 56, “Resident Evil 2,” 1998d: 93). It is not new or recent that survival horror and scary games have instilled such a sense of presence in the game-world, both a personal one (feeling in a virtual world) and an environmental one (with the environment itself knowing the gamer is there through a player-character and is reacting to them; see Nitsche, 2008: 205). Video games might on the whole “celebrate and explore spatial representation as their central motif and raison d’être” as Aarseth points out (2001b: 161),3
 but the videoludic horror genre does put an emphasis on fictional environments. From Haunted House to Haunting Ground, from Forbidden Forest to Cursed Mountain (Sproing Interactive Media and Deep Silver Vienna, 2009), from Where Time Stood Still to Clock Tower, from Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth to Dead Space, or from Sweet Home to Silent Hill 4: The Room, the centrality of setting is often right in the title. And it’s hard not to mention that with Resident Evil 1, it is the “world of survival horror” into which a gamer has been welcomed. In any event, the latter is immersed in an allegory of space. Indeed, for Aarseth, there is in video games “a reductive operation leading to a representation of space that is not in itself spatial, but symbolic and rule-based.” While real space is bound by social and physical laws, game space works according to specific rules in order to “achieve the object of gameplay” (2001b: 163). This is all the more the case when the rules of the world have been altered in some way by an evil force,4
 whether supernatural or corporate (as is the case with the Umbrella Corporation); the space in scary games is reduced and designed with the clear goal of frightening a gamer.

Setting the mood

To clarify why one could be attracted to an experience known to elicit negative emotions, Pinedo explains the famous paradox of horror in those terms:


Horror is an exercise in recreational terror, a simulation of danger not unlike a roller coaster ride. Like the latter, people in a confined space are kept off-balance through the use of suspense and precipitous surprises achieved by alternating between seeing what lies ahead and being in the dark (for instance, tunnels and other shadowy regions, closed and shielded eyes). Throughout, the element of control, the conviction that there is nothing to be afraid of, turns stress/arousal (beating heart, dry mouth, panic grip) into a pleasure sensation. Fear and pleasure commingle. (2004: 106) 

With regard to the horror video game, if the comparison to the roller coaster ride remains relevant,5
 it fits quite well with subgenres such as the rail-shooter, as locomotion is controlled by the game system, and the jump scares can be better timed. For example (and it is a nice mise-en-abyme), Resident Evil: The Umbrella Chronicles (Capcom and Cavia, 2012) starts in a moving train. It doesn’t even take a minute in the initial cut-scene for a zombie to show up behind Rebecca Chambers and for Billy Coen to make a surprising entrance; the undead horde comes afterward from the front, the back, and the sides. Until Dawn: Rush of Blood (Supermassive Games, 2016) for the PlayStation VR literally places a gamer in a roller coaster car and mixes a shooting gallery (there is a direct and mimetic intervention with the use of the PS Moves) with a ride. This subgenre is, however, far from the main one in the body of works. If, as Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire do, we view “games as a spatial art with its roots in architecture, landscape painting, sculpture, gardening, or amusement park design” (2002: 65), we ought to look at a different attraction to characterize horror video games. In the great majority of the action-adventure games forming the genre, a gamer has the control over a player-character’s movements. Consequently, as I have underlined elsewhere, “The analogy with the old haunted house that one has to walk-through—as opposed to those where we are seated in a doom buggy—obviously better suits the horror video game than the relentless forward ride of a roller coaster” (2005b). The similarity has an added resonance. Murray explains that video games often draw their material from genre fiction “because it scripts the interactor.” She gives a few examples: “In a Western adventure I can be counted on to try to shoot at the bad guys, and in a horror story I will always enter the haunted house. I perform these actions not because I have read a rule book but because I have been prepared to do so by exposure to thousands of stories that follow these patterns” (1997: 192). When Heather enters the Borley Haunted Mansion during the last part of Silent Hill 3, a gamer knows what to expect as much as they were aware of what was ahead when they have started the game itself many hours ago. Their expectations influence the experience they have.

A gamer feels both at home and like a stranger in the horror realm. They are at the outset guided by old Gothic coordinates. Krzywinska emphasizes that “numerous games make use of Gothic locations, typically haunted houses, spooky woods, crypts and graveyards, derelict buildings, attics and cellars” (2105a: 59–60). In point of fact, the haunted house of the Atari 2600, the old Gothic Mansion of Uninvited, Count Dracula’s castle in Castlevania, the abandoned mansion in Sweet Home, Henry Stauf’s Mansion in The 7th Guest, Derceto in Alone in the Dark 1, Spencer Mansion in Resident Evil 1, the castle in Resident Evil 4, Roivas Mansion in Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem, Belli Castle in Haunting Ground, Brennenburg in Amnesia: The Dark Descent and the Cursed House in Ju-On: The Grudge are all across the pyramid of scary games archetypal examples of such a link to Gothic fiction. A gamer also explores other commonplaces—both in the sense of familiar settings and horror formulas overfamiliar through overuse:6


• amusement parks (the eponymous park of Illbleed and Lakeside Amusement Park in Silent Hill 1, 3 and Shattered Memories); 

• asylums and hospitals (Silent Hill’s Brookhaven and Alchemilla hospitals, Los Angeles General Hospital in D, Beacon Mental Hospital in The Evil Within, Mount Massive Asylum in Outlast, and the abandoned one in Saw [Zombie Studios, 2009]);

• malls (Central Square Shopping Center in Silent Hill 3, Willamette Mall in Dead Rising, and the one in Statues); 

• metros (Haze Street Station in Silent Hill 3, Central Metro Station and tunnels in Condemned: Criminal Origins, and the Moscow underground metro tunnels in Metro 2033 [4A Games, 2010]); 

• prisons (The Suffering’s Abbott State Penitentiary and Silent Hill 2’s Toluca Prison and Silent Hill: Downpour’s Overlook State Prison); 

• research facilities (the Big Table in Deep Fear and Fort Stewart in Extermination);schools (G.U.E. Tech in The Lurking Horror, Silent Hill’s Midwich Elementary School, and Leafmore High School in ObsCure); 

• ships (the Eastern Spirit in Cold Fear, the North Wind in Cryostasis [Action Forms, 2009], the Coast Guard Cutter Urania in Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth, the Queen Zenobia in Resident Evil: Revelations, and the wrecked one in Resident Evil VII: biohazard); 

• spaceships or bases in space (Project Firestart’s Prometheus, Alien’s Nostromo, System Shock 2’s Von Braun, and Dead Space’s USG Ishimura); 

• forests (in Blair Witch Volume 1: Rustin Parr, Alan Wake, Hide, and Slender: Eight Pages); 

• islands (Blue Stinger’s Dinosaur Island, Dino Crisis’ Ibis Island, Shadow Island in Alone in the Dark: the New Nightmare, and the one of Escape from Bug Island,);

• villages (Minakami in Fatal Frame II: Crimson Butterfly, Hanuda in Siren, Innsmouth in Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth, and the one in Resident Evil 4); and 

• cities (Silent Hill, Raccoon City, Greenvale in Deadly Premonition, Bright Falls in Alan Wake, and Harran in Dying Light). 

As familiar as they are, all these locations share one trait that makes a gamer uneasy: they are genuinely dislocated. As Kirkland underlines (quoting a Gothic scholar Misha Kavka), such settings reinforce the theme of “domestic space made uncanny” (2012: 117). For one important thing, most of the time, a protagonist finds themselves alone in what are public spaces. They lose the comfort of the interaction with others—non-hostile humans are few—and the reassurance of public security ensuring the protection of citizens against possibly dangerous situations is missing. Social rules do not apply anymore. In addition, places are not just vacant, they have been left empty for greater or lesser periods of time. Steven J. Mariconda notes regarding the haunted house, “We are all familiar with the strange sensation of being inside an abandoned dwelling. There is a sense of fear, sadness, intrusion, physical danger, and the transience of life and love” (2007: 267). Other iconic cues indicate that there is something intrinsically wrong with these places, instilling a fearful mood as well as the feeling of isolation. A player-character might come across shattered windows, broken objects or pieces of furniture, overturned garbage cans, scattered documents, traces of blood on the floor or walls, open gates and empty guard booths, car wrecks, and last—but not least—dead people. Broken or flickering lights often plunge normally well-lit locations into darkness. The part of adventure in the genre gives rise to a great information density.

Wei, Bizzocchi, and Calvert acknowledge in their study of time and space in videoludic storytelling that “spatial oppositions are typically physical, for example, inside and outside, center and periphery, city and country, and so forth. They can be endowed with meanings or experiences, following, creating, or playing with conventions” (2010: 9). Frightening game-worlds propose a topographical structure that is fractured and altered. To refer to Huizinga’s famous notion ([1938] 1955: 10), the marked playground of scary games is a black magic circle. Not only are spaces expected to be at risk still really perilous (e.g., leaving the inside of the Tower or a safe house at night to wander outside in the streets of Harran in Dying Light), but even apparently secure places are now synonymous with danger. That is one of the conclusions of Darren McKettrick in “An Investigation into the Effects of Horror Games”: “Within a horror game no place is safe” (2013). While the Alpha Team thinks it is taking refuge in the Spencer Mansion, the “mansion happened to be the very root of the problem” (Butler, 2011, chap. 3, sec. 450). In fact, player-characters end up most of the time in what Butler (chap. 4, sec. 698) names (after Stephen King) “the Bad Place,” and Weise (2009: 242), following Clover’s study of the slasher film, calls “the Terrible Place,” where it is necessary to face the Killer. Inhabited by the Scissorman, the Barrows Mansion in Clock Tower is the Terrible Place Jennifer has to escape from. Not unlike The Texas Chainsaw Massacre II (Tobe Hooper, 1986) Clover analyzes, in Resident Evil VII: biohazard, the Bakers are the terrible family preventing Ethan Winters from leaving their house and estate. In zombie and other scary video games, the walls contain many enemies.7


Inasmuch as a protagonist moves across the environment (the horizontal plane), they also experience the vertical opposition of the houses, and of various buildings as well. According to Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space, “Verticality is ensured by the polarity of cellar and attic, the marks of which are so deep that, in a way, they open up two very different perspectives for a phenomenology of the imagination. Indeed, it is possible, almost without commentary, to oppose the rationality of the roof to the irrationality of the cellar” ([1958] 1969: 17–18). There is “fear in the attic and fear in the cellar.” However, although the former is easily “rationalized” since “the day’s experiences can always efface the fears of night,” the latter is stronger to the extent that “darkness prevails both day and night, and even when we are carrying a lighted candle, we see shadows dancing on the dark walls” (p. 19). The “prudent man” doesn’t want to venture down to the cellar. But in the videoludic realm, whatever their concerns, a gamer has to face “the dark entity of the house, the one that partakes of subterranean forces” (p. 18), for the simple reason that it is all too often the place where they will find an item necessary to get out of the house, or another way out. For instance, when Alex Shepherd gets to his childhood house at night in the beginning of Silent Hill: Homecoming, there is nobody. On the second floor, he stumbles, among other things, upon the trademarked series’ flashlight in a room. When he gets back downstairs, he comes across his mother now sitting in the living room. While he speaks with her, a strange noise comes from the flooded basement. Alex must investigate (and to fight a Lurker coming from underneath the water during a cut-scene—Figures 36A and B) because it’s where he finds a water pump, a garage remote control, and a note indicating a fuel can is there (Figure 36C). Alex needs to go to fill this can (Figure 36D), put fuel in the pump, drain the basement (Figure 36E), and discover a lock under the water to unlock a door to the backyard leading to his next destination (Figure 36F).8


Over and over, the visitors constantly descend into the abyss of Silent Hill through stairs or elevators. But akin to Alex, the protagonists of scary games are made to explore many basements, underground facilities, or caverns, and to cross passages beneath the ground level, such as mines or sewers.
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 FIGURE 36 Alex Shepherd is exploring the basement in Silent Hill: Homecoming (Double Helix Games, 2008).


Another opposition is distorted in haunted houses and nightmarish universes filtered by a troubled mind: the animate and the inanimate. In both Fatal Frame and Silent Hill series, as Ekman and Lankoski underscore regarding, respectively, the first and the second game, “the whole game world breathes with life, suggesting that somehow the environment itself is alive, sentient, and capable of taking action against the player” (2009: 193). Objects move and doors close by themselves in the abandoned Japanese dwellings haunted by ghosts. The mysterious force controlling the town of Silent Hill makes it switch back and forth between a “real” and an Otherworld in which, in addition to all these sounds without clear sources, walls and floors can bleed, swarm, and burn like glowing embers. One of the striking sanity effects of Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem shows the room a gamer just reentered upside-down, with the character walking on the ceiling. In Penumbra: Black Plague, Clarence plays with Philip’s mind to change the surroundings. In Layers of Fear, along with all the tropes of the haunted house, the architecture repeatedly rearranges itself. Doors do not open onto the same room, or they bring the player-character to weird places, such as an edge high above the painter’s desk in his office. The circular movement of a carousel in a child’s room suddenly modifies, as does the room’s décor. The aim of Bloober Team resonates with the overall eerie spatial design of the genre: 


The environment plays a vital role in creating a thick and uneasy mood. Real-time changes to your surroundings create this feeling of not knowing what will come next. People expect that crazy things will happen, and that they will escalate quickly. . . . We left hints like ‘don’t look back’ knowing that almost every player will do just the opposite. And we tried to use their natural curiosity against them at every turn. (Couture, 2016) 

The playable teaser P.T. had already demonstrated how changes in atmosphere play a central role to create a Bad Place. Devoid of any real battle preventing a gamer from continuing on, the weird shifts in the environment modify the way in which we perceive the location already visited more than once. This can even be done just by having a different reddish illumination or new writing on the walls. A gamer doesn’t know what is waiting for them while opening once again the door to the looping corridor.

Caught up in the maze


Resident Evil 1’s loading screens of a door opening toward a gamer are likewise famous because they could (or not) open on imminent dangers or an ambush; a gamer never knew what was on the other side. In Resident Evil 4 and other recent scary games, there is no loading time; a player-character opens and walks directly through a door, or they can close it to slow down a monster or hide from it. The significance of doors is moreover very important. For anthropologists Bernard Arcand and Serge Bouchard, doors “have all in common, despite their incessant diversity, to possess a threshold and to mark a passage between the outside and the inside. Between what is in front of the door and what is behind it. A door always constitutes a kind of border” (1996: 64, freely translated). The passage can be made between “the cruel exterior and the cozy interior” or the door might be drawing “the line that separates the sordid and unhealthy interiors from the imagined exteriors where every morning sings” (p. 62). No matter its thickness or size, one must always be able to open and close a door. That points toward the main problem in many scary situations. As Barry Curtis explains in Dark Places, “In haunted houses doors refuse to open or close and register a fundamental spatial anxiety that portends the sequestration or return of something hitherto feared and partially forgotten” (2008: 36). In all the aforementioned games set in Gothic-inspired mansions, doors close up entrances and will not or cannot be opened again right away as they should. Among others, Derceto’s double front door closes after Emily Hartwood or Edward Carnby crosses its threshold; starting in the attic, the latter makes a long detour to open it safely again. Or, after being stopped by Wesker, if Jill tries to open the front door of the Spencer Mansion later, she is attacked by a zombie dog; this is not an exit. 

If it is not a door, it’s a marked or imperceptible frontier that is crossed or trespassed by will, absent-mindedness, accident, or force: going too far into a “forbidden forest”; getting inside a research space station (Martian Gothic: Unification); breaking into an asylum (Outlast); having a car accident at the gateways into Silent Hill; crashing on a mountainous plateau (Where Time Stood Still); following a butterfly into the woods to a haunted village (Fatal Frame II: Crimson Butterfly); waking up in a dark castle without knowing why you are there (Amnesia: the Dark Descent); etc. In other cases, a protagonist must investigate locations (Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth or Condemned: Criminal Origins). At any rate, there is no easy route back or forth. But whether it is a question of getting in or out of somewhere, the main goal remains to find an opening that permits one to escape the nightmare. Any person who has played the works of the corpus will have lost count of the number of doors they will have crossed or the number of locked doors they will have faced and tried to open. With that in mind, they can try to recall how many crests, keys, or other items they will have had to look for with the aim of passing through these locked doors. Or how many doors to hidden secret rooms, concealed paths, or another dimension or time they will have discovered. While it is always possible to find a way out of each situation, such a way is much more prescriptive (a unique solution) than emergent (range of possibilities). In the scary games’ allegory of space, and contrary to what Arcand and Bouchard observe in our present times (1996: 64), there are more real dangers for the player-characters, and far fewer emergency exits. A gamer is then not just made to sense that they 
are isolated, they must also feel trapped.

These are the walls which become noteworthy for this last feeling of being trapped. In his chapter entitled “Worlds Contain Spaces,” Jesse Schell reflects on architecture and level design: “The primary purpose of architecture is to control a person’s experience. If all the experiences we wanted to have were to be found easily in nature, there would be no point to architecture. But those experiences aren’t always there, so architects design things to help us have the experiences we desire. . . . We want to experience safety and security, so we build walls” (2008: 330). For Bachelard, we can, through imagination, “build ‘walls’ of impalpable shadows, comfort [ourselves] with the illusion of protection—or, just the contrary, tremble behind thick walls, mistrust the staunchest ramparts” ([1958] 1969: 5). People often wish to escape the confinement of their four walls. For Clover, the Terrible Place of the slasher films comes in line with the aforementioned altered spatial opposition: “The house and tunnel may at first seem as a safe haven, but the same walls that promise to keep the killer out quickly become, once the killer penetrates them, the walls that hold the victim in” (1992: 31). Walls are arranged in specific ways to achieve the objective of gameplay fear. Already cited in Chapter 2, Edge defined the level design of Dino Crisis 2 as “corridor-based survival horror” (No 91, December, 2000: 104). Also referring to the labyrinthine “corridor-based indoor spaces” of Resident Evil, Games

TM
 compares it to the “larger, open locations” of the fifth and sixth games of the series to emphasize the importance of provoking tension in a gamer: “That kind of atmosphere is lost when you’re always shuttling forward through different backdrops at a rapid pace, a la Resident Evil 5” (“Don’t open . . . that door,” 2012: 61). Corridors are narrowed spaces that, without unlocked doors along them, or windows to be shattered by foes, only have exits at both ends. Viewed from a predetermined high angle, they enclose a player-character, looking smaller. Watched from a low angle, a protagonist is trapped under the crushing ceiling. When the game-world is seen through a following camera or a subjective point of view, the vision is restricted by the nearby walls on each side of a protagonist and is nonetheless uncomfortable because it is difficult to get out. In all three types of representation, a character is vulnerable to an attack closing in on them; ghosts or anybody/anything strong enough can do this through walls, just like Jack Baker does in Resident Evil VII: biohazard (Figure 37).

And like the patient in a wheelchair in Outlast described in Chapter 7, when something or a “thing” is blocking or is in the way, it is hard to avoid it. There is only one vanishing or exit point at the end of a corridor. 

The randomly generated world of 3D Monster Maze is built on parallel lines so to give an illusion of depth, that of a view of a corridor. It might only be a 16 × 16 square one, but it does hold the essence of the scary playground. Projected inside, a person playing the game has, as the title indicates, to get out of a maze. If there is one spatial structure associated with the genre through the crystallization of action-adventure games, it is truly the labyrinth. As with the rhizome,9
 Murray makes it a cornerstone of her study of agency through the pleasure of navigation in digital environments.


The adventure maze embodies a classic fairy-tale narrative of danger and salvation. Its lasting appeal as both a story and a game pattern derives from the melding of a cognitive problem (finding the path) with an emotionally symbolic pattern (facing what is frightening and unknown). The maze story celebrates the combination of intelligence and courage. . . . Like all fairy tales, the maze adventure is a story about survival (1997: 130).

The maze is indeed appealing as a story and a game pattern. 
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 FIGURE 37 A high angle on Jill in Resident Evil (Capcom, 1996); a low angle on Claire in Resident Evil 2 (Capcom, 1998); the corridor of P.T. (Kojima Productions/Konami, 2014); and Jack Baker coming through a wall in Resident Evil VII: biohazard (Capcom, 2017).


From a narrative perspective, and in relation to horror and the Gothic, the maze is a place where a key opposition is once again altered. For Botting, because the Gothic narratives attempt to restore the proper place of a protagonist within “a conventionally rational and social order” and to reassert the boundaries between Good and Evil, these traditional poles are reversed. “Labyrinths thus become spaces of inversion . . . evil has power, good is the victim; vice can strut while virtue must hide and flee. For villains the labyrinth is a site of desire; for heroines [and heroes I’ll add] it is a place of fear” (Botting, 2004: 251). It is difficult not to refer again (as I did in 2012: 46) to Jenkins’ notions of spatial storytelling and of a narrative embedded in the game-world to be uncovered (Jenkins, 2004) and Carroll’s idea of “drama of corridors” of the old dark house (1990, 38). Both Taylor, tying it to Gothic fiction (2009: 53), and Kirkland (2009a: 68–71) explain how the horror video game story information is fragmented. From Sweet Home to The Evil Within, a gamer must discover various documents (letters, diaries, newspaper articles, lab or medical reports, audio cassettes or logs, pictures or photographs, etc.) in order to reconstruct the past and to understand what has happened and/or what is happening. Kirkland observes with perspicacity how in survival horror, “everyone, it seems—research assistants, academics, mercenaries—keeps a journal.” This results (following Marie-Laure Ryan) in “two narratives running in parallel: ‘The story to be discovered, and the story of their discovery’” (2009a: 67). Cut-scenes also convey the plot. Since all the written or audiovisual bits and pieces are scattered all around the game-world, the maze must be explored.10
 On the one hand, as in any haunted house story, “the source of the disturbance” must be located, let it be a hidden room, a sealed crypt, or protected laboratory. For the house to become livable again, Curtis writes, “the ghost must be exorcized through a process of discovery and understanding” (2008: 35). On the other hand, tracing and locating that source of the disturbance, or the cause of all evil, is required to be able to break out alive. It is at the end of their journey that a protagonist can head toward new horizons, or another mission when it comes to series. 

From a gameplay perspective, following Kirkland, the video game translates the narrative and the Gothic elements, since “uncovering these events requires players to solve puzzles frequently culminating in a highly symbolic locked door, the ‘key’ to which the player must discover to progress” (2012: 112). In her comparative analysis of Silent Hill 1 and Planescape: Torment—with the aim of distinguishing 3D horror games and RPGs, Diane Carr stresses how the former is “maze-like: progress is more conditional, and incidents more overtly sequenced” (2003).11
 Compared to narrative information, a gamer ought to find clues and items to resolve riddles or open locked gateways—as well as getting new and more powerful weapons to face stronger oppositions. These must be found, otherwise progress remains impossible. A gamer is obliged to search every nook and cranny. Krzywinska notes about the videoludic horror genre: “Unlike that of the horror films, the operation of the moral occult in videogames is rarely oriented around the punishment of curiosity. . . . In games, therefore, space is something to be actively, physically, investigated if the player is to beat the game. . . . What is ‘punished’ in videogames is not so much curiosity, as in the horror film, but the failure to make it to the next scene” (2002: 217); or to “get to the next place,” to refer to gameplay schema associated with the spatial progression figure of interactivity.

Whether through corridors or streets, by creating a twisting/twisted and branching path, the maze renders the movement toward the next location more difficult and challenging. The road is often blocked and necessitates many detours. Consequently, while a gamer can draw a mental map of the route taken and the one they wish to take, one of the most valuable items to look for is the real map of a new location. Maps are essential to orientation, especially when they keep track of a player-character’s exploration by marking what door has been opened or which one needs a key, and where specific items or rooms are situated. Alone in the Dark 1 didn’t have a map, but there was one of the Spencer Mansion in Resident Evil 1, just like a gamer has a map of Fatal Frame 1’s Himuro Mansion and can see one on the wall of the Upsilon Geothermal Plant in SOMA (Figure 38). 
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 FIGURE 38 Maps in Fatal Frame (Tecmo, 2001) and SOMA (Frictional Games, 2015).

This has become the standard design practice. And to fully create a sense of presence in the environment, the map is most generally accessed in the inventory. Although the interface of a game like Dying Light—which takes place in an open-world—has a mini-map appearing in the upper-right of the screen that serves as a device determining and showing the position of fixed and moving objects around the player-character, a map remains a representation of space. This is in keeping with Alfred Korzybski’s well-known expression, “A map is not the territory it represents” ([1933] 1994: 58). Therefore, just because a gamer has got a map, that doesn’t necessarily mean they have made it to the next location.

Unsettling progression

Referring to the title of Jenkins and Squire’s article (2002), the videoludic horror territory is a “contested space.” Corresponding to the core maze-like structure we have just discussed, this is at first because it is an exploratory space that one must escape and walk through at length. For better or for worse, and compared to the purely spectacle-driven forward march of action games, survival horror games are indeed notorious for their backtracking. In his essay “Recursive Unlocking: Analyzing Resident Evil’s Map Design with Data Visualization” (2011), Chris Pruett studies the design of Resident Evil 1’s Spencer Mansion, a design he calls “recursive unlocking” insofar as “the player travels through the map in a very non-linear fashion, moving back and forth between rooms as items are collected and puzzles are solved, and eventually passing into areas with entirely new rooms.” To understand the way gamers visit the mansion and how its design controls tension and pacing, Pruett visualizes one of the most efficient paths (that is, a speedrun under an hour and a half) through the 116 unique rooms (any space the game can occupy: a hallway, passage, closet, or room) on the map of the four major areas: the mansion, the courtyard, the guardhouse, and the laboratory (Figure 39). 
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 FIGURE 39 Chris Pruett’s Traversal Mapping of Resident Evil (Capcom, 1996) [I have redrawn all the lines to make them visible]. © Chris Pruett.

He observes that nineteen rooms are not visited at all in the run since they “contain story pieces, or access to guns or other items that are not strictly necessary for progression.” The most frequently traversed one is a small hallway in the upper-right part of the mansion’s first floor connecting to the courtyard; it’s a shortcut. Items to solve puzzles are not necessarily far from each other as they are likely in adjacent rooms. In the end, as Pruett asserts, “UltimateSpeedRuns visited 213 rooms total, which 
means that most rooms were visited only twice. Does it strike you as odd that a game known for requiring a lot of backtracking can be completed without passing through most rooms more than two times?” (2011). Having said that, he qualifies this reading: 


Of course, regular players might not realize that there’s an optimal order to collecting items and solving puzzles. They may backtrack to previous areas unnecessarily, or miss a key item and be unable to progress. But because the items and puzzles are staged both spatially and on a timeline, the player who wanders around looking for the next step should find himself returning to the same areas over and over. (2011)

One reader’s comment following the essay also queries the results: 


The backtracking itself isn’t a result of map-design, but of gameplay design. Players wander through the building because they do not know where to go. An experience the designers were probably aiming for, but your map and data make it seem that it is all in the design of the location. Not so. For instance, when one finds the sword key, multiple rooms open up, if one can correctly recall the rooms which were locked before, traversal will be quicker, but if players don’t know where to go, they have to walk through the very same rooms again. (Paul de Vrijer, July 20, 2011) 

These clarifications point to the idea of a lived experience of the environment, of an experiential route through the territory. Even if a gamer must return to previous locations to open up a new area and to progress forward, it doesn’t mean they can’t forget their next destination and/or to get lost. There are “dead” times in the playing of a video game. Going astray, a person playing the game might backtrack to reorient themselves. I recall being lost in SOMA’s Theta Station. With no plan of the sector, I went in circles quite a bit in the ventilation channels and the very dark corridors before finally discovering the door to the area where I had to restore the power to a locked door by using a handle hidden behind a large panel. Exploring the same space many times inevitably allows a gamer to gain localized knowledge and to find their way around what is more and more familiar. But again, anybody who believes that to have a map present in mind or that possessing the diagram of an area is enough to make it out would be unacquainted with the video game art of frightening gamers. Listing the old trademarks of the Resident Evil series (and of many survival horror games), Game

TM
 describes the backtracking: “RE-EXAMINING your surroundings was always inherent to the experience of a Resident Evil game, and transforming the player’s perception of these environments as the story went along was as unique achievement of the series, peppering in new enemies to make you wary of backtracking” (“Don’t open . . . that door,” 2012: 62). The last assertion is fundamental.

Scary games are not Myst-like. Their particular mist is, as I have mentioned, a “fog of war.” Their space is above all contested for the reason that there are dangers and threats lurking about in every corner. To enter into the black magic circle is to set foot into the hostile site of predators looking for their prey: a player-character. My walk around the Theta Station was made more dreadful because there was a noisy Proxy pacing up and down the premises. Niedenthal brings to mind the labyrinth of Silent Hill 2 which renders navigation difficult since “the map is only updated to show player progress, sketching hallways as they are traversed. It cannot be used for wayfinding or to plan one’s movement. Frequent backtracking is necessary, which is complicated by the fact that Pyramid head prowls in a random fashion through the subterannean sections of the labyrinth” (2009: 175). In Silent Hill 4: The Room, a gamer goes back to the apartment 302 to save the game, manage their items in a chest, and regenerate Henry Townshend’s health. At first, the apartment is presented as a sheltered place. However, about halfway through, the apartment starts to be haunted and becomes a hazardous location in constant need of purification (with holy candles and the Saint Medallion). Having to go back to a place knowing there is a menace is alarming. As a general rule, whenever a monster has been left behind, and this happens time and again when ammunitions are limited, the backtracking is done with less confidence. And often, as mentioned in the quote from Game

TM
, the location left empty earlier is no longer so. 

We have just emphasized the need to face “the dark entity of the house”; a gamer can’t evade the contestation of space. For instance, in Dead Space 1, there is an Objective Locator tracing on the floor the road to follow. Isaac Clarke is what’s more steered through the USG Ishimura by two characters, Kendra Daniels and Zack Hammond, who contact him over the holographic display of his Resource Integration Gear body suit. As the deep-space mining ship is in bad shape, the engineer is sent here and there to recover important information (like access codes) and to fix problems (such as repairing the tram system, refueling the engines, restarting the asteroid defense system, or filtering the poisoned air). Among other things, he is sent to the control room to call the tram but forewarned about “something crawling around out there.” In truth, every new mission is nothing more than an opportunity to compel Isaac to be confronted with Necromorphs and other monstrosities. Other characters in communication with characters—or some sort of intelligence—in a game-world are going through the same drill, whether the intentions are malevolent and manipulative or not: the amnesic solider dealing with SHODAN in System Shock 2,
12
 or Leon Kennedy in Resident Evil 4 and Simon Jarrett in SOMA, respectively, following the instructions of Ingrid Hunnigan and Catherine. Otherwise, meetings with various NPCs, for the most part in cut-scenes, frequently send a player-character into the lion’s den too. Regardless of such upfront supervision, a gamer is constantly put on the right—or wrong—track. For Krzywinska, as cited in Chapter 7, they are always subject to a predetermined, extrinsic, and Othered force. Kirkland continues this view and asserts, “The sense in which players perform a linear pre-defined narrative dictated by the game structure is often reflected in the narrative which they perform, protagonists being subjected to the same controlling supernatural authorities as the player who follows the path determine
d by the god-like game designer” (2009a: 74–75). The necessity to look for an item to progress is no less asking a person playing to walk a fine line. Many triggered attacks happen at the moment the said item is taken.

The allegory of space in the videoludic realm is constructed around a relentless oscillation between danger and safety, as well as between death and survival. Even backward, any step can be the last one. Gamers achieve spatial progression under constant peril. The maze-like structure implies that it is possible to meet face-to-face with a creature at each turn of a corridor. A gamer might be careful, but they will still be not assured. Mikami explains the design of Resident Evil 1’s mansion: “Even if you knew before looking round a corner that a zombie was going to be there, we set up blind spots so that players wouldn’t be able to see the zombies (immediately) and that in turn produced an uneasy feeling that caused players to feel afraid” (Davies, 2009: 53). The dynamic flashlight of Silent Hill and many games dramatizes the game space by continuously altering the architecture. It creates its own shade and, in doing so, sets up blind spots or new areas of danger at every turn too. 

The environment itself can then become a threat, for example, being used as a scare tactic complicating a gamer’s movements. In Alone in the Dark 1, coming down from the attic, the floor collapses under the feet of a protagonist if they walk straight in the corridor. With this trap, Raynal was aiming to instigate fear: “I wanted [a gamer] to get the jitters of moving around. Be constantly on the alert, distrustful . . . anxious. The player was then realizing that he could potentially die no matter when” (Pétronille, 2012: 70, freely translated). As indicated earlier, in Where Time Stood Still, the characters can fall down a cliff or a suspension bridge, or sink in the soft ground of the swamp. As the Russian whaling ship of Cold Fear gets rocked hard by a storm, the US Coast Guard can be tossed overboard when he is on the deck. Kyle Crane can fall to his death while running, vaulting over obstacles, climbing walls, and jumping between buildings in Dying Light. In Silent Hill 3, once in the Otherworld, floors are replaced by rusty grates over a bottomless abyss and are full of holes into which Heather can fall if a gamer does not navigate carefully, going around too quickly and getting too close to an edge. The settings are patently designed to provide deadly surprises. In Resident Evil 1, it is the ceiling of a room that crashes down. In Saw and Saw II: Flesh & Blood (Zombie Studios, 2010), consistent with the popular movie franchise of the same name, Jigsaw has filled the surrounding with traps; he has, for instance, booby-trapped doors with tripwires and shotguns or put gun in the door eyes. To make a gamer experience moments of great tension, labyrinthine locations don’t let them get away easily. This is especially true when they are pursued by a creature or, worse, by a Void sucking in everything around it, as well as when they go after the convicted prisoner in the Otherworld levels of Silent Hill: Downpour. The detective of The Evil Within in his first flight has to avoid giant steel grinders closing on him from each side of a corridor and waiting for him to crash into them while sliding down a giant chute. He will navigate through many deadly traps. And like many other protagonists, he’ll have to avoid getting stuck in dead ends.

From another angle, scary playgrounds are also organized around secure spots. In Clock Tower, Haunting Ground, or Outlast, a gamer regularly retraces their steps not to face a monster, but to get away from it and hide in an “Evasion Point” (Haunting Ground’s manual). Being accustomed to the surroundings and able to locate these points is fundamental to the survival of a player-character. Although not as systematized, there is another design element of survival horror games that could be used to free a player-character from a dangerous situation. As Weise explains about Resident Evil 1, “The player always knew they were safe when they reached a door, since doors were inaccessible to zombies. Furthermore, the nature of how the load screens worked made doors magical safe zones. Even with a small horde of zombies blocking a doorway the player could still escape at the touch of a button as long as they were able to touch the door” (Weise, 2009: 255). We have also spoken about the “save rooms” associated with safety. Acknowledged while analyzing the videoludic treatment of horror in Chapter 4, a gamer indeed needs to save their game to get to the end. Nowadays autosave checkpoints and “save and exit” options store the progress so to respawn a protagonist close to their place and moment of death. Nonetheless, the path through a scary game has long been organized around manual and specific save points. These points are scattered around the game environment at a certain distance from each other. If a player-character dies between two points, a gamer must restart from the last save file. As opposed to a PC game that allows one to save at whatever time and any number of times during a play session, going from one point to another in a console game—with few save slots and save points—becomes more stressful; even more when an item like early Resident Evil’s Ink Ribbon needs to be collected to do so. As I have asserted before, as long as a gamer is caught up in the experience, it does not really change anything to find, as in Clock Tower 3, a place to hide from a stalker, a place that will enable them to overpower or distract the aforementioned monster to escape from it, or a place to save their game (or to refill the bottle of Holy Water). Whereas the first two places and actions are associated with the second reality of the virtual world (intradiegetic) and the third one is more related to the first reality of playing a game (extradiegetic; as is the pause option when the action becomes too intense), they all bring a great relief upon the nightmarish journey (Perron, 2005b). Once an important object is acquired or an enemy is killed, it is often wise to backtrack to an earlier save point. 

Coming across one of these locations can otherwise be the sign of an impending confrontation. For example, Resident Evil VII: biohazard has both checkpoints and save points (on a cassette recorder requiring tapes in the Madhouse difficulty) with an item box. When a gamer must look for a passcode in the barn of the testing area, they run into a save room on the second floor. It is in fact located next to a mini-boss fight. If a gamer dies, they reappear close to the room, letting them change weapons should it be necessary. Because once they move down to the other side of the cowshed, they will have to kill the Fat Molded vomiting up acid to be able to use the elevator, from where the creature emerges, to gain a password and take a shortcut back to the door they can now unlock. Such a situation accentuates the effect o
f captivity in the horror realm.

Along with the maze, there is another important spatial form created by walls or boundaries and doors exploited by scary games. As noted by Nitsche, while the labyrinth is built around “few orientating reference points in a repetitive and disorientating structure,” the arena is “often less exploratory and more of a contained location” (2008: 184). The contested space is in this case limited to one place. To progress, and ultimately to exit the nightmare and finish the game, more challenging opposition must be confronted. Arenas are typically situated just before the end of a level or of a chapter in order to reward the effort. Following the same tactic as the overall projection into the game-world, entrances and/or exits of a site are sealed and a gamer must manage the situation with what they have at hand or found on the premises. The confinement will not be over until a gamer defeats the enemy or enemies, or else survives long enough for the fight to be called over, be it by the sound of the siren as in Harry’s first encounter with Pyramid Head in a room of the Blue Creek Apartments in Silent Hill 2, or of the church bell during the welcome given to Leon by the villagers at the beginning of Resident Evil 4. Besides, the battles generally take place in small areas similar to the room of Silent Hill 2 rather than large outdoor environments like the village of Resident Evil 4, the urban districts of Resident Evil 5, or other games placing more emphasis on action. A gamer feels more frightened, oppressed, and overloaded when in close and bounded space. Nevertheless, even though the action is also framed according to the resolution actional modality (I’ll come back to the former in the next chapter), the execution one is foregrounded here. With “relatively free movement,” compared to directed corridor-based moves, the arena provides “the canvas for a performance” (Nitsche, 2008: 183). When it is not possible to run away in any direction, a gamer does not have much room to maneuver. Needing most of the time to go in circles to stay away from the menace, they ought to master their movements and to time their defenses and attacks to survive and come out victorious. 

This chapter sought to demonstrate in greater detail that “horror games are nothing else than Haunted Houses, playgrounds where we come to play at frightening ourselves” (Perron, 2005b). Walking through it remains an “exercise in recreational terror” in great part because it is corresponding to the Greek mythological origin of the maze built by Daedalus. Although they have to find by themselves the Ariane’s Thread to get back out, a player-character is like Theseus. They are going to the heart of the labyrinth for one thing: to confront Minotaur, that is to face the monster(s).

Notes

1 The fourth screen a gamer sees at the beginning of River’s game is two appropriate icons with their associated assertion: “wear headphones” and “turn off the light.”

2 Or, for those who do not like to be frightened but might enjoy a good action-adventure game, it is suggested to engage in the activity with a friend during daylight, as well as to turn the brightness up and the volume down. This is advice given by Kirk Hamilton in “How To Enjoy Resident Evil 7 If You’re A Big Scaredy Cat” (2017).

3 For Aarseth, space is more important “than time (which in most games can be stopped), more than actions, events and goals (which are tediously similar from game to game), and unquestionably more than characterization (which is usually nonexistent)” (2001b: 161). This is the beginning of the sentence I’m quoting.

4 This is an observation made by Rouse III (2009: 17).

5 It is, for instance, used by Ali Hope, the director of Alien: Isolation, when he is asked by GamesTM about why people enjoy being scared as part of their gaming habits: “For me, I think it’s similar to a rollercoaster—it’s the thrill and fear of the unknown. The expectation and anticipation, the out-of-control powerlessness followed by the satisfaction of surviving a stressful encounter and the physical response, and then the adrenaline rush afterwards” (No 150, “Last Words,” 2014: 160).

6 I obviously can’t name all games. Nonetheless, the sole presence of locations in more than one work is still a good indication of their iteration. Even though I’m adding locations, titles and places’ names, I’m guided here by the overview of “lieux communs” made by Julien Pirou (2012: 212–23). 

7 Inversely, in a postapocalyptic sandbox like 7 Days To Die, the main goal is to build the best tower defense so as to keep as long as possible the fortress from shrinking. Following Weise’s study of zombie games, “As barricades are overwhelmed, survivors fall back to individual rooms, relying more on weapons. This concept of the ‘shrinking fortress’ is a mainstay of the subgenre, finding expression in virtually every zombie film, whether on a small scale as in Shaun of the Dead (a pub) [Edgar Wright, 2004] or on an epic scale as in Land of the Dead [George A. Romero, 2005] (an entire city)” (2009: 253). The battle in the barricade cabin of chapter 2-2 in Resident Evil 4 is also a great example of such a concept.

8 Later on in the game, Alex comes back again to his home and is this time directed to the attic to discover some information about Silent Hill. 

9 A rhizome is “a tuber root system in which any point may be connected to any other point” (Murray, 1999: 132).

10 It can be a goal in itself to collect all the elements and/or see 
all the endings when there are many; for instance, 106 manuscript pages can be gathered in Alan Wake and 12 endings are possible in the remake of Resident Evil 1 in 2002.

11 The free-roaming gameplay in open worlds similar to the ones of Dead Island, or Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare is closer to the rhizomic aspect of Planescape Torment, but their main quest still has a labyrinthine quality.

12 The narrative twist around SHODAN’s intentions have been re-used with a huge success in BioShock (2K Boston and 2K Australia, 2007) with Jack, the player-character, being in contact via radio with a character name Atlas through his journey in the underwater city of Rapture.


CHAPTER TEN

Monsters meet scared player (-characters)

Monsters are the physical embodiment of our fears. Humanity’s fears can be summed up in three words: injury, pain, and death.

John Landis, Monsters in the Movies, 2011, p. 13.

“Less capable the protagonist, . . . more effective the scares.” 

Ben Croshaw, a hobbyist game designer, in Tim Henderson, “The Trick of the Treat,” Retro Gamer, No 70, 2009, p. 50.

There is a general agreement among horror scholars: the genre revolves around the monster. It is certainly a big step to label horror films “monster movies” as David J. Russell does (1998: 234), but one always expects some sort of monstrosity. According to Tudor, “The genre encompasses everything from monsters present only by suggestion or inference through to graphic portrayals of monstrous creatures and the excesses of their depredations, while audience responses run the gamut from repulsion through ambivalent fascination and on to self-conscious, knowing humour” (2002: 50). That being said, although video games are consistent with the foundations of horror fiction, they tend toward one approach. Comparing Blair Witch Volume 1: Rustin Parr to the eponymous film, I have elsewhere drawn attention to the ways action-adventure survival horror games could not merely have a suggested antagonist (2009a: 126). While the three film students do not see nor fight the Blair Witch in the woods near Burkittsville, the player-character Elspeth “Doc” Holliday confronts various foes in these woods, including the iconic little stick figures of the franchise that come to life. In her PhD thesis, entitled Not of Woman Born: Monstrous Interfaces and Monstrosity in Video Games, Laurie N. Taylor explains such a specificity very well: “For video games, personalized monsters pervade the entire game space because the games are played and structured with the player in direct opposition to the monster. As such, any discussion of the structure of the horror game must also include a discussion of the monster, a clause that either does not hold for other game genres, or does not hold in the same degree” (2006: 31). Bigger creatures might not necessarily render a game scarier, as I acknowledged in Chapter 3, but as scarce as they are, encounters with them are somehow inevitable. For instance, in many indie games similar to Dead Man’s Journey (Stanislaw Truchowski, 2016), jump scares aren’t just based on sound or events related to the environment (such as falling objects or closing doors), but also on quick intrusions (and disappearances) of a disturbing figure (on-screen) in the surroundings.

We can moreover look at two extremes. On the one hand, games like Home, fully based on exploration,1
 and The 7th Guest, relying on puzzle-solving and cut-scenes, have no meetings with horrific enemies. Within the works we have introduced until now, these examples are rare. Hutchings’ comment about films applies as well to games: “Monsters abound in horror, and to a certain extent the history of horror cinema is also a history of monsters” (2004: 34).2
 On the other hand, there exist literal “monster games.” For example, in Crush, Crumble and Chomp! (Epyx, 1981), presented on the cover as “The Movie Monster Game,” a person playing it “get[s] to be the star—the real star—the Monster” (manual) and to choose between six of them so as to attack New York, San Francisco, Washington, and/or Tokyo. In Atari 2600’s Texas Chainsaw Massacre, they are in the shoes of Leatherface, “the homicidal, chainsaw wielding maniac” (manual). In Atari Jaguar’s Alien Vs Predator, besides the marine, they can play both extraterrestrial species. In Jaws Unleashed (Appaloosa Interactive, 2006), they act as the shark preying on those who venture out to sea. However, one gets another kind of pleasure while incarnating a monster and maneuvering around to destroy and kill. Once more, these personifications are marginal in our body of works and more situated toward the bottom of the pyramid of scary video games. On the whole, a monster is to be faced. I’ll bring back to mind that Diablo might not be considered a game solely with a horrific context because, as Arsenault explained (in Chapter 4), it has at least one scary effect: the confrontation with the Butcher. 

Although monsters are fascinating in their own right or objects of curiosity as Carroll emphasizes it,3
 they are not set in stone. They are associated with another general agreement, encompassed in Robin Wood’s articulation of the “simple and obvious basic formula for the horror film: normality is threatened by the Monster” ([1986] 2003: 71).4
 Andrew Tudor also underlines the other basic constituent in Monsters and Mad Scientists: A Cultural History of the Horror Movie: “The ‘threat’ is the central feature of the horror movie narrative, the organizing principle around which all else revolves” (1989: 8).5
 Cited in Chapter 1, Worland also says that horror films are foremost centered on the monster and, he makes sure to take note, its threat to individual characters (Worland, 2007: 17). I was myself talking about “an embodied threat” in my analysis of Blair Witch Volume 1: Rustin Parr and survival horror games. The involvement of a gamer is intensified by the deadly menace endangering a protagonist, especially since the latter is under their control. As agents of the social norms, or of the Manichean moral duality of Good and Evil as Krzywinska formulates it (2002: 33), a player-character can obviously not be left out of the equation. Therefore, with the aim of staging a face-to-face, I’ll alternatively study what are the monsters and who are the player-characters. Inasmuch as typical actions are also what define a genre, and since we are talking about video games, I’ll analyze more closely what they both do, largely in relation to each other. 

Some kind of monster

The dark, disquieting, and gruesome settings we have just studied are essentially the foes’ habitat and remain good signs of the nature of the creatures a gamer will come to face.6
 But nothing provides greater clarity than their attributes. Following the seminal definition given by Carroll, “‘Monster’ refers to any being not believed to exist now according to contemporary science” (1990: 27). It ought to be “regarded as threatening and impure” (p. 28), knowing that “an object or being is impure if it is categorically interstitial, categorically contradictory, incomplete, or formless” (p. 32) and that it is appraised as disgusting, as making an audience feel physical revulsion. Almost thirty years after the publication of The Philosophy of Horror, or Paradoxes of the Heart, it is not possible to talk about this characterization without qualifying it right away. 

Indeed, many scholars have retroactively noted that Carroll’s definition was very narrow and that it was restrictive to account of the horror genre only in regard of such a monstrosity and the threatened/disgusted reaction it provokes. As we know, David Cronenberg’s remake of The Fly (1986) is not classified by Carroll as horror since the impure and repulsive figure of the last part of the narrative is not seen as dangerous by the protagonist’s girlfriend. Carroll doesn’t either consider at once Psycho as a horror film “because Norman Bates is not a monster. He is a schizophrenic, a type of being that science countenances” (p. 38). The interstitial in Norman’s case “is a function of psychology rather than biology” (p. 39); it doesn’t fit the model. Very popular in the decade preceding Carroll’s work, the slasher films of 1980s are accordingly neither mentioned nor examined. Without addressing the limitations of Carroll’s model, George Ochoa still proposes an alternative—or a complement since they are not in opposition—to the notion of impurity in Deformed and Destructive Beings: The Purpose of Horror Films: 


The concept of deformity presupposes form—a natural pattern or type that is also the essence of each thing . . . . We recognize deformity in a creature because we know (or think we know) what a creature of that type should be like. People should have one head; if a person has two heads, as in The Thing with Two Heads ([Lee Frost,]1972), that is deformity. In horror movies, the monster’s deformity is often physical. . . . Deformity may also be psychological, as in the handsome but deranged Norman Bates in Psycho (1960), or spiritual: vampires and demons are both supernatural rebels against God, and in that sense have deformed wills or spiritual attitudes. (2011: 9)

The psychological deformity steers us to another viewpoint underlined by Stephen T. Asma in On Monsters: An Unnatural History of Our Worst Fears: “The term monster is often applied to human being who have, by their own horrific actions, addicted their humanity” (2009: 8). A film like Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer (John McNaughton, 1986) illustrates very well this monstrous type. Even if Manhunt’s prisoner on death row, James Earl Cash, is forced to kill in a grisly manner,7
 and Condemned: Criminal Origins’ first bums, drug addicts, and petty criminals are transformed into homicidal maniacs by sonic emitters, the two video games Dansky (quoted at the beginning of Chapter 2) gave as examples of games featuring no monsters whatsoever also fit the representation.8
 To depart from Carroll’s model, Russell speaks of deviant monsters in front of such beings: “Monsters emerging from within normal space and threatening that space primarily through abnormal or ‘off course’ behavior” (1998: 242). The archetype of deviants remains the psycho killer exhibiting twisted sexual behavior; the deformed and masked Scissorman of the stalker simulations Clock Tower 1 and Clock Tower 2 is to be included in this category, as the games adapted from the Halloween and Friday the 13th franchise.9


But once again, deviant monsters are not really common in scary video games. What’s more, games with only one killer are themselves “deviant” in the body of works. For instance, despite the fact that Agent Morgan comes to Deadly Premonition’s Greenvale to investigate the brutal murder of a young girl, he’ll be confronting more than the sole Raincoat Killer; just as camp counselors don’t just encounter Jason in the NES’ Friday the 13th. In fact, it is rather the villains that tend to be singular. One can think about Albert Wesker in Resident Evil, Derek C. Simmons in Resident Evil 6, Dahlia Gillespie in Silent Hill 1, Kendra Daniels in Dead Space 1, or Jigsaw in Saw, but also about I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream’s supercomputer AM or System Shock’s SHODAN. And to paraphrase Tudor’s book title, it takes one mad scientist like Resident Evil 2’s William Birkin to create many monsters.10
 For Hutchings, in keeping with Carroll’s thoughts, “Villains in general—whether in thrillers, westerns, melodramas, and even some musicals—are all dangerous but they are rarely seen as monsters. Bearing this in mind, one possible way of separating out horror monsters from villains in other genres is by stipulating that these monsters should not only be dangerous but ‘impure’ or ‘unnatural’ as well” (2004: 35). Looked at from the human side, villains can first and foremost be distinguished by their twisted minds. There’s more to them than meets the eye. Villains are Machiavellian, greedy, rapacious, and self-centered. They have questionable morals. With detail and in the long run, they plan their intricate evil deeds. To reach their ultimate goal, they implicate and manipulate others. As the villains send a player-character to fix and face troubles for them (what we have highlighted in the previous chapter), this manipulation also includes monstrous beings. But a monster does not act and think this way. Using Stephen King’s short story “The Raft” (1982) featuring a dark substance sucking up people into a lake, Mark Vorobej explains in “Monsters and the Paradox of Horror” that the “mind of a horror monster is often altogether opaque, completely inaccessible to its audience” insofar as the former is “given no psychological profile and have no epistemic or emotional access to its phenomenology, its (possibly self-conscious) way of being in the world” (1997: 229). The desires, interests, and concerns of monsters are solely inferred by observing their behavior. If horror fictions do not delve into their mental landscapes, it is because the psychological explanations are, for Vorobej, “thoroughly banal” as it is the case for the primitive desire for vengeance of ghosts.11
 While the latter might want to avenge their own death or the one of their loved ones, monsters usually do not act out of malice. Zombies and other mutated creatures might even not have a sense of their state or situation and are only driven by an urge to kill and/or to eat human flesh. 

Without exploring in depth the mind of monsters, there is nevertheless a videoludic difference underscored by Taylor: “Horror games explore enemy character schemas more fully than many video games because horror games rely on the personalization and humanization of the enemy characters to make the game spaces more horrific. Because of this, the game narrative—through its depiction of enemies and monsters—directly relates to game play and the gaming experience” (2006: 25). The boundary between the human and the nonhuman thus becomes blurrier. By discovering documents in the game-world of Resident Evil, a gamer, for example, learns about the activities before the outbreak and the human pasts of the undead; they likewise do the same with audio logs in System Shock and Dead Space. In System Shock 2, the human creatures utter short phrases like “Kill me!” or “I’m sorry!” The ghosts of women and men in Fatal Frame are shown to be suffering and tormented. Well-known Lisa Trevor in REmake (see Figure 42) and Alessa Gillespie in Silent Hill, as well as the Baker in Resident Evil VII: biohazard, are portrayed as both monster and victim. It is difficult not to recall the line uttered by Vincent, a priest of the Order in Silent Hill 3, when he verbally attacks Heather about the way she is “spilling their blood and listening to them cry out” and “excited when [she] step[s] on them, snuffing out their lives.” To Heather asking if he is “talking about the monsters,” he replies, “Monsters . . . ? They look like monsters to you? [Heather grumbles.] Don’t worry, it’s just a joke.” In contrast, the perception the characters have of the villains can take a literal form as the latter are themselves capable of becoming monsters in Carroll’s sense or lead to the birth of one through their own body. It is what happens to William Birkin, Derek C. Simmons, and Albert Wesker (in Resident Evil 5) when they, respectively, inject themselves with the G-, C- and Uroboros virus; it occurs when Claudia Wolf swallows an unborn fetus to sacrifice herself and give birth to a monstrous God in Silent Hill 3, as well as when Jeremiah Covenant leads to the rise of the Undying King at the moment he is beheaded in Clive Barker’s Undying.

In the final analysis, when it comes to scary video games, it must be recognized that a person plunged in a nightmarish game-world predominantly faces monsters that answer Carroll’s definition of “Fantastic Biologies,” moreover making Carroll’s model especially useful. These are advertised right on the back cover of the game boxes. Just to name a few, we read, “Defeat an army of hideous monstrosities” (The Ring: Terror’s Realm); “Demonic creatures attack at every turn” (Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare); “A horde of ghoulish monsters representing vicious executions” (The Suffering); and “Battle horrific creature
s” (Clive Barker’s Jericho). As the catchphrases acknowledge, there is more than just one embodied threat. We also read on the back cover of the Commodore 64 version of Castlevania:


But before you sharpen your stake, know that behind these purgatory walls are dungeons, tombs and haunted hallways filled with hundreds of creatures who have escaped from the grave. These gothic horrors include the Ax Man, the skele-Dragon, the Mummy Man, the She Worm and that cursed “dead-head”—the Grim Reaper. At every turn these occult obstacles will became more vicious. 

Interpreting these assertions according to the levels of the pyramid of scary video games, I’ll say that they rely on the Gothic heritage to put the action in context and stress the notion of “obstacle”—a sort of domestication of the monster, thus becoming a mundane figure—more than the “threat” of disturbing monstrosities like the games at the top do. To draw upon the confrontation, the main generic figure of interactivity, writers, artists, and designers resort to Gothic figures popularized by movies or the ones prevalent on the big screen, but they are also creating a whole new bestiary to set up their scare tactics associated with it. The look of the monsters is so important that, most of the time they are introduced through a cut-scene that depicts it in maximum detail, at least at first, and portrays it from the best angles possible. There are countless monsters in the world of scary video games, such that it is impossible to present them all. I’ll reason my examination around Carroll’s four general structures for generating horrific monsters, structures we can group in pairs.

We ought to refer at the outset to magnification and massi­fication, which are “means for augmenting the powers of already disgusting and phobic creatures” (1990: 52). Looking back in the history of video games, one of the first monsters to appear didn’t need to be magnified since it was already thought of as quite large. I’m thinking about the Tyrannosaurus Rex of 3D Monster Maze (see Figure 7). As the reviewer of Computer & Video Games (quoted in Chapter 5) has notified, the dinosaur appears “suitably frightening as it paces toward you.” In large part, it is because of its black color it comes to fill a big part of the screen; this might as well be one of the reasons why designer Malcolm Evans could have been startled as the dark shadow popped up at the last moment in front of his eyes. Although not seen from a first-person perspective, the flying pterodactyl is shown bigger than the humans in Where Time Stood Still, and the T.Rex is one and half times taller and at least three times their size. Ten years later, to support the comparisons with Jurassic Park, the opening cut-scene of Dino Crisis 1 stages the strike of a colossal Tyrannosaurus Rex in the jungle; to convey its tallness, we see its subjective point of view on Agent Cooper from a very high angle. Later, when it bursts through a window to attack Regina just after she gets the Key Card “L,” its head and menacing jaw invade the whole frame and its scream makes the room tremble like its heavy steps when it’s closing in. The camera angles are always used to accentuate the magnitude of the T.Rex (Figure 40). Hôjô from Total Play mentions as one of the game’s most important pros: “Startlingly believable and ferocious dinosaurs” (No 21, October, 1999a: 29, freely translated). To the extent that nobody ever saw prehistoric reptiles alive, Hôjô is truly speaking about their aggressive look and behavior, matching the ideas one has about these predators. 
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 FIGURE 40 The T. Rex in Dino Crisis (Capcom, 1999); the cobra in Resident Evil (Capcom, 1996); the Hunter in Resident Evil HD Remaster (Capcom, 2015); and two Numb Bodies in Silent Hill 3 (Konami, 2003).

Other ancient carnivores have risen from the water’s edge. In early arcade era, the Great White of Shark Jaws hunts at first the sea to take advantage of its movie popularity. Called “Neptunes,” sharks make an appearance in Resident Evil 1, REmake, Resident Evil: Outbreak, The Umbrella Chronicles, and oversized alligators and crocodiles are seen in Resident Evil 2 and 5. Besides, similar to the battle of Jill and Parket Luciani against mutant goldfish and sea creatures in the Flooded Shaft of Resident Evil: Revelations or of Aline and Edward with the Phocomelus in Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare’ sewers, combat in water is infrequent; water was besides not easy to render to start with. Battles rather take place inside a ship, on decks (e.g., Jack fighting Dagon in Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth), or in a small boat (as was the case with Leon looking to free himself from the huge salamander “Del Lago” in Resident Evil 4).

The key scheme of the magnification is to increase the size of “entities or beings already typically adjudged impure or disgusting within the culture” beyond the normal (Carroll, 1990: 49). Atari 2600’s Haunted House followed this method by describing its tarantulas as being “like giant, hairy spiders” (manual; see Figure 7). Insects and reptiles are indeed the main attraction here, starting with the enormous ants in both Ant Attack and Forbidden Forest, and the big spiders, bees, frogs, and snakes in the latter (see Figures 8 and 9). While there is a big worm and a mixed-breed of rat and spider in the cavern of Alone in the Dark 1, Jill and Chris have to avoid a huge cobra to get the Moon Crest in Resident Evil 1 (see Figure 40); they encounter the “Yawn” again for an unavoidable fight and, later, some giant tarantulas. (I can’t help but to see some similarities in these monsters, with Mikami perfecting what Raynal had done.) In Resident Evil 6, Chris and Piers Nivans must defeat a giant snake that has the ability to become almost invisible; the serpent is replaced, among other beasts, by an enormous centipede in Resident Evil 0. Consequently, long before Escape from Bug Island, the Umbrella Corporation has created many Bio-Organic Weapons (B.O.W.) by means of genetic modificat
ions. The Chimeras, Novistados, and Reapers in Resident Evil 0, 4, and 5 are insects as big as men. The experiments have all the more so given life to a poisonous plant, the gigantic Plant 42 in the first opus and the more humanoid Plant 43 in the second one. In addition to the aforementioned creatures, the agents face mutant roaches, moths, salamanders, frogs, stingers, centurions, and worms. Apart from being dangerous and powerful, mutants often gather together to attack, aligning them with the scheme of massification. The number of creepy-crawlies is certainly less impressive than in the examples given by Carroll12
 for the simple reason that the player-character still needs to survive the clash. Nevertheless, the grouping is always striking; take, for instance, the multitude of ants in the Antarctic Transport Terminal of Resident Evil: Code: Veronica; the bevy of leeches on the train in Resident Evil 0, masses of flies coming out of transformed bodies in Resident Evil 6; clouds of bees in the Old House in Resident Evil VII: biohazard; packs of spider-like Arachnocids in the Manor Attic of Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare; a bunch of roaches in a room of the Historical Society Museum in Silent Hill 2; a swarm of bugs in the Hospital of Silent Hill: Homecoming; and a troop of rats in the Steam Tunnel of The Lurking Horror, not to mention the videoludic adaptation of James Herbert’s The Rats (both described in Chapter 5).

As with insects and reptiles, infections and mutations have not spared birds and animals. Infected crows appear in Resident Evil 0, 1, 2, and 3 (when they are killed in Resident Evil 4 they drop items that can be sold to the merchant). The black birds of Alan Wake are, for their part, possessed by Darkness. After the vampire bats of Atari 2600’s Haunted House and the giant bats of Countdown Vampires, quite large ones attack on sight in Resident Evil 0 and Code: Veronica. Following their remarkable entrance through windows, zombie dogs guard many hallways in Resident Evil; wolves inhabit the woods of Resident Evil 4 and Revelations. Dogs of Darkness and the Hound of Tindalos are faced in Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare, as Demon Dogs, Double Heads (their head is split in half), Sniffer Dogs, Carrions (really not your normal canine) and Ferals are in Silent Hill 1, 3, 4, 0rigins and Homecoming. At the end of The Evil Within’s chapter 6, Sebastian Castellanos must survive a very large, disfigured, and mutilated dog called the Sentinel to get to the church. While the experimentations conducted by the Umbrella Corporation have engendered the Eliminators (Resident Evil 0), zombie-like apes with pieces of skin torn apart, the ones realized on System Shock 2’s Von Braun have left monkeys without a skull cap to hide and protect their brain. Depending on their color (blue or red), these primates can shoot powerful Cryokinetic or Pyrokinetic blasts. Illbleed’s Monkillers are quite something too.

The creation of monsters is realized through two other structures identified by Carroll: fusion and fission, which are “means for constructing horrific biologies” (1990: 52). In the initial case, a “fusion figure is a composite that unites attributes held to be categorically distinct and/or at odds in the cultural scheme of things in unambiguously one, spatio-temporally discrete entity.” As Carroll stresses, “On the simplest physical level, this often entails the construction of creatures that transgress categorical distinctions such as inside/outside, living/dead, insect/human, flesh/machine, and so on” (p. 43). Concerning fission, “the contradictory elements are, so to speak, distributed over different, though metaphysically related, identities.” A temporal mode “divides the fantastic being into two or more (categorically distinct) identities that alternatively possess the body in question,” and a spatial one “distributes the categorical conflict over space through the creation of doubles” (p. 46). More on the side of villains, the doppelgänger of Ada Wong in Resident Evil 6 is an example of the spatial mode of fission. The temporal mode of fission is well illustrated by the player-character in The Suffering. As was noted in Chapter 6, Torque has a literal inner demon. The human and monstrous figures alternate over time inasmuch as the insanity meter ought to be filled so to enable Torque to transform himself into a “raging beast.” Carroll gives the werewolf as a main paradigm, a beast with two switchable identities we do not meet much in the videoludic realm. For example, although it is based on this mythology, we see few of them in the interactive movie The Beast Within: A Gabriel Knight Mystery. After Gabriel shoots Baron Garr von Zell in his wolf form at the end of the game’s chapter 5, there is only one transformation back to the human form and not even shown on-screen. Infected with the C-Virus in Resident Evil 6, the huge tentacles in Deborah Harper grow and retract during Leon and Helena Harper’s fight against her during their campaign. Later on, the national security advisor Derek C. Simmons changes back and forth between his human form and his giant multifarious beast forms during the last part of that campaign, making them battle a T.Rex, a Centaur and a Fly. However, even for non-player-monsters, fissions are not common. When the virus or the parasite seizes the host in games dealing with infectious organisms, the impure identity is final; most of the time because a monster is completely annihilated. In view of that, scary games undoubtedly comply with the notions of fusion and, to refer to Ochoa’s conceptual thinking, of deformation.

The melding of two living creatures gives life to new species, with strong predatory behavior. Born from a “human egg that was infused with reptilian DNA through the T-Virus” (Capcom, 2006: 153), Resident Evil’s Hunter has the body of a gorilla and the green scale skin of a lizard with large and sharp claws (see Figure 40). The Licker has claws too and a visible brain, but it is m
ore the long-tongued combination of a large feline with a reptile. Cold Fear’s ExoShades is the result of a wolf and a reptile. The Predator in Extermination resembles a rhinoceros mixed with a six-legged insect. The small and large Numb Bodies in Silent Hill 3 break the limits since they could look like an ostrich if they hadn’t a body at a larval stage with no arms and no face (see Figure 40). It brays like a donkey and screeches like a monkey before it dies, while the other creatures roar, shriek, and make all sort of sounds associated with animals, reptiles, and insects. And as Butler highlights to explain how memorable the monkeys are in System Shock 2, they have their very “distinctive, high-pitched yelps” (2011, chap. 5, sec. 1,051).

What is noticeable regarding the humans is certainly the canonical fusion between living and dead. In a commonplace location like a haunted house, it is hard to avoid ghosts. The latter are therefore one of the enemies met in early games similar to Atari 2600’s Haunted House, Uninvited, Don’t Go Alone, and Sweet Home, and contemporary ones like Silent Hill 4: The Room, F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon (with the spectral presence of Alma), and Cursed Mountain. However, as with the werewolves, there aren’t that many ghosts around. Without a remarkable weapon like the camera obscura enabling the Fatal Frame series to have spiritual apparitions as sole foes, the fight against the spirits of dead people doesn’t really favor visceral confrontations. That is in great part what explains the choice made by Mikami for Resident Evil 1. He said to the Electronic Gaming Monthly editors: 


I thought that ghost stories and exorcist-type games would become popular here in Japan over the next couple of years, but I wanted to do a really scary game. Not ghosts or crap like that, but real monsters that you could see that would come and attack. You know, like Jaws or Alien, where there would be these god-awful monsters coming and attacking and scaring the hell out of you. (EGM Editors, 1996: 60)

Cited in Chapter 6, Raynal also thought about zombies when he had the idea to design Alone in the Dark 1. Hence, the living dead have been invading the horror video games throughout its history. Like movie zombies, they have evolved to become the running types of Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare, Dead Island, and Left 4 Dead (not counting the Freakers of Days Gone
13
). They have been moving toward massification too.

But beyond death, and whatever the fusion, the monstrosity in scary games corresponds to what Kelly Hurley refers to in The Gothic Body as abominations: “An ‘abomination’ is a border entity, existing at the interstices of oppositional categories which ‘impose system on an inherently untidy experience’ by ‘exaggerating the difference between within and without, above and below, male and female, with and against’” (1996: 24). In horror studies, as Steven Spittle does while examining F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon, the power of such border entities is mostly explicated with Kristeva’s theory of abjection ([1980] 1982) and Freud’s concept of the uncanny ([1919] 2003). To borrow from Spittle’s conspectus, the abject is “represented by border figures that are ‘not quite right’; familiar but unfamiliar, in short, too close to the borders of our subjectivity for comfort,” as the uncanny “illustrates the simultaneous strangeness and familiarity of manifestations” (2011: 314–15). If it is germane to quickly refer to psychoanalytic notions—which have not been and are not at the center of my thoughts—along with disgust, it is because the construction of horrific biologies remains close to the human form, nevertheless “not quite right.” 

That’s what Masahiro Ito, the monster designer of the first three Silent Hill games, put forward: “My basic idea in creating the monsters of Silent Hill 2 was to give them a human aspect. In the beginning, the game player would believe they are human. Then I proceed to undermine this aspect by giving weird movement to these creatures and by using improbable angles for their bodies based on the mannerisms and movements of drunk people or the tentative walk of very young children” (Beuglet, 2001). He gives as an example of the jerking and crawling movements of a Patient Demon caught in a straightjacket formed with his own skin and the walk of a Nurse Demon characterized by the snapping of her neck. Thomas Grip has kept on with this conception. He acknowledges, “My favorite way to go about when creating a creature is to take something normal and then add a disturbing twist to it. I also wanted some kind of character that the player could easily project agency to and believe it has motivations, imagining it more alive than it might actually be” (2011). Having designed the enemy codenamed “Servant Grunt” in Amnesia: The Dark Descent, Jonas Steinick Berlin adds that he has given a lot of attention to the head: “I think this is the part of the human body that you can make the most disturbing because of the emotions it can show. I instantly chose to give him a crushed jaw with parts of skin hanging down and eyes with dilated pupils which pointed in different directions” (in Grip, 2011; Figure 41). 
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 FIGURE 41 The “Servant Grunt” in Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010) and Pyramid Head in Silent Hill 2 (Konami, 2001).

As the face is what defines humanity and is a privileged place of social functions such as communication, intersubjectivity, expression, and language (see Aumont, 1992: 14), to distort and disfigure it constitutes a significant way to make a distinction between the monstrous and the human. 

In his first form, the Frankensteinian Nemesis T-Type of Resident Evil 3 is a scary dude because he is tall and sturdy, but moreover because his lips have rotted away and his left eye is missing, replaced by a scar with a handful of stitches going all around his bold skull. Silent Hill 3’s Numb Body and Homecoming’s Lurker (see Figure 36B) are disturbing insofar as they have only in a single hole in front of their head; the latter with teeth. The aforementioned Patient and Nurse Demons in Silent Hill 2 do not have a face either. The Chainsaw Freak in Resident Evil 4 wears a jute bag with only two holes for his eyes; this disguise is different in the fifth game, also featuring an Executioner hiding his visage under a mask. The Sadist holding a chainsaw in The Evil Within has a sort of a muzzle over his mouth (see Figure 21). The fiends in The Suffering have almost always some kind of gag. And the first creatures we meet in Rise of Nightmares have hoods over their faces, while Ernst, the game’s “nemesis,” has a metal helmet covering his visage. Not being able to read changing facial expressions and emotions is distressing. This is what renders a mask more petrifying, especially when the mask is totally odd and unexpected. One of the most legendary and iconic monsters of scary games is called Pyramid Head (Figure 41) for the simple reason that he has a triangular form as a full-face helmet over his head (and is carrying around a huge knife—he appears in cut-scene of Silent Hill 2 showing him in some kind of sexual intercourse with two Mannequins, living things with two pairs of legs joined together). This shape has been replaced by a square in The Evil Within since the Keepers have locking containers over their head (see Figure 21). Alternatively, compared to the third-person games I’ve just been describing, and as we have seen with the grayish face of the ghost looming up in the frame of Layers of Fear (see Figure 30), games using the first-person frightening regime of vision take advantage of the loss of distance to put a gamer face-to-face with the enemies, equally ugly.

To embody a threat that is creepy and disgusting, the impurity and deformation however have to be largely about the body, or more exactly about the “body horror” defined by Wells as “the explicit display of the decay, dissolution or destruction of the body, foregrounding bodily processes and functions under threat, allied to new physiological configurations and re-definitions of anatomical norms” ([2000] 2002: 114). As I have written (2009: 128), while film special effects make-up creators had14
 to work with actual material like foam latex to subject the body to stress and strain, video game designers have been creating computer-generated monsters with no physical constraints, making their work closer to that of a painter. What the artists and designers loose in verisimilitude, they gain in expression, furthermore now supported by the photorealist level of contemporary visuals. Krzywinska makes a similar observation about the fusion of the living and the dead: “Consonant with the availability of greater graphical resources, the fact that game zombies are digital creations affords artists greater freedom to construct more fantastical entities than is possible with the use of real people made-up to look like zombies, and their digital origin accounts for the many diverse shapes and forms of zombies found in games” (2008: 157). This creativity no doubt applies to the bosses and, as we will see, rests on gameplay needs. At first, and to save on the processing and rendering of images in real time, the traces of decay on the undead are trivial. They are initially portrayed in Resident Evil by blood stains on green and white clothes, then by marks on the skin. Full of blisters, it is also the brownish, reddish, and greenish skins that make monstrous the Maniacs, Giants, and Ghouls of Sweet Home (see Figure 12). But compared to the normal infected showing deteriorated physiques, the whole upper body of 
Dead Island’s Suiciders became a big swelling ready to blow up, as with the Bombers bloated by bile in Left 4 Dead. The Exploding Oozes in Resident Evil: Revelations look like balloons and are indeed filled with explosive gas. The first boss in Leon Kennedy’s campaign in Resident Evil 6, the Lepontitsa, is a bulbous mutant filled with gas that turns people into zombies. The Whoppers of the same game are super-sized zombies; even so they do not explode, but rather they remain fat, putrefying creatures akin to the Insane Cancers of Silent Hill 3. 

Under the rotten skin and the bulges exhibiting on the outside and the malfunction of the inside, the new physiological configurations involve the muddle of humans. The final boss of The Evil Within’s chapter 10, the Amalgam Alpha, combines into a quadruped the test subjects who died while connected to a system allowing multiple minds to be joined together. Only the head, torso, and one arm are left of the human host that forms the Scagdead of Resident Evil: Revelations, allowing the head of the mutant to be a big mouth with teeth. Travis Grady meets with Two-Backs in Silent Hill: 0rigins, which is a fiend joined from the waist by the half part of another sibling. In Silent Hill: Homecoming, the bodies of a man and a woman are similarly wrapped together back-to-back to produce the Siams; the arms of the man are stuck in big sacks used as punching gloves. In keeping with Ochoa’s example of The Thing with Two Heads, there is such an abomination in Silent Hill 4: The Room. Once he gets to the Water Prison, Henry Townsend encounters the Twin Sisters, namely a two-headed and two-handed monster resembling a big bird; the Bottom is similar with another twist since it has one head with no face and the upper part of a man between its legs.

Both for eerie purposes and gameplay reasons, the “re-definitions of anatomical norms that stand out” especially concern a specific body part in scary games. The silhouette of the Slender Man is human in Slender: The Eight Pages, except that there is something “not quite right”: his arms are too long (see Figure 22). In the forest of Among the Sleep, the frightening vision of the toddle
r distorts the look of his alcoholic mother by giving her limbs as long as the branches of a tree coming to touch the ground (see Figure 23). The Underhangers and the Closers, respectively, in Silent Hill 2 and 3, have big pestles instead of normal limbs. The obvious signs of mutation on Lisa Trevor’s body remain her deformed head and hunchback with an eye and tentacles. Still, she has longer arms than usual that she uses to hit her opponents (Figure 42). 

In fact, there are countless humanoid monsters with longer and bigger arms. And as one would have guessed, we can understand these both in the sense of limbs of an upper body and of weapons. The ExoMass in Cold Fear exhibits a giant left arm. The Tank in Left 4 Dead reminds us of a gorilla, but with a smaller head in the middle of two disproportioned massive arms. The Umbrella Corporation’s Bio-Organic Weapons tend to develop these parts. The Bandersnatch in Resident Evil: Code: Veronica is a one-armed mutant, his appendage being extendable. The T-Virus produces an extension of the body bones leaving the few variations of the Tyrant with one, if not two, large, extended claw-like hands. The G-Virus Dr. William Birkin injects himself with provides him with a hulking and muscular right arm and giant eyeball on his shoulder; his next two transformations lead to the growth on his back of two more wing-like limbs with big claws (Figure 43).


[image: ]

FIGURE 42 Lisa Trevor in Resident Evil HD Remaster (Capcom, 2015).
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 FIGURE 43 The five mutations of Dr. William Birkin who has injected himself with the G-Virus in Resident Evil 2 (Capcom, 1998).

Four huge tentacles appear in the back of Deborah Harper when she mutates in Resident Evil 6. As for Jack Krauser, when he let the Plaga parasite take over his body to confront Leon in Resident Evil 4, a blade-like prosthesis develops from his forearm. Very close to the Capcom template, human beings are transformed into creatures by the mutations of the arms in Deep Fear (see Figure 16). The moving drowned corpses called the Oozes in Resident Evil: Revelations have as well mutated arms, the Pincers’ ones have become enlarged scissor-shapes, and the right arms of the Tricornes are metamorphosed into a crossbow-appendage. Ultimately, creatures come to literally have sharp blades instead of extremities: for instance, Silent Hill: Homecoming’s Schims have blades constituting their splitting head, Needlers have long knives as hands and scythes as feet (and their head between the legs), and The Suffering’s Slayers have swords at each end. These attachments underscore another type of fusion in the lineage of Giger’s Alien, that is, between the flesh and the machine. Making the sound of the tools, it is a circular saw and a chainsaw made of soft tissues and bones at the end of their right arm that brandish the abovementioned Scagdead and the Ubisvto in Resident Evil 6. The Cyborgs in System Shock are more machine than human and the animatronics in Five Nights at Freddy’s are very much alive.

Making the chirping sound of a grasshopper, the aforementioned Needlers raise awareness on a really prevalent fusion in video games, already underlined by Carroll: insect/human. From the outset, one thinks about Alien’s Xenomorphs. It is on its second stage a facehunger looking like a crab, then a chestburster similar to a large worm, and finally a two-footed humanoid creature with a vertebrate-like body showing a rib cage, arms with claws, a long segmented tail similar to a scorpion, a protective moon-crest exoskeleton similar to a carapace, and a big jaw with sharp teeth hiding an small second jaw. That is the last adult shape that a gamer faces in the videoludic adaptations. Likewise, from an exogenous origin, despite the fact that Captain Blake is fighting little creatures in the videoludic adaptation of The Thing, the tougher confrontations are with his squad mates mutating in front of his eyes or with the repulsive Walkers. It goes without saying that Dead Space’s Necromorphs bear a resemblance to these horrors since the designers have taken their inspiration from both H.R. Giger’s Alien and the warped abominations in Carpenter’s movie (Robinson, 2013: 77). Insofar as they reproduce by reanimating and transforming dead flesh, the Necromorphs nonetheless hold a human appearance, principally with their faces and bipedal walk. But their flesh is decayed, exposing the bones of their arms and legs, thus becoming insect-like (see Figure 20). Ben Wanat, the production designer of the first two games, says in relation to the creation of their beasts: “There a layer that’s the body horror aspect, but there also a part of it that involves coming up with creepy shapes that trigger something in people. It is important that you get a creep silhouette. Every enemy had to have a distinct silhouette, and a distinct sound—because you have to be able to tell them apart, right? That’s kind of how it all comes to be” (in Robison, 2013: 83). Wanat is aiming at a major cause of the scary effect of the mutation. 

To refer to reasons evoked in The Infested Mind: Why Humans Fear, Loathe, and Love Insects, we are afraid of insects because they can


invade our homes and bodies; . . . evade us through quick, unpredictable movements . . . ; . . . harm us both directly (biting and stinging) and indirectly (transmitting disease . . .); . . . instill a disturbing sense of otherness with their alien bodies—they are real-world monsters associated with madness (e.g., “going bugs”); . . . [and] defy our will and control through a kind of radical mindless or amoral autonomy. (Lockwood, 2013: 37)

They are indeed “terrifying mainly because their physical forms are so unlike our own—skeletons outside their bodies, a skittery way of moving, too many legs and too many eyes” (Romm, 2016). Signaled by the mutated arms of previous fiends, the ideas of bodily invasion and deformation have given birth to hybrid foes. There are many games with monsters having something of an insect. Mutated by the T-Veronica, Alexander Ashford is known as Nosferatu and has a long tentacle in his back. When the Plaga takes control of Bitores Mendez, the village’s chief in Resident Evil 4, his spinal column extends to become as a centipede, and four insect-like legs grow on his back too (Figure 44). During his last fight against Leon, the leader of the cult Osmund Saddler grows into a huge spider with eyes in its legs. A
human arthropod, the creature of Laura in The Evil Within possesses six limbs, namely two legs and four arms and hands with long fingernails. The final confrontation of Silent Hill: Homecoming is with Amnion, a pregnant female humanoid with six long mechanical legs attached to her, giving her the look of a spider. The previous big monster in this return home, Asphyxia, is nothing less than a human centipede made of six (maybe seven) parts of a woman (Figure 44).


As if creepy fusions were not enough, they are likewise often combined with the magnification in the videoludic realm. It is a process associated with the Resident Evil franchise: many abominations go through some mutations and evolve to worse horrors. As the Nemesis can regenerate himself, he comes back as a tentacled ghoul after taking some damage, and ultimately turning into a deformed beast at the end. We have already talked about Resident Evil 6’s Derek C. Simmons and Resident Evil 2’s Dr. William Birkin. The latter becomes a four-legged beast in his fourth form and in his last stage, a huge mollusk with teeth and tentacles destroyed at the end in a train explosion. Alexia Ashford (twin of Alexander) injects herself as well with her T-Veronica Virus and transforms over three stages into a big flying insect with the head of a crow and the tail of a scorpion. It’s in fact a common gesture for the Umbrella Corporation’s research scientists and employees to let their bodies get invaded by an infectious organism and, whether are not they go through preliminary shapes, to finally mutate to their last appearance. The result is in accord with one of the classical structures of progression in video games. As we know, to be posed with a greater challenge at the end of a level, a chapter, or an adventure, a gamer meets with a boss. These enemies are characteristically bigger than the ordinary ones, and I have portrayed a few of them above. Yet, games with an emphasis on action bring into play beings of colossal size. The Black One in The Suffering (with insect legs on his back) and the Ogroman in Resident Evil 6 are giants. But beyond the El Gigante that Leon meets in Resident Evil 4, he must defeat the castellman Ramon Salazar, who merged with a Verdugo (a B.O.W.) and the parasite Queen Plaga in order to mutate into a huge monster with three long tentacles. In Resident Evil 5, Ricardo Irving inoculates the Plaga into himself and turns into a titanic aquatic creature with long, flexible exterior organs. The end of Resident Evil VII: biohazard respects this magnified approach by having the B.O.W. Eveline grow into a monumental tentacled Molded (see Figure 44).

The examination I have just carried out was concerned with the nature of the videoludic monster, not with what they signify. As Hutchings notes about the meanings of the monstrous, psychoanalytical and sociohistorical readings of horror “usually view the monster as either a symptom of or a metaphor for something bigger and more significant than the ostensible reality of the monster itself.” Thus “the monster’s true significance is hidden beneath the surface and requires analysis of some kind to bring that significance out into the open” (2004: 37). Monsters respond to social anxieties and change throughout history, also to keep providing visual excitement. More profoundly, they represent for Robin Wood the “dual concept of the repressed/the Other” ([1986] 2003: 68). In accordance with his seminal analysis, “One might say that the true subject of the horror genre is the struggle for recognition of all that our civilization represses or oppresses, its re-emergence dramatized, as in our nightmares, as an object of horror, a matter for terror, and the happy ending (when it exists) typically signifying the restoration of repression” (p. 68). Video games are not different than movies. In the light of Marc C. Santos and Sarah E. White’s “psychoanalytic investigation of Resident Evil and Silent Hill,” a gamer is positioned “as champion of the symbolic order: we must collect text files and piece together narrative order . . . and, of course, destroy the moaning abjections threatening symbolic order” (2005: 72). While the end of Silent Hill 3 stages for the authors a “final showdown against an abject phallic (m)Other” (p. 73), Kirkland stresses in his study of Alessa, the “Monstrous Daughter of Silent Hill,” how she is a “multiple mother figure, created by Dahlia to gestate the cult’s god Samael subsequently reproducing herself as Cheryl, then Heather; while procreating without the involvement of male partners, a key feature of the archaic mother and representing an obvious threat to patriarchal authority” (2006: 75). One can also see many phallic symbols with all those mutations of the arm and the numerous monsters with tails and tentacles; and among others, Asphyxia is coming out of a big vagina in Silent Hill: Homecoming. I’m not insensitive to the relevance of such readings that merit more thorough examination and certainly more than the short paragraph I’m dedicating to them. Yet, my own investigation does aim, as formulated by Hutchings, at “the monster’s categorical interstitiality or contradictoriness, or its abjected status, [that] is usually on the surface, manifestly obvious for all to see” (2004: 37). I do agree with Carroll, though, when he asserts that “monsters may also trigger certain enduring infantile fears, such as those of being eaten or dismembered, or sexual fears, concerning rape and incest. . . . If it produces further anxieties that is so much icing on the cake” (1990: 43). With that said, it might not be that productive to avoid dealing with less visible aspects when it comes to the player-characters.
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 FIGURE 44 The mutated Bitores Mendez in Resident Evil 4 (Capcom, 2005); Asphyxia in Silent Hill: Homecoming (Double Helix Games); the last transformation of Leonard Friedman in ObsCure (Hydravision Entertainment); the B.O.W. Eveline in Resident Evil VII: biohazard (Capcom, 2017).

Figures under threat

In the closing remarks of his introductory book on horror, Mark Jancovich goes against the grain by asserting that the monster is not essential to horror films since many movies do not have any—which, as we observed, is not the same for the video game. For him, “if there is any feature which all horror texts share, it is probably the position of the victim—the figure under threat. Throughout its history, horror has been c
oncerned with forces that threatened individuals, groups, or even ‘life as we know it’” (1992: 118). The videoludic menace remains directed toward individuals and introduces a crucial difference. The canonical horror scenario involves three types of protagonists: monster(s), victim(s), and a hero or a heroine. Unless one is caught in a worldwide invasion, say of zombies, of birds, or rats, there are in films generally more victims than there are monsters. Scary video games, however, turn the equation around: several monsters make for fewer victims, simply because they only attack the hero/ine and the few the main protagonist ought to protect (places, we’ve seen, have been deserted and there are not many people around). The frightening venture is generally made for a single player; even when an elite Special Forces unit is dispatched on location, it doesn’t take long for a player-character to split from the group and find themselves alone.15
 Whereas our previous sections have shown a great variety of monstrous foes created through the schemes of magnification, massification, fission, and fusion, human company is far less diverse. 

Obviously, player-characters are divided between man and woman, typically adult and white—I’ll limit myself to a gender study, but race and ethnicity are other topics that would need to be addressed. It can be argued, as James Newman does, that the “appearance of the character both in terms of their representational traits and the mode of presentation, is comparatively insignificant during play sequences” and that “the pleasures of videogame play are not principally visual, but rather are kinaesthetic” (2002). But the representation and the characterization still have an impact on the overall videoludic experience. This is made evident in first-person games that switch to a third-person view for their cut-scenes (such as Clive Barker’s Undying, Condemned: Criminal Origins, and Alien: Isolation) or to show the look of their character (i.e., at the initial selection of Dead Island and on Dying Light’s main menu). Since scary video games are story- and character-driven, if a gamer does not have any concern for a protagonist, they lose part of the experience.

In one of its beta versions, Resident Evil 1 had few prototype characters. Like Steve Burns recalls in his making of the game: 


Shockingly, Barry Burton . . . wasn’t in the game to begin with. Instead we got Gelzer, a tank-like behemoth that would hold the ceiling from collapsing on Jill in the shotgun trap room. Elements of his character were eventually molded into the Barry we all know and love. Another character not to make the cut was Dewey, who was to be a playable character unlocked after finishing the game, described by Mikami as an Eddie Murphy type who would provide comic relief. (Burns, 2011: 47)

It is easy to understand that a funny sidekick would have ruined the fearful mood Mikami wanted so much to create, and that with a look very similar to the one of Tanks in Left 4 Dead, Gelzer had more of the characteristics of a monster and was pushing the envelope too much. Indeed, in “Designing characters to be scared for,” Pruett (2005) distinguishes two different “schools of thought” in relation to how horror protagonists should be designed. On one end of the spectrum, he points to the “weak and frail-looking characters,” the “average joe” or the “personalities who are not trained in combat and do not have nerves of steel” similar to the protagonists of Silent Hill and Fatal Frame (Figure 45). On the other end, there are the “highly trained mercenaries, super-soldiers with extensive combat experience” found in Resident Evil, Carrier, Deep Fear, and Cold Fear, or in guys similar to Torque and Marston in The Suffering and Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare (Figure 46).

For Pruett, 
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 FIGURE 45 From top to bottom starting on the left: Weak and frail-looking girls such as the twin sisters Mio and Mayu Amakura in Fatal Frame II: Crimson Butterfly (Tecmo, 2003), Fiona Belli in Haunting Ground (Capcom, 2005), Jennifer in Rule of Rose (Punchline, 2006), and Heather in Silent Hill 3 (Konami, 2003; image reframed).



This discrepancy in character design has significant influence over the rest of the game. As horror cinema and literature has taught us, it is important that the player feels that they are constantly in danger, and that the possibility of death looms around every corner. Using a frail-looking character thus enables designers to achieve scares with less effort, as we have little trouble believing that the ghosts in Fatal Frame would make short work of a college student like Miku. (2005)
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 FIGURE 46 From top to bottom starting on the left: Super-soldiers and strong men such as Chris Redfield in Resident Evil 5 (Capcom, 2009), Torque in The Suffering (Surreal Software, 2004), Tom Hansen in Cold Fear (Darkworks, 2005), and John Marston in Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare (Rockstar San Diego, 2010).


Conversely, the more that a protagonist has a potential for powerful action, and is therefore less vulnerable, the more the enemies have to be dangerous and lethal—hence the advent of colossal monsters. Moreover, Pruett underlines another consequence of the choice: “The macho-ness of the character design is also reflected in the weapon design. While we have no problem accepting Resident Evil’s Chris when he wields a rocket launcher, the machine gun in Silent Hill 3 feels out of place in Heather’s hands; she seems much more comfortable with
a simple lead pipe” (2005). The use of the camera obscura instead of a gun coincides with the helpless girls facing ghosts in the haunted settings of Fatal Frame. The different gendered links cultivated with firearms are stated quite stunningly at the beginning of Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare. When a gamer uses the directional buttons to choose between Aline Cedrac or Edward Carnby, both are defined by their age, their profession, and a characteristic. For the ethonology professor, it is written “Father unknown,” while for the detective, we read “Owns a double barrel gun” (Figure 47). Although the unidentified father plays a role in the narrative and the manual is less laconic as it mentions Carnby’s “unknown parentage,” the two features at the opening of the game made me question the character design.16
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 FIGURE 47 Choose a character at the beginning of Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare (Darkworks, 2001).

The analysis I conduct, and the previous section on monsters is a good example, has its strengths and weaknesses. It does connect the dots of many games in order to put forward a form with distinguishing features, efficient effects, and explicit meanings that would not have been visible if one had only experienced a small part of this body of works. However, following Geneviève Sellier’s remarks about films, which are nonetheless applicable to games: “Formalism as a cultivated approach to cinema . . . makes it possible to pass over in silence, to not ‘see’ everything related to the referentiality of films, in particular the construction of gender identities and the relations between genders, which are central to most fictional films” (2005: 66, freely translated). Somehow, the horror video game as a whole constitutes a great videoludic genre to study the “mechanisms of domination organizing the gender differences and received ideas about masculinity and femininity masking the domination” (Sellier, 2009: 130, freely translated). Reflecting on its horror dimension, it uses characters filling their archetypical role in the tripartite interactions between monster(s), victim(s), and hero/ine. As Clover states, 


likewise the categories victim and hero, roles no less prefabricated and predictable for their being performed by many or one, tall or short, dark or light, male or female. In fact, of course, males and females are not evenly distributed over the categories. The functions of monster and hero are far more frequently represented by males and the function of victim far more garishly by females. (1992: 12) 

Such a distribution of roles can only be maintained in the videoludic realm where “different cumulative historical and economic factors have contributed to the construction of maleness as the default gender for computer games and gamers” (Carr, 2006: 169–70) and have emphasized what Steven Kline, Nick Dyer-Witheford, and Greig de Peuter call “militarized masculinity” (2003: 247). Consequently, female heroes represented a really small percentage of player-characters in the 1990s, as much as women were commonly portrayed as victim or “Damsel in Distress” (the famous one being Princess Peach of the Mario franchise in her pink dress and with her blonde/yellow hair).17
 Then, if 1996 marks the debuts of one of the most important icons of video game culture, namely Lara Croft in Tomb Raider, one cannot forget that it is also the release year of Resident Evil. Scary games and games associated with the survival horror genre will definitely help to change the situation in some ways. And this is why my present examination is indispensable to better define the videoludic genre. While I’ll concentrate on heroines in this section, I’ll come back to the heroes in the second section on characters. 

In addition to her emphasis on the humanization of the enemy characters, Taylor posits in her PhD thesis: “Further, horror games specifically counter the typical position of women in games by allowing for a greater percentage of women player-characters, non-player-characters, heroes, and monsters. Non-horror games allow for significantly fewer women and they only allow for significantly less powerful women” (2006: 5). Referring in great part to Resident Evil, she is not making this statement with a historical perspective. Yet, when we look back at the history of scary games, games prior to 1990s had already displayed a certain diversity regarding gender. The eyes of Atari 2600’s Haunted House and the first-person view of 3D Monster Maze could revolve around a non-gendered “you” (commonly used in opening screens and in text adventures). But in Ant Attack, “the first unisex game” as it was coined by Retro Gamer (see Chapter 5), “He and She arrived to play their games through the wind-swept streets, ousting the ants from their exclusive occupation” (manual; see Figure 8), and in Ghost Manor, the person is going to play “either a girl or boy, your choice” (manual). The “she” is made visible through her dress and braid. In the two videoludic adaptations of Friday the 13th, there are two women in the five friends in the Commodore 64 version, and three camp counselors of six in the NES version are women. In the RPG tradition, Gloria can be played if Jarret dies in Where Time Stood Still, five women of sixteen characters can be selected in Don’t Go Alone, and three women and two men enter the manor in Sweet Home.

The option to either play a male or a female character becomes available right at the beginning of the crystallization of survival horror. After the opening credits of Alone in the Dark 1 and the start of a new game, a divided screen shows Emily Hartwood on the right and Edward Carnby on the left. The adventure being identical no matter whom a gamer chooses (I’ll come back to this element in the last section), the choice is more a question of liking and look. Even though the frame to make the selection automatically appears around the image of Emily, it is Edward who will become the main protagonist of the Alone in the Dark series until the fifth game in 2008. Miss Hartwood makes another noninteractive appearance in Alone in the Dark 3, in the role of an actress that the detective must save. As noted, two protagonists are again proposed in Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare, this time with different journeys. In Alone in the Dark: Illumination (Pure FPS, 2015), direct descendants of Edward (the Hunter Theodore “Ted” Carnby) and Emily (the Witch Sara Hartwood) can team up with two other characters (the Priest and the Engineer, a young woman) to fight insect-like monsters at night. 

The choice and combination of two different player-characters would become one of the Resident Evil franchise’s trademarks. In accordance with Infogrames’ opus, the first games of the series give the option of two S.T.A.R.S. members: Jill Valentine and Chris Redfield; it is Chris’ identity card that comes to sight at first on the character-selection screen. As opposed to the exploration of Derceto, the two searches of Spencer Mansion are dissimilar so as to prompt a gamer to plunge back into the world of survival horror as whichever character they didn’t choose the first time. This replay value is intrinsic to the second game. Like Nick Thorpe acknowledges in “The Legacy of Resident Evil”:


Resident Evil 2 attempted to inject a further sense of vulnerability into the proceedings, casting you as a rookie cop (Leon Kennedy) or college student (Claire Redfield) in the virus-infected Raccoon City with no obvious support. Additionally, the game took place across two different scenarios and your actions in one could affect your play with the other character—for example, if Claire grabs the submachine gun in her A scenario, Leo won’t be able to take it when he visits the same room in his B scenario. (2017: 25) 

It is necessary to accomplish not once, but twice the two missions to complete the game at 100 percent; they are available on individual discs and although the order is left free, the number one disc is nevertheless devoted to Leon, the male character. What Thorpe describes is the beginning of a “zapping” system in which one action taken by one character in scenario A affects the scenario B of the other character. With that implemented, Resident Evil: Code: Veronica enforces playing Claire in the first section and Chris Redfield in the second. This predefined “zapping system” has been modified in Resident Evil 0: the new “partner zapping” allows a gamer to switch “on the fly” (manual) between Rebecca Chambers and the inmate Billy Coen. Resident Evil 3: Nemesis and Resident Evil 4 have changed the design approach by, respectively, foregrounding Jill Valentine and Leon S. Kennedy; in the first case, the person playing controls Carlos Oliviera, a mercenary paid by the Umbrella Corporation, during only a short segment, and in the second, Ashley Graham, the American president’s kidnapped teenage daughter (another version of the “Damsel in Distress”). Jill Valentine is also the heroine of Resident Evil: Revelations; her teammates are only playable during passing moments of each of the twelve episodes: Chris Redfield (episodes 2 and 6), Parker Luciani (episodes 3 and 10), and Keith Lumley (episodes 5 and 9). Claire Redfield returns in the four episodes of Resident Evil: Revelations 2, combining resources with Barry Burton’s inexperienced daughter Moira by means of zapping, while Burton himself teams up with a strange little girl in a white night dress. During the solo mode of Resident Evil 5, Chris will travel the infected region of Africa with Sheva Alomar, a non-player-partner controlled by artificial intelligence (and by another gamer in the co-op mode). Since a gamer can select one of two characters to complete the three campaigns of Resident Evil 6 (Leon or Helena Harper for the first, Chris or Piers Nivans for the second, and Jake Muller or Sherry Birkin for the third), it’s likewise a duo of player-character and NPC that fights against the Neo-Umbrella; the latest campaign of the game features the spy Ada Wong, the very popular female figure in the series since Resident Evil 2. Finally, to limit ourselves to the main games, through the four playable VHS tapes of Resident Evil VII: biohazard, a gamer not only incarnates Ethan Winters, but is put twice in the shoes of Mia, his wife, as well as twice as male prisoners of the house.

Whether through options or imposed characters, other games give an important place both to women and men. In particular, if a gamer can only begin their visit to the Illbleed amusement park by playing Eriko Christy, they are afterwards able to choose among three friends with distinct abilities (Kevin, Randy, and Michel, a girl). From the period of the Roman Empire to the present day, twelve characters are playable in Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem: ten men and two women, namely a female slave of the twelfth century Khmer Empire and the main protagonist, Alexandra Roivas, a young university student. With an equally fragmented temporal structure, Siren requires five women and five men to complete the sixty-four episodes of the adventure. Forbidden Siren 2 (Project Siren, 2006) and Siren: Blood Curse consist of four women and six men and three women and four men, respectively. Represented at the beginning, two women and two men are the survivors of the first-person shooter in Dead Island and one lady is part of the squad in Left 4 Dead 1 and 2. In cooperation if wished, ObsCure and ObsCure: The Aftermath propose to play one of five students, three boys and two girls. Last but not least, let’s recall the archetypical character from horror films we have already mentioned many times: the teenage girl of the Clock Tower series, the Fatal Frame series, Haunting Ground, Rule of Rose, and Silent Hill 3.

At first sight, we could infer gender equity from such a review. However, it should not be assumed ipso facto that the genre is going against received ideas about feminin
ity and masculinity. In the slasher tradition, the Clock Tower games and Haunting Groundhave young girls chased by men, Scissorman and mainly Debilitas. As these tend toward the weak-and-frail-looking-characters-end of Pruett’s spectrum, the other known female characters have to be seen as the highly-trained-super-soldiers type, especially in regard to Resident Evil. Because the series revolves around a fierce struggle against a powerful international pharmaceutical company that is responsible for monstrous bio-organic weapons and a major bioterrorist threat, it takes a gamer into a series of spectacular events whose conclusions tirelessly demand acts of bravery. The female player-characters correspond in all respects to the portrait Jeffrey A. Brown paints of action heroines:


On the one hand, the most fundamental position argues, the modern action heroine is a far cry from the traditionally passive roles offered to women. She commands the narrative and controls her destiny, makes her own decisions and fights her own battles. She is inquisitive and intelligent, physically and emotionally strong, and is clearly portrayed as a heroic ideal with which audience members identify. (2011: 7)

Jill Valentine, Claire Redfield, Rebecca Chambers, Sheva Alomar, Helena Harper, Sherry Birkin, and Ada Wong, as well as Regina in Dino Crisis, are elite agents—elite spy in the case of Ada (Figure 48). 

They are “the ‘exception’ in otherwise male dominated genres” (Grimes, 2003: 6). They are, moreover, opposed to the patriarchal power; like the squad leaders, the heads of Umbrella are men. They are strong and brilliant women. They know how to remain calm when it is really necessary, to defend themselves, and to use a variety of weapons. They are, except for few events, able to get out of difficult situations and to solve hard problems expediently.


On the other hand, the action heroine perpetuates the ideal of female beauty and sexuality that has always been the primary, cultural value of women in our society. Whether portrayed in live-action film and television by supermodels and centerfolds, in cartoons by anime-inspired wide-eyed preteen waifs, or stylized polygons and pixels in digital games, action heroines are conventionally beautiful, glamorous, and sexualized. (Brown, 2011: 7) 

As Brown later points out, “The physical representation of these characters is a crucial component of how they are understood by audiences. The appearance of the actresses and the stylization of the illustrated characters are fundamental to their appeal” (p. 19). It is difficult not to support this observation with the influential, even if monolithic, argument made by Laura Mulvey in “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”: “In their traditional exhibitionist role women are simultaneously looked at and displayed, with their appearance coded for strong visual and erotic impact so that they can be said to connote to-be-look-at-ness” ([1975] 1985: 309). The little silhouette of the “she” in Ant Attack and Ghost Manor, the top view on the characters in Sweet Home, and the rudimentary 3D polygonal look of Emily Hartwood in Alone in the Dark 1 (she wears an outfit highlighting her hourglass figure and her voluminous breasts; her pink lipstick contrasts with Edward’s big brown mustache; his suit provides him with a straight shape) are far from being photorealistic. But as soon as polygons multiply, whereas guys like Chris Redfield gain more muscle, it is the feminine curves that will be taken advantage of, thus intensifying visual pleasures.
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 FIGURE 48 Action heroines such as Regina in Dino Crisis (Capcom, 1999), Jill Valentine in Resident Evil: Revelations (Capcom, 2012) and Sheva Alomar in Resident Evil 5 (Capcom, 2009).


According to Sara M. Grimes’ analysis in “The Female Protagonist in Action-Adventure Video Games,”18
 the Jill Valentine of REmake “sported a provocatively close-fitting uniform and was the only member of her team without a bulletproof vest. Her attire accentuated both her thinness and voluptuousness, while creating an obvious inconsistency to the plotline” (2003: 8). She doesn’t know that the Alpha team would face zombies attacking the carotid artery at the neck level, and the shoulder pads she wears are of no real use in combat situations; they highlight the top of her body, even more so in the GameCube version analyzed by Grimes, in which a strap is added under her breasts. Having left the police department, Jill is no longer in uniform in Resident Evil 3: Nemesis. Although she wants “to escape a nightmarish city in ruins . . . crawling with hordes of flesh eating zombies, hideous mutants, and a relentless new nemesis” (game back cover), she still ventures out dressed in a miniskirt and a sleeveless jersey, leaving her shoulders bare (but she has a pullover tied around her hips; see Figure 26).19
 When she reappears in the heart of a torrid area of ​​Africa in Resident Evil 5, she is not in summer clothes, but wears a long sleeve suit that combines both an underwater diving suit and a latex costume; needless to say, the latter is very skin-tight. She has a similar suit in Resident Evil: Revelations, this time more consistent with the setting, namely a boat on the Mediterranean Sea, but relying by the same token on her attractive appearance (and there is still a strap under her breasts; see Figure 48).20


Whereas all the men are usually dressed in appropriate clothing (see Figure 46), be it uniforms, combat outfits, long pants, shirt, t-shirt, or jacket (Harry Manson is going on vacation in Silent Hill, but he doesn’t wear shorts), heroines are undoubtedly eroticized through the ways they dress. Sleeveless tops and low or plunging necklines are numerous. Besides, Aline takes off her jacket at one point during Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare, and spends her time in a tight tank top. Miniskirts are worn by two of the ObsCure series’ students and are an integral part of the uniform of the schoolgirls previously introduced (Fiona Belli even starts naked in a cage in Haunting Ground, covered only with a white sheet that she will keep during the first segment of the game before wearing her miniskirt; see Figure 45); the Witch Sara Hartwood is dressed in black with a miniskirt and mid-thigh socks in Alone in the Dark: Illumination. The college student Claire is found in short pants in Resident Evil 2 and while she wears jeans in Resident Evil: Code: Veronica, her short top exposes her belly; the female students in the ObsCure are dressed similarly. If Ada Wong was far from being sensual in the Asian suit with the long pants she is wearing in Resident Evil 2, she’ll constantly be dressed in a sexy manner afterward, her evening dress leaving her back, shoulders, and right leg bare in Resident Evil 4.21


Furthermore, clothes have another utility in video games: they serve as rewards. Once a gamer has completed a game once, they unlock special outfits for the characters. If these new costumes are most of the time intended to be amusing, they accentuate the exhibitionist side attributed to women. For example, and not surprisingly, Claire can dress in a miniskirt police uniform in Resident Evil 2. Rebecca Chambers will be able to wear a new cowgirl outfit or the “chic leather teen idol” costume (Brady Games strategy guide) in Resident Evil 0. In Resident Evil 4, Ashley Graham can swap her schoolgirl uniform for a white starlet costume that highlights her breasts. In the next game, they are four outfits offered to Sheva Alomar, undressing her more, through the Clubbin’ and Tribal costumes, or transforming her into a pin-up, with the Business and Fairy Tale suits. Only the Warrior costume leaves Chris’ chest bare. 

Finally, as with cinema, it should not be forgotten that video game promotion rests on all its interpreters. Launch websites, trailers, strategy guides, and published art books showing the stages of the character design use images that are often not taken from the game itself, but created for the occasion. Reference books such as Resident Evil Archives I and II are great paradigms of this strategy, and are consistent with Brown’s earlier citations. On the one hand, the female characters are presented in seductive poses similar to those taken by models. While Rebecca Chambers’ military uniform in Resident Evil 0 is not sexy, she is shown in advertisements with a naughty smile and her arms behind her back or a hand under her chin (Capcom, 2006: 113). Ada Wong’s poses showcase her long legs, especially in her Resident Evil 4 dress. On the other hand, according to Brown, “as muscular, gun-toting, ass-kicking characters it is easy to see why these women are readily identified as performers of masculinity” (2011: 43). The action heroines are shown, like the men, proudly posing with their weapons. They are also presented in full action, drawing and aiming with their pistol or submachine gun. In fact, in Brown’s terms, they become a “figurative male” (p. 46).22
 There is definitely not the same level of impurity we have exposed in the monster, but there is still a certain hybridity in the ways women are portrayed.

There is no doubt that scary games give a prominent place to female player-characters. From the discussion above, it’s indeed one of their salient characteristics. As much as female figures comply with the function of victim, they remain a good choice to instill fear; because all that bare skin (texture) renders the characters more exposed, both in the sense of being unclothed and of being easily hurt physically. We’ll see in the last section of this chapter that this position is translated into gameplay. That said, irrespective of the gender, or of third- or first-person perspectives, women and men come together in action. Under the control and responsibility of a gamer, they both have at one point to face the monsters alone. In return, regardless of its gender and its impurity, the monsters have their specific function.

Seek and destroy

It is not possible to create a monster by only making it disgusting or impure. For Carroll, “Horrific monsters are threatening. This aspect of the design of horrific monsters is, I think, incontestable. They must be dangerous. This can be satisfied simply by making the monster lethal. That it kills and maims is enough. The monster may also be threatening psychologically, morally, or socially” (1990: 43). The severely deformed John Merrick in David Lynch’s historical drama The Elephant Man (1980) isn’t to be considered a monster because he is a nice person. This aspect is also underlined by Ochoa: 


Deformity is not sufficient for a monster. . . . Destructiveness is essential . . . and this destructiveness must be of something that ought not to be destroyed in the way shown under the circumstances presented. Human life is most often the object of the monster’s destructiveness: vampires, werewolves, zombies, serial killers, and other monsters endlessly bite, stab, strangle, and otherwise dispatch people. (2011: 11)

In the light of the two key features, Ochoa does speak of the monster as a DDB. This is similar to the condition Carroll attached to the genre: “If the monster were only evaluated as potentially threatening, the emotion would be fear; if only potentially impure, the emotion would be disgust. Art-horror requires evaluation both in terms of threat and disgust” (1990: 28). A gamer can certainly be afraid of soldiers from the opposite camp in a first-person shooter. But as we have emphasized in Chapter 3, the object of fear is the aforesaid DDB in scary games. Moreover, Ochoa stresses another imperative: “The final requirement for monster status is that the deformity must be the cause of the destructiveness. If the deformity and destructiveness are unrelated, or the deformity is solely the effect of the destructiveness rather than the cause, there is no monster” (2011: 12). He gives the example of the disfigured Ernst Stavro Blofeld in You Live Twice (1967); insofar as the same character appears in other James Bond films without his big scar on the face, his villainy has nothing to do with his deformity. The fusion, fission, magnification, and massification are what lead to destruction. Zombies crave human flesh because they are undead, living dead beings. The threat is “unnatural” in Sipos’ view (2010: 9). In fact, following Worland, there is one sure way to characterize the DDB: “The monster can be seen as the personification of Death itself which, like the traditional figure of the Grim Reaper, is an ultimately unstoppable opponent relentlessly committed to the destruction of healthy and vibrant human beings” (2007: 7).

A gamer having to cope with the threat, the confrontation with monsters is one of the most fundamental scare tactics used in the videoludic horror realm. Not only do the foes look creepy and lurk in the dark, they are just deadly. They are truly committed to the destruction of the player-characters. Aside from fatal traps found in few game-worlds, “game over” is the result of a protagonist’s death. The various behaviors of the monster are what complicate a gamer’s actions. Thought of as actional modalities, the encounter with a DDB isn’t taken care of automatically (unless it happens in a cut-scene; in Resident Evil 5, the computer-controlled Sheva can’t kill the bosses for a gamer) or by asking a sole trivial implementation (pressing a button during a battle occurring in QTE might nonetheless necessitate timing). A person playing ought to have some sensorimotor and cognitive skills to find ways to defend themselves (the resolution modality), perform the necessary sequence of actions (execution), or plan it in advance if possible (strategy). Talking about the design of Dead Space’s Necromorphs, Ben Wanat formulates an interesting line of attack: “One of the earliest things we decided on [was] . . . the strategic dismemberment. Knowing that early on meant we knew that every enemy we created had to have that. That’s the core gameplay. Every enemy that you face is a dismemberment puzzle or full of multiple dismemberment opportunities” (in Ryan, 2009: 69). There may not always be many pieces to be assembled (or dispersed), but every monster may be seen as a puzzle. It introduces a situation difficult to overcome. When a gamer is acquainted with a creature found in the same place and doing the identical simple moves, the clash is not even suspenseful, but rather boring and closer to a straightforward implementation to dispatch it. The brainteaser is solved. This explains one of Windels’ main findings about horror games: “In every game, across all player experience-levels, the first encounters with the enemies are much scarier than later ones” (2011). It is because a gamer never knows at first what kind of DDBs they will be meeting and how they will be able to deal with it; there is an aspect of surprise. In “Crafting a Monster: Guidelines for Survival Horror Combat,” Nick Masercola lays a basic horror design rule to keep as much as possible this state of affairs:23
 “Enemy behavior MUST be hard to predict. This is more important to horror than any other genre. The second a player figures out an enemy’s ‘pattern,’ they are no longer afraid. This is a holdover from the action genre that needs to go. Mankind fears what it doesn’t understand” (2012). Of course, artificial intelligence has not invariably been what it is in today’s games. And in all times, behaviors have implicated some kind of repetitions and causal manifestations in order to let a gamer learn ways of surviving and not constantly acting through trial and error. Instead of unpredictability, Grip rather talks about ambiguity when he reflects on his work for SOMA: 


“Can the player make a mental model of them?”: that’s what you always want to be doing, and you always want the richest possible mental models of a monster in a player’s mind as you can have—meaning you want their imagination to be as wild as possible. But if it’s too mechanical, it’s a very uninteresting, systemic feel. And if it’s too random, monster interactions will be a haze that the player can’t make sense of (in Graft, 2015).

Fiends should not become, in Grip’s words, “obvious gameplay objects.” The balance in monstrous conduct is certainly hard to find. Yet, in a direct link with their look and anatomy, DDBs have shown over the history of scary games many characteristics that render the confrontations with them nightmarish and unsettling. I have quickly touched on these in Chapter 4, but will develop my analysis of the matter further.

In accordance with the preceding section on monsters, their first feature is undoubtedly their number and diversity. As previously stated, games with a sole monster are rare. 3D Monster Maze may simply have one T.Rex always running after a gamer; it is randomly located in the 16 x 16 square maze, therefore adding an unpredictable variable to the exploration. The process of massification expresses it very well; numbers count. Meeting one monster is something, but to face many can be really hair raising. Let’s recall that Mikami was very happy to have more and more zombies in Raccoon City. I recall with great excitement a moment in Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare. I tried to leave few undead behind by running away from a village; after a short while, I turned around just to discover that a small horde was now on my heels and since I wasn’t far enough ahead, they jumped and ate Marston. But as one could expect to only cope with people coming back to life in an undead apocalypse as this is happening in post-Romero zombie fiction, games like Atari 8-bit’s Zombies, with its giant spiders and poisonous snakes, and Resident Evil, with its B.O.W., do bring together different foes. It appears that a videoludic creature never comes alone, and not necessarily with its own kind. From the early Atari 2600’s Haunted House to recent The Evil Within, frightening game-worlds are indeed inhabited by more than one type of DDBs. This ensures, if not unpredictability, some kind of changeability in the encounters.

Insofar as there is often just one of the opponents making it out of a battle alive, the state of be
ing of the monsters is of vital importance. Identical to humans, the latter are in general mortal, so as to permit a gamer to progress or to safely investigate a location when they’re all dead. Alternatively, they can have recurrent lives and come back after being killed, either after a passage of diegetic time, by the crossing a geospatial boundary, by a specific event, or just as an automatic reset. A gamer might very well decide to slaughter all the zombies in the artificial pond of the leisure park of the Willamette Parkview Mall of Dead Rising, but they’ll do it for nothing since they’ll only have to leave the pond and turn around to find out that a herd has magically reappeared; their number is thus potentially or even literarily infinite. If not burned, zombies revive as more dangerous Crimson Heads in REmake and necessitate being killed again. Jack Baker regenerates three times in Resident Evil VII: biohazard before being eliminated for good at the Pier Boat House. Ultimately, monsters can be immortal or, more precisely, indestructible. The two Pyramid Heads impale themselves at the end of Silent Hill 2 (are they really dead?), but the one we’ve met before can’t be dispatched. All a gamer is able to do in Room 209 of the Blue Creek Apartments is to fire at this “Grim Reaper” and survive until a siren calls him back (see Figure 41). Since what is already dead is hard to put to rest, ghosts in Silent Hill 4: The Room can be impaled, but never completely slayed. The impossibility of killing a Xenomorph makes Alien: Isolation a whole new ballgame. Besides, unless a gamer knows it is possible to destroy an enemy, constant failures to do so will somehow give the impression that the latter is unbeatable; the humanoids made of leeches in Resident Evil 0 seem, for example, an unstoppable threat, and it was not a good idea to waste bullets on them or to stick around to see if they would completely dissolve once on fire. Similar to Amnesia: the Dark Descent and Slender: The Eight Pages, games without combat mechanics and based on flight indirectly give their monster a larger-than-life force.

A gamer’s fight-or-flight action responds straightforwardly to the undertaking24
 of the monster. Some creatures are the most common antagonists bumped into. They are the first in line and might be considered cannon fodder more than anything else. Contrariwise, especially in open space, they are avoidable; that is, a gamer does not have to eradicate all the infected in Dead Island. Like zombies in a corridor or an undead creature ready to jump out of a closet, some opponents are only used as obstacles or traps. However, what are considered mini-bosses or bosses ought to be dealt with. There is no turning back in front of these stronger and larger monstrosities. As was acknowledged in the previous chapter, these battles take place in a locked and confined arena. Essentially though, the bosses are more complicated puzzles, asking for some execution skills in order to dodge the attacks while getting used to patterns, finding ways to terminate them, and succeeding in the sequence of actions.

Any gamer even remotely aware of the way video games are designed, or having once in their gaming life opened a very detailed strategy guide, will be acquainted with two fundamental attributes assigned to the monsters—and conversely to the player-character—under their fictional representation (making a gamer forget about these numbers), namely the hit or health points (HP) and the strength or damage points. On the one hand, the number of hit points is related to the size and anatomy of the enemy. For instance, a bat has one HP in Resident Evil: Code: Veronica X, a zombie 60 HP and a Hunter between 120 and 165. Stages in mutations also increase the health, as Alexia Ashford goes from 300 HP in her first monstrous form to 700 HP in her second (Birlew, 2004a: 8, 10, 12, 107, and 111). Adding to the example given in Chapter 4 about stronger monsters met later in Cold Fear, ExoMutants possess 100 HP and 600 HP for the ExoShades (Cassady, 2005: 15 and 17). The antagonization curve and/or the difficulty levels follow both the greater firepower and/or the increased skills of player-characters and a gamer themselves. In the RPG tradition, the infected population in Dying Light become stronger adversaries throughout the course of the quest, for example, the Toads go from 250 to 800 HP and the Gas Tanks from 625 to 5,000 HP (Lummis, 2014: 63 and 67). A health bar might sometimes be displayed in the game interface during boss fights. On the other hand, the same variables apply to the strength. The peck of a bat in Resident Evil: Code: Veronica X gives 2 points of damage, the bite of a zombie 10 points, the normal slash of a Hunter 20 points and its uppercut slash 50 points. The deformed arms of many DDBs constitute a more powerful weapon. Some enemies do handle real firearms to inflict damage: that is, Silent Hill 3’s nurses and some criminals in Condemned: Criminal Origins carry guns; some Resident Evil 5’s big Majini handle machine guns; The Suffering’s Marksmen have these mounted on their back, new Suppressors in The Suffering: Ties That Bind have them thrust into their torso; and Resident Evil 6’s Ustanak attaches different weapons to his right arm when coming in for another round. 

Depending on a player-character’s health, they will or will not survive an attack. But some confrontations are really more daunting because they leave little or no room for mistakes. One slam from the massive axe of the Executioner in Resident Evil 5 causes Chris to start dying, leaving him or Sheva only a few seconds to use an herb or a first aid spray to be revived. More evil are monsters able to terminate their human opponent with one single action, what is commonly called a one-hit kill, instant kill, or instant death (often the norm for many foes in harder difficulty levels). This is exactly what the T.Rex does in 3D Monster Maze when he catches up with a protagonist. Attached to walls, Dead Space’s Mature Guardians instantly decapitate Isaac if he gets too close. When the Xenomorph seizes Amanda in Alien: Isolation, she has no chance to make it out alive. Many of Resident Evil’s B.O.W. hold this power. The leaping slash of a Hunter causes immediate death. The agents are just squished if they fall into the maw of the oversized alligators and crocodiles. It has left its mark in the mind of gamers while beheading Leon Kennedy: the Chainsaw Freak in Resident Evil 4 is merciless. The s
aw of the Scagdead is as deadly in Resident Evil: Revelations.

Since monsters only hurt a protagonist if they hit them, a characteristic not to be forgotten is their reach. The distance that can be reached is at the outset limited by body measurements. A zombie is only capable of grabbing on a human at short range. As for a combat sport, this range is calculated according to the length of its arms. The living dead in Alone in the Dark 1 used their elongated arms to knock down Derceto’s visitor. Inasmuch as the right arm of Resident Evil: Code: Veronica X’s Bandersnatchs is extendable for many meters (Figure 49) and the limbs of Resident Evil 0’s Humanoid Leeches do grow longer, they are able to strike or whip from far away.
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 FIGURE 49 A bandersnatch is extending its right arm in Resident Evil: Code: Veronica X (Capcom, 2001) and a long tentacle is growing out of a villager’s head in Resident Evil 4 HD (Capcom, 2011).


Resident Evil’s Lickers rather lash with their elongated tongue, as the Smoker in Left 4 Dead uses this very flexible muscle in its mouth to snatch his prey from a long range. The Drag Tentacles in Dead Space can grab and drag its prey from quite a distance. As one has probably guessed, the myriad of deformed arms, tentacles, and insect legs growing on the back and body of monsters extend their reach. These excrescences have played a big part in the change made in Resident Evil 4: once the hosts are decapitated, the parasites controlling the villagers reveal themselves as long tentacles, some with sharp-pointed bones at their extremity (see Figure 49); in Resident Evil 5, some infected grow a shell to protect themselves from bullets. In Dead Space 2, the aforementioned Mature Guardians combat the attack of tentacles by throwing pods. Accordingly, if not with their body, it is what comes out of it that expands its reach. Resident Evil’s zombies every so often vomit stomach acid onto the agents. The Fat Molded met at the barn in Resident Evil VII: biohazard and Dead Island’s Floaters spray their toxic liquid over many meters. Without arms to take hold of James Sutherland in Silent Hill 2, the Patients Demons instead spit an acid-like substance at him. Already introduced, Oozes, Suiciders, and Bombers have a large radius or area of effect when they explode, knocking down everything around. Some of the undead in The House of the Dead throw knives, hatchets, or big barrels toward the special agents. And any baddies with guns like Siren’s Shibitos or Cold Fear’s Mercenaries are able to kill their targets from a remote location.

The movements of the DDBs have a bearing on their potential threat. Since the distance between them and the player-character might be crossed more or less quickly, speed is a crucial first aspect to consider—unless they can teleport themselves. A slow zombie isn’t a fast infected and much easier to circumvent. Big abominations in the vein of Silent Hill 3’s Insane Cancers are normally much slower than little creatures, such as the crab-like ones in The Thing. From the moment monstrosities might leap to suddenly seize a protagonist—like Bitters in Dying Light, infected in State of Decay, patients in Outlast, or Leapers in Dead Space—it is not possible to pass by them without being very careful. With different ways of moving, the peril can also come from below or above. Creatures with four legs and more are crawling and are able to assail players from the ground. Starfishes jump at the face of Jack in Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth, blocking in part the first-person vision. The Scarrows in Clive Barker’s Undying do disappear underground to better strike. One of the bosses of Silent Hill 1, the moth larva Twinfeeler, also comes in and out of the sand to strike at Harry Mason. Fallen zombies might grab and bite legs, which the Sluppers in Silent Hill 3 do more intensively. Flying Reptiles in the same game (see Figure 17) and other winged creatures similar to Extermination’s Nightstalkers can come from any direction in open air, often from out of sight in both regimes of vision. Insects walking on walls and ceilings might drop down too.

Monsters have their physical and cognitive skills. In particular, they have the inborn behavioral patterns of a predator. For instance, Max Brooks underscores one important feature of zombies:


The age of artificial intelligence has enabled us to identify more easily with the mind of the zombie than that of our more “primitive” ancestors. With rare exceptions, even the most advanced computers do not have the ability to think on their own. They do what they are programmed to do, nothing more. Imagine a computer programmed to execute one function. This function cannot be paused, modified, or erased. No new data can be stored. No new commands can be installed. This computer will perform that one function, over and over, until its power source eventually shuts down. This is the zombie brain. An instinct-driven, unitask machine that is impervious to tampering and can only be destroyed. (2003: 15)

What’s more, “once contact is made, the previously silent, oblivious automaton transforms into something more closely related to a guided missile. . . . Zombies cannot be distracted by any means. They will continue to pursue their prey, stopping only if they lose contact, make a successful kill, or are destroyed” (p. 18). This applies very well to a great majority of videoludic fiends. To start with, they literally are programed to attack a player-character and the advances in AI make them able to perform different actions. Nonetheless, between the predator and the prey, the typical move remains the straight line. Dead Island’s infected might well be trapped in a pool or behind a row of chairs reaching their arms forward, but they are otherwise able to bypass obstacles to get to the survivor. While the bums from time to time retreat after a strike in Condemned: Criminal Origins, they jump over fences and clear obstacles to harm Agent Thomas. Nothing stops the Volatile when it is after Kyle Crane in Dying Light. Worst, like Ekman and Lankoski underline regarding Fatal Frame, “spirits appear at different spots and follow the player through walls, effectively signaling that the player is not safe anywhere” (2009: 193). This is something the ghost in Atari 2600’s Haunted House was doing right from the start: “It can move through locked doors and walls to chase you anywhere in the house” (manual). As for them, zombies emerge though windows because they have spotted a human (see Figure 26). 

The monster’s core predatory instinct merges with locating and tracking senses. Monsters react to a protagonist’s actions. Following the indication that creatures can locate Harry with their eyes and ears, one hint given in the manual of Silent Hill 1 is: “So if they are not alerted to the character’s presence, they will not start attacking. NOTE: If the light is turned off and the character is careful not to go right in front of the creatures, he can avoid needless confrontation.” In SOMA, the blind Proxy is really sensitive to sounds, but if Simon Jarret walks cautiously or remains still if it is too close, he is safe. Talking about the multilayered AI system of Alien: Isolation, technical director Clive Gratton explains what is behind such enemies’ pattern: “Our basic premise for the AI was ‘not to cheat.’ The level is pre-processed to find interesting places for the Alien to search. We then drop it in with a few parameters to say how fast to search, where and what size radius. If the Alien hasn’t spotted the player then it’ll do a leisurely search of a large area” (in Lane, 2017: 61). Whereas one way to evade a monster is to hide, other games allow characters to distract the monster instead. It was noted in Chapter 6 that Amanda can place flares or noisemakers to draw the Xenomorph to another location. Heather might leave a Beef Jerky around in Silent Hill 3 in order to attract a Double Head or a Slupper and let it chew on it while moving on to safety. Kyle can create a diversion by setting traps in Dying Light’s Harran. 

To the extent that all DDBs are not immortal, they have or hide a vulnerability. Of course, any opponent can lose health by taking a hit from a knife or a shotgun; conditional on the weapon and distance, a shot will cause a different damage (close range is more devastating). Some monsters can move aside quickly or protect themselves with their deformed excrescences or behind a shell and armor. Others are more vulnerable to a particular weapon, spell, or threat. For instance, the Taken in Alan Wake and the Photosaurus in Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare are sensitive to light, and creatures in Alone in the Dark: Illumination will only be injured when they are exposed to it. Made of leeches, the Humanoids in Resident Evil 0 are unresponsive to bullets since these only destroy few of the many parasites. The Invoke Spell is the only method to quell Decayed Saints in Clive Barker’s Undying (Honeywell, 2001: 42). Depending on the difficulty levels, other variables influence the monster’s susceptibility to injury: speed, knockdown duration, attack preparation time, stagger time, stunned time, exposed time, time at surface between dives or flights, etc.25
 Like the Medusa in Alone in the Dark 1 that can’t be killed without using the two small mirrors, some monsters really ask us to solve a riddle to know how to defeat them. But always in the logic of seeing them as puzzles, a gamer needs to find and strike their Achilles heel in order put an end to them. The limbs of the Necromorphs and the head of zombies are a good target (although Resident Evil 4 and 5 have changed this). Only visible with the infrared scope of a sniper rifle, Resident Evil 4’s Regenerators have Plagas attached to their bodies that ought to be shot at one by one. Boss fights revolve around precise weak points. The numerous gigantic tentacles have most of the times eyes (similar to Jack Baker’s third mutation in Resident Evil VII: biohazard) or soft spots (the unprotected red flesh of the last transformation of Leonard Friedman in ObsCure; see Figure 44) that need to be blown up. The head of the God and the belly of Amnion in Silent Hill 3 and Homecoming, respectively, or the heart of the mutated Norman in Resident Evil: Revelations, or that of the Marker in Dead Space 2, are the keys to ending these nightmarish adventures. Here, the process that Carroll posits at the center of horror fiction is literal: “This play of ratiocination concerns the nature or pertinent aspects of the monster in order to figure out how it is best opposed” (1990: 126).

One last and more positive feature of some monstrosities to quickly draw attention to is their loot, that is, the items dropped when they are dead. Many times, a fight must be won to obtain essential objects. For example, Travis must defeat four bosses to get the pieces necessary to complete the five-piece device called the Flauros in Silent Hill: 0rigins. Otherwise, any kill will give certain rewards in games with RPG elements. As was described in Chapter 6, Blue Stinger’s creatures carry money that scatters once they are defeated, which a person playing can use in vending machines. Looting helps to manage upgrades of skills or weapons. It plays in the flight-or-fight response. Similar to the search for the green goo in The Evil Within, knowing that some ammunition could be dropped after a death will lead a gamer to engage in combat.

Through a study of their number, diversity, health, size, strength, reach, speed, movement, predatory instinct, locating and tracking senses as well as vulnerability, we have just exposed what kind of threat the videoludic DDBs represent. But as we know, the latter are NPCs, while a protagonist is playable. Video games therefore make the confrontation a nasty and personal business for a gamer. 



Surviving

 horror

When asked by Electronic Gaming Monthly editors what his other cinematic influences were aside the aforementioned Dawn of the Dead, Jaws, and Alien while he was making Resident Evil 1, Mikami answered:


You know how sometimes you watch a horror movie and you think, “If that was me, what would I do in this situati
on?” . . . In a movie, the main character doesn’t do exactly what you would do. But if it’s a game, the main character does do what you want him/her to do. So, what I really wanted to do was make a horror movie where you could become the main character and experience all the fear and you could decide what to do. I was aiming for the type of horror entertainment that is not possible in the form of a movie. (EGM Editors, 1996: 60)

This ambition has undoubtedly been one of the primary ones of many designers.26
 A gamer has indeed been given, like it was shown in Chapter 3, a power to take action they have not been given as a film viewer. Still, whether in VR or not, video games are simulations. They propose models of and rules for behaviors. They aren’t allowing to do anything and everything; what’s more, it is often not possible to have complete freedom in everyday life. Following Petri Lankoski’s categorization (2005), a player-character is then not only defined by their external features (body, face, voice, clothes, etc.) or predefined functions (e.g., cut-scenes, predesigned dialogue, movement style, etc.), but also by their goals and subgoals (which limits plausible actions in order to progress), as well as their possible and impossible actions (which are hard or easy things to do in the game). Since a gamer is the one acting, the goals and actions become theirs and have an impact on their gaming experience. 

What player-characters do and what they have to accomplish compel us to continue our discussion on gender. Even though the exploration in Alone in the Dark 1 is identical no matter the character, it was not thought of this way. Raynal revealed that “originally, there was supposed to have some variations in the gameplay according the chosen hero. The adventure with Emily Hartwood was supposed to contain less combat and more thinking. But due to lack of time, the idea was dropped” (in Pétronille, 2012: 68, freely translated). Female characters are thus meant to use their head more than a gun. This way of seeing is implemented in Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare. The preponderance given to the action is less prevalent in Aline’s adventure who, in turn, has to use more items during her investigation (sixty-two for her and forty-nine for Edward).27
 The ethonology professor lands on the manor’s rooftop without any weapons, only a flashlight to ward off the first weak monsters that are sensitive to light. The opening line she utters to Edward with her transmitter is: “Come and get me out of here.” She will have to reiterate her request quickly because she’ll find herself locked up in a room. Edward flies to her rescue by shooting the dogs and monsters. 

As different as it looks at first, Resident Evil 1 is highly comparable. Jill can carry eight items in her inventory, as opposed to six for Chris. This handicap—in the sense of a disadvantage imposed on the best to equalize the chances of winning—is also reflected in the starting equipment: Chris begins his investigation with a single knife, while Jill already has a pistol. Moreover, as Grimes points out, she is the only woman in the Alpha Team, “easily placed in situations that reinforced the stereotype that women are subject to men. She [is] regularly rescued by male companions, in addition to being the only character subjected to physical abuse at the hands of her teammates. The heroine thus portray[s] the additional—and highly stereotypical—roles of damsel in distress and battered woman”28
 (2003: 6). In fact, after they get separated at the beginning of the game to carry out the systematic exploration of the mansion, Barry comes quite quickly to free his teammate locked in a room; the ceiling descends on her in a cut-scene, prompting her partner to utter the now-famous line: “You were almost a Jill Sandwich.” Later, while a huge bio-modified Plant 42 has caught Jill, Barry enters in another cut-scene to destroy the creature with a flamethrower. Jill can also save her teammates. Still, it is described in a revealing manner in a walk-through explaining Chris’ rescue: “Once here run forward until you find a door at the end, enter it and another scene will begin, and YAYY we just found Chris, but he should be ashamed of himself being rescued by a girl, well now that Chris is with us and Jill is happy to have saved both her male friends, time to exit.”29
 It is well and truly the other way around, which is ideal. Great linkages are built right at the start of Resident Evil 0 between Rebecca and Billy because the latter comes to save the Bravo team member from an attack of leeches, and it will not be the last time Billy will do these heroic acts. In Resident Evil 6, as early as the prelude to his campaign, Leon must drag Helena inside a building in worse shape than him.

At the beginning of Resident Evil 1, Jill is presented by her partner Barry as the “master of unlocking,” not of firearms handling. In 
Resident Evil 2, the upgradable guns are only offered in Leon’s arsenal, not in Claire’s. When there are not “figurative males,” it’s not difficult to imagine that women are not heavily armed; they have less potential of action. For instance, the weapons available to the young orphan Jennifer of Rule of Rose
30
 have more to do with a dessert fork, a cake knife, or a steel pipe, and the help of the dog Brown (see Figure 45), than with a revolver she doesn’t get until very late. The manual stresses regarding “Battle”: “But remember, Jennifer is a frail girl. It’s not wise to get into fight without a weapon. Also, she’ll move significantly slower once she’s been hurt, and her physical strength.” Young girls are indeed rarely well-equipped (at least to start with since they can find means of defense along the way). During two segments where Edward is captured by the sorceress and the pirates in Alone in the Dark 2, a gamer plays Grace Saunders, the eight-year-old kidnapped girl in pajamas that the detective came to rescue. She has to hide herself from the brigands, then find and use a small cannon, ice, and molasses to get rid of her opponents and deliver Edward twice from the sorceress’ clutches. But it is Edward who saves Grace at the end of the game. The chapter 3-4 of Resident Evil 4 during which the president’s teenage daughter becomes a playable character is quite similar. Captured, she must first be freed from a trap and defended at a distance (with a sniper) by Leon from the attack of the male cultists. In order to finally throw herself into the arms of the government agent, Ashley is forced to cross the servants’ quarters by turning cranks to open doors, crawl in small holes at the base of walls (with a camera pointed toward her miniskirt), escape from other cultists, solve a puzzle, and dodge attacks of armor suddenly come to life. 

With the crystallization of survival horror, gameplay based on flight first and foremost involved women. Before the first-person Amnesia: The Dark Descent, Outlast, and even Among the Sleep
31
 with their male character, there was the third-person Clock Tower series and Haunting Ground. Their heroines, and those of the Fatal Frame series and Heather in Silent Hill 3, have moved into the foreground an important concept in horror film studies since Carpenter’s Halloween: Clover’s notion of the Final Girl. It is obviously the cornerstone of what Weise calls the stalker simulation (2009: 242–50). Resourceful, intelligent, and constantly outsmarting the killer, as well as running, hiding, escaping, tricking, overcoming, and fighting back, the female character is made to do the same in games. Grimes also compares Resident Evil 1’s Jill to Final Girl to nuance her assessment of the perpetual victim: “It is worth mentioning, however, that Chris (the optional male protagonist) though stronger than Jill, also filled this dual function of victim/victor. Though meaningful gender differences were observed when comparing Chris’ and Jill’s gameplay, the focus on survival and victimization remained a dominant feature in both versions of the game” (2003: 6). Taylor makes the same observation about that game, Fatal Frame, and American McGee’s Alice (Rogue Entertainment, 2000): “The women characters in horror video games are often represented as being forced into their situations. They are still feminine and not male-identified by having male interests, but that they are in a situation in which male interests and female interests are broken down into a question of survival instead of gender” (2006: 99). Gameplay as a result makes scary games resistant to culturally stereotyped roles asserting that “men are expected to display bravado and unflinching vision, whereas women are expected to cower and look away” (Pinedo, 1997: 56). In the end, regardless of the gender of the character, a gamer ought to do something—regardless too of their gender. They will be in the shoes of women and/or men. A series like Fatal Frame obliges them to embrace the gaze of the female protagonists who never look away when ghosts assail them. Conversely, the male player-character of Amnesia: The Dark Descent is required to avoid looking at the monster in order to, like the young women in Clock Tower and Haunting Ground, keep his sanity and not faint with fear.

What’s more, there are not only super male soldiers in scary games. Like Kirkland underlines in “Masculinity in Video Games: The Gendered Gameplay of Silent Hill,” the series has for instance male characters that “are variously familiarized and domesticated, persecuted, unstable, and tortured by guilt and emotional turmoil” (Kirkland, 2009b, p. 167). When compared to first-person shooter games with strong and fully armed militaries going forward, a gamer might have more empathy for such characters because they share the living and survival efforts of protagonists who display human traits and whose goals and fate are of interest to them.32
 To get through and to the end of their adventures, player-characters have no choice but to brave death. From that perspective, Wells writes regarding psychoanalytic readings of the sexual dimension of horror films: “Further, when men and women ‘fight back’ it is largely in fear of life itself, and not wholly based on issues of sexual anxiety or either gender” ([2000] 2002, 19). The main goal remains the same in games: it’s to survive. As for monsters, player-characters have traits influencing a gamer’s ultimate objective. 

From the outset, predominantly designed as single-player games, scary games draw a gamer into a nightmare with a protagonist. A person playing might have a character imposed on them or select a character at the beginning (female or male), then later occupy the shoes of another (Deputy Sheriff Emily Wyatt becomes playable in Deadly Premonition) or many to get out of it alive as in Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem and Siren, or have by their side an AI partner or a whole squad (The Thing); however, they remain forced to use a single specific character at a time in the action-adventure tradition. In line with a tactical horror RPG like Koudelka indirectly enabling a gamer to control simultaneous and multiple characters, few games give the ability to choose one specific character for a particular segment: that is, like switching any time between Elliot G. Blade and Dogs Bower in Blue Stinger, between squad members in Clive Barker’s Jericho (Mercury Steam, 2007) or between Rebecca and Billy in Resident Evil 0 and Revelations 2 using the zapping system and taking advantage of the belongings, strengths, and skills of both characters. 

A player-character is human, or “purely” human we could say to mark the opposition with the impurity of the monster; fission as Torque/beast in The Suffering or individuals with special abilities like the agent using psionic powers in System Shock 2 are not the norm. Thin or bulky, they have the anatomy of a Homo sapiens; in the first-person regime of vision, their 
look is at a matching height. Humanity comes with mortality. A protagonist has a defined number of hit points. For example, Claire and Chris have 200 HP in Resident Evil: Code: Veronica X, the survivors of Dead Island do not all have the same amount (the sturdy rap star Sam B. has 110 HP compared to 90 HP for the more graceful specialist in martial arts Xian Mei, and the two others have 100 HP; Bogenn, Owen, and Sims, 2011: 14–33), and Heather’s strength in Silent Hill 3 depends on the action difficulty level (200 HP at Easy, 100 HP at Normal and Hard, and only 50 HP at extreme; Birlew, 2004b: 8). In Resident Evil 5, Chris has 1,000 HP and the duration of his dying status is longer at the Amateur level (30 seconds for 15 at the Normal and Veteran ones). While The Evil Within’s detective Sebastian Castellanos regains some of his HP on the upgradable life gauge when he stands still for a short period after a fight, and Silent Hill 4: The Room’s Henry Townshend sees his health slowly regenerate in the first part of the game when he gets back to Room 302, this is not the normal process. 

On the contrary, it is actually one of the first scare tactics associated with resources. A gamer must oversee a player-character’s physical integrity. They have to find med kits, first aid sprays, or other items in order to heal them. Scary games are known to offer few of these supplies. There are only two health kits and one box of cookies in Alone in the Dark 1. The scarcity has many consequences on the gameplay. Predominantly, a gamer must scavenge for them as they may be visible on the floor or a shelf, but also hidden away or in a corner (and maybe right by the hidden sport of a monster). They might have to mix them, such as Resident Evil’s herbs (three green ones, or a green, a red, and a blue restores 100 percent health). When the inventory is limited, they are required to manage the items to make room. In that sense, once Jill gets up to six herbs in a courtyard of the Spencer Mansion after poisoning the plant in the fountain, it is a good idea to mix them and to go put some mixtures in the nearby item box to leave inventory spaces free. If there is no place in the inventory, the item must be left on site, picked up later, or forgotten unless another item can be discarded. When there is no health gauge displayed on the game interface or represented in another way in the vein of the blue bars in the back of Isaac’s suit in Dead Space, a gamer is often obliged to verify this status in the inventory. Above all, not being able to have full HP and/or accumulate a lot of first aid kits in reserve make the future battles more frightening, considering that passing away is more likely to happen. Contrariwise, once a protagonist is not alone and has, like Chris with Sheva33
 in Resident Evil 5, a non-player-partner coming to heal him in perilous situations, a gamer’s attitudes toward death or “game over” change; they are less worried. The human precariousness can also be psychological. Clock Tower’s Panic Meter, Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem’s Sanity Meter, Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth’s sanity system as well as The Thing’s fear and trust levels ask a gamer to accomplish their action according to how much these levels are filled. Because the meters rise in great part upon the encounter with a monster, confrontations are there too far from being desired.

With combat at the heart of action or action-adventure games, one of the most effective ways to face a threat is to fight it. As for the “fantastic biologies,” this opportunity is publicized right on the back cover of the game boxes. We read among others: “Battle horrifying creature with a new arsenal of weapon and items” (Silent Hill 2); “Take vengeance on mutilated bodies with a variety of weapons” (Rise of Nightmares); “FIGHT ENEMIES using environment, powerful and evil artefacts, Alien technology, and authentic weapons” (Call of Cthulhu: Dark Corners of the Earth); and “Stay alive using any weapon you can from firearms to lead pipe to whatever you can pry from the fully interactive environment” (Condemned: Criminal Origins). Yet, these assertions are not telling the whole story. For instance, the melee weapons in Rise of Nightmares and Condemned break after a number of uses, forcing a gamer to constantly have to grab another one. In the latter game, after Agent Thomas’ gun has been taken away, the .45 Caliber Pistol he finds at the Central Metro Station has only three rounds, the same amount of cartridges held by the Pump Shotgun hidden in a safe not far away. A person playing can’t just go hacking n’ slashing and/or shooting everything. Although greater offensive power (with more damage points) usually becomes available through the adventure to meet with stronger monstrous threats, and more action-oriented games such as Dead Space and Resident Evil 4 allow upgrades to the arsenal, a gamer ought not to think they are powerful (a perception wrongly enhanced, among other things, by the presence of a rocket launcher in Leon’s larger attaché case). Inasmuch as the notion of “survival horror” is one of the foundations of scary games, the experience is more about feeling vulnerable. The sensation is intensified the minute a player-character has to leave behind or lose their possessions. This is what happens to Claire in Resident Evil: Code: Veronica, prompted to deposit all her metallic items in a box before crossing a detector at the prison; James in Silent Hill 2, leaving everything on shelves to take an elevator at the Lake View Hotel; and to Outlast’s reporter dropping his camera (with night vision), which falls two floors below. 

The best way to avoid being killed is to stay out of DDBs’ reach and to attack from a distance. The effectiveness of such an action is, however, thwarted by basic horror design rules. Following Masercola’s postulates: “Combat should be up close and personal—where there is the most chance of the character getting hurt. . . . When it comes to distance fighting, limit supplies. If you give the player a gun, he better have to fight to hold onto every bullet. If you can take enemies out from a distance easily, you cannot create fear” (2012). Consequently, along with the managing of a player-character’s health, a gamer must make sparing use of the ammunitions as there are not a lot around. This approach to game design had been taken at once by Raynal. He confesses, “I did not want Alone in the Dark to be an action 
game with big guns. The fact that there are few cartridges and that people are very afraid of missing them adds to the stress. It has worked so well that many people have called Alone in the Dark ‘a game in which there is no ammunition’” (Pétronille, 2012: 70, freely translated). There were in actual fact very few: eight shells and eighteen bullets. Scavenging and backtracking are thus time and again required to remedy the situation (and it might not even provide leftovers). In addition, to underline how scarcity subverts conventional expectations of combat in gaming, Wayne Santos effectively formulates in “Playing with Fear. The Challenges of Interactive Horror” the main consequence of missing ammo:


The beauty of scarcity in a horror game is that players create their own tense moments. The creators of the game don’t have to plan for a critical battle in which the player no longer has any ammo to shoot with; players can do that all by themselves with one panicked battle. Anyone that has ever found themselves facing a horde of faceless nurses in Silent Hill II with only a pipe knows true anxiety. It’s the same for Resident Evil if a panicked gun fight emptied out both the pistol and shot gun. (2014: 10)

There is even more beauty since it changes, for Taylor, “the typical video game structure of ‘us against them’ to ‘us away from them.’ This makes the game space more horrific because the player is forced into proximity with the monsters, while having escape or avoidance as the primary goals” (2006: 29). While the limited offensive resources impel such an approach, the “No means of defense” tactic gives no choice but to hide or flee to survive.

As the movements of the monsters influence their potential threat, the mapping of a gamer’s P-actions onto in-game consequences for the hero/ine has as well a bearing on their chance to stay alive. Compared to contemporary schemes, the tank controls of the survival horror games that prevent gamers from turning and moving forward at the same time are notorious for having made the run between and away from zombies, B.O.W., and other DDBs more difficult. Possible in Deep Fear, the Resident Evil series is well-known for not allowing (up until the sixth game) to run and shoot at the same time. Present in Forbidden Forest, and causing a character to be more vulnerable to attacks, such impossibility does create a tension between stopping to fight and keeping on, to flee with the fiends on your toes. Running is the usual motion in front of a threat, be it in a straight line to get away or in circle to avoid being hit in an arena. Once again, tactics complicate a gamer’s actions. As we have noted in Chapter 3, beginning with Resident Evil 2, the moment agents take some damage, they walk in an unsteady gait that is much slower. Many games bring into play these mechanics. In Silent Hill, the people exploring the nightmarish town do not run that fast and quickly get out of breath, which makes them lose pace. The young girls in Fatal Frame don’t lope. The speed with which the hero/ine can move around is such a crucial stake that it can be upgraded in The Evil Within from 3 seconds at Level 1 to 10 seconds in Level 5. The Fast 180° Turn is likewise a great move allowing protagonists to retreat much easier. Then, can a player-character go sideways, crouch, crawl, hold their breath to really be unnoticed, cling to ledges, jump, leap over obstacles, slide over surfaces, block or evade attacks, take cover, duck while aiming, knock down enemies, execute a finishing move, and/or perform a really spectacular one (through a QTE)? Can a gamer use health or switch weapons by pressing a button and can they stop or not the current happening by going to the inventory? All these possible or impossible actions make the person playing ponder what to do. These are the skills they need to develop. Because in line with the idea that video gaming is kinesthetic experience, and that it doesn’t matter if they play a frail character, an ordinary individual, or a super-soldier, it is a gamer who succeeds or fails to execute the actions (even when they can upgrade various skills).

Whereas monsters have locating and tracking senses, player-characters are less instinctive, or less equipped we might say. A gamer might be helped by the familiar tropes like the beginning of extradiegetic music and the location of save points that might work as forewarnings for a future encounter. But except for devices such Silent Hill’s pocket radio and Alien videoludic adaptations’ motion tracker (which are not perfectly accurate), Siren’s Sightkjacking to see from the monster’s eyes, or the interface’s radar of games such as Dead Island and Dying Light, they are moving rather blindly toward the dark and the unknown. On the one hand, it is for this reason that Dan Pinchbeck compares the first-person shooter DOOM

3
 to Resident Evil 1, “a game that wants the player to have to react constantly, not plan or strategize” (2013: 148). On the other hand, new works are giving more latitude to a gamer. Grip gives an example: “You see it a bit in games like Alien: Isolation where you have crafting and tools to lure the alien in. I think more stuff like that, where the player isn’t just reactive to the horror, but is able to make plans, and have a lot of ways to move forward, [is a design path]. . . . It’s about giving more options in these encounters, rather than doing the old hide-in-the-closet trick” (in Graft, 2015). For the making of The Evil Within, Mikami aimed toward different alternatives to just shoot in order to terminate an enemy, for instance by enabling to sneak-kill (Figure 50) or use traps within the environment. He has by the same token reflected on the state of the genre:


[image: ]

 FIGURE 50 Sebastian Castellanos is sneaking behind a fiend in The Evil Within (Tango Gameworks, 2014).


When it comes to what players want from a horror game, it seems to me they want to play more of an adventure type game rather than an action type game. Where player’s skills are less required and more emphasis is put on the scary atmosphere. I think the sense of ‘How the heck am I gonna make it out of this situation alive?’ is what players are looking for in horror games nowadays.’ (“President Evil,” 2014: 95)

What a gamer ought to
be doing is constantly evaluating their options as a prey, not as a predator. 

In the end, the description on the back covers of Alien: Isolation’s box perfectly captures the ins and outs of scary video games: “Underpowered and unprepared, you must scavenge resources, improvise solutions and use your wits, not just to succeed in your mission, but simply to stay alive.” Furthermore, this frightening experience is much more the one of a gamer than of the hero/ine. 

Notes

1 There undoubtedly are other horror walking simulators I’m not aware of that have no monsters lurking in the game-world.

2 Hutchings adds a clarification: “This does not mean that all films thought of as horror have monsters in them or that horror cinema has a monopoly on the representation of monsters. But it does mean that in order to grasp what is distinctive about the horror genre, it is helpful to have some sense of what the function of the monstrous is within it” (2004: 34).

3 According to Carroll, “To a large extent, the horror story is driven explicitly by curiosity. . . . Horror stories, in a significant number of cases, are dramas of proving the existence of the monster and disclosing (most often gradually) the origin, identity, purposes and powers of the monster. Monsters, as well, are obviously a perfect vehicle for engendering this kind of curiosity and for supporting the drama of proof, because monsters are (physically, though generally not logically) impossible beings” (1999: 182).

4 For Wood, normality refers to “conformity to the dominant social norms.” He details afterward, “The definition of normality in horror films is in general boringly constant: the heterosexual monogamous couple, the family, and the social institutions (police, church, armed forces) that support and defend them” ([1986] 2003: 71). I’m here following Russell who is identifying this concurrency (1998: 238).

5 Tudor’s categories do indeed revolve around the notion of threat, being supernatural/secular, external/internal (with respect to human beings), or autonomous/dependent (
on the human creation).

6 Carroll would refer to this as a “horrific metonymy” (1990: 51).

7 He is not killing innocent people, but various perverse and violent gangs’ members.

8 As opposed to what Dansky says, Condemned: Criminal Origins is quickly introducing typical monstrous beings with the zombie-like Crawlers in the Subway Tunnels (Chapter 4 of the game) and the Dark Primary final boss.

9 Their killer having some kind of supernatural power preventing them to be put to death, they would better be classified as “deviant supernatural” (Russell, 1998: 249).

10 Talking about the horror film in Film Genre: Hollywood and Beyond, Barry Langford asserts: “Monstrosity is not a self-evident category: monsters are created, not born. Furthermore, as several writers have noted, monster has its etymological roots in the Latin monstrare, ‘to show’: thus the monster exists to de-monstrare, to teach an object (social) lesson of some kind” (2005: 166).

11 It has to be stressed that Vorobej’s essay is a direct answer to what he calls Carroll’s curiosity theory. For Vorobej, it is difficult to imagine why an audience would like to know uninteresting beings and enter a “play of ratiocination” to do so, since in horror this play “rarely becomes innovative, complex, or abstract” (1997: 235).

12 Similar to “Richard Lewis’s novel Devil’s Coach Horse armies of bloodthirsty beetles . . . on the rampage” (1990: 50).

13 An “open-world action game” developed by Bend Studio, Days Gone has not been released while I’m writing these lines. But it features “mindless, feral creatures, more animal than human but very much alive and quickly evolving” called Freakers. They are moving as fast as the infected we have seen in the film adaptation of World War Z (Marc Forster, 2013). See https://www.playstation.com/en-ca/games/days-gone-ps4/.

14 I say “had” since digital visual effects have changed the situation.

15 Like I have noted in Chapter 4, the games with co-op gameplay such as ObsCure, Resident Evil 5, and Dead Space 3 are not numerous and are more action oriented.

16 I’m using and revisiting in this section the analysis I have made in Perron, 2015.

17 This statement is among others based on the study made of a sample of thirty-three Nintendo and Sega video games popular in 1995 by Tracy L. Dietz (1998). Although her numbers are distorted by the presence of men sport games and Tetris, Dietz reveals that “15% (5) portrayed women as heroes or as action characters” (p. 433) and “30% of the videos did not represent the female population at all” (p. 434). Grimes has later underlined that this number had changed in 2001 and that “a full 54% of lead characters in video games are female” (2003: 3). On a more specific scope, but not centered on horror, Hitchens (2011) has surveyed 566 separate FPS titles, across a range of platforms, ranging from 1991 to 2009. He has found that “81 percent of titles require a player to play a male avatar.” On the 482 games giving “information about the gender of the player avatar,” only 20 are enforcing a female avatar.

18 Grimes analyzes three games from the Nintendo GameCube: Metroid Prime (Retro Studios, 2002), REmake, and Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem.

19 This outfit is explained in this way in the reference book Resident Evil Archives: “In ‘RE 3,’ Jill appears in her casual costume from ‘RE.’ She probably wears clothing with a lot of skin exposed because the game takes place in September while it’s still hot” (70Capcom, 2006: 110). Raccoon City being in the Midwest and not in the South of the United States, one wonders whether the heat is so scorching at that time of the year.

20 I’m not dealing here with NPCs. Nevertheless, the promotion of Resident Evil: Revelations was among others made with the Agent Rac
hel Foley, that looks like a “pair of walking tits.” Since people thought she would be the player-character, she has generated many negative reactions. See http://kotaku.com/5838725/a-pair-of-walking-tits-brings-resident-evils-direction-into-question.

21 The non-player-character Jessica Sherawat wears the same suit than Jill in Resident Evil: Revelations, except that her right leg is left naked, for no pragmatic reason.

22 Brown also calls them “phallic women.” It is what Agent Rachel Foley literally becomes while being transformed into a monster in Resident Evil: Revelations. 

23 Masercola studies Fatal Frame, Condemned: Criminal Origins and Sony PlayStation 3’s Alone in the Dark: Inferno (2008).

24 A term I’ve chosen, for it is an implied reference to the business of an undertaker.

25 I’m mostly inspired by the data found in Resident Evil 5 Strategy Guide (Price and Nicholson, 2009: 134–50).

26 The analogy with films is unavoidable. Todd Hollenshead, id Software PDG, was explaining in 2004 that the experience they were going for in the first-person shooter DOOM3—so not the typical use of predetermined camera angles as in survival horror games—was for “players to feel as there were in an interactive horror movie” (TV interview, Musique Plus Montréal, 2004).

27 The official game strategy guide provides an exhaustive list of objects to be found and used by the characters (Hodgson, 2001).

28 Grime’s comment about the battered women’s role is less obvious. It might come from the fact that Wesker hits Jill after her discovery of his betrayal. 

29 See the walk-through of Resident Evil by Adnan Javed (2004), https://www.gamefaqs.com/gamecube/535836-resident-evil/faqs/28138.

30 Far from the militarized violence of a Resident Evil, the game still caused a scandal because it portrayed the evil deeds of a group of young girls (see Icher and Delahaye, 2006).

31 Let’s recall that the character is little boy scared of his monstrous alcoholic mother.

32 I’m referring once again to Tan’s notion of fiction emotions (1996: 82).

33 Besides, a lot of gamers (me included) have used Sheva as a mule for the herbs and first aid sprays, putting her in the role of the healer. 


Afterword

One cannot designate the top of a pyramid without locating its base.

Jacques Attali, Lignes d’horizon, 1990, Chapter 1, section 152 (freely translated)

I could not find a better epigraph to introduce my few last thoughts. Indeed, the pyramid of scary video games at the core of my theorization is in itself a base for the study of videoludic horror. Akin to many books on horror films, I have wished to provide in mine an overview of the horror genre in video games. After laying the groundwork with some broad generic issues and tracing how the form has developed and changed over the years, my thorough analysis of the various scare tactics employed to frighten a gamer has intended to show and understand how the genre works. I hope to have succeeded in doing that, especially from the standpoint that Dominique Noguez used to define the exercise at the time when film studies was becoming an academic discipline. For him, “The best filmic analyses are often those that deal with films that we love—and that we love passionately—and that we analyze less to produce text than to explain to oneself one’s own fascination, perhaps to be able one day to generate a similar one. This passion, this pleasure can be felt” (1980: 193, freely translated). The notion of pleasure, which I have set from the start as a dimension to share, is even more important because “the pleasure to consume a work” is directly linked for Noguez with “the pleasure to create” (p. 193). Thus, the ultimate objective is to stimulate other analyses. It does take more than a handful of stones to build a pyramid. Let me cut few other blocks that could be added to the structure. 

Raphaëlle Moine concludes her examination in Cinema Genre by reformulating in a different way the difficulty of taking the notion of genre as a closed, static, and definitive collection of works: 


Genres, because they have an ideological and social function, are subject to redefinition as well as semantic or syntactic shifts that respond to, and perpetuate, historical, social, cultural, and cinematic changes. Moreover, just as the DNA of a frog was combined with that of extinct monsters to give birth to a new kind of dinosaur, genres hybridize and mingle with one another. ([2002] 2008: 205) 

Based on the model I have exposed, this generic crossbreeding ought to be investigated. This process is not limited to the combination of action and adventure. For instance, insofar as it is a very popular and critically acclaimed video game, many people1
 have asked me if I would talk about The Last of Us (Naughty Dog, 2013). As seen in the previous pages, I did not. In fact, The Last of Us is a great example of hybridization and a case more complex than F.E.A.R. First Encounter Assault Recon (see Chapter 4). Narratively speaking, it is somehow a blend between post-apocalyptic story, road movie, zombie/infected fiction and drama. At the gameplay level, MobyGames indicates a mix of “Quick Time Events (QTEs), Shooter, Stealth [and] Survival Horror,” and describes it as a “survival horror action adventure game.”2
 Regarding the Survival Horror reference that was quite debated when the game came out, we read in Edge that “the genesis of Gears of War and The Last of Us is Resident Evil 4, a Mikami game that established a close thirdperson view [that] could be used to effectively embody the player in the world” (Thursten, 2014: 127). Like Leo with Ashley, Joel must escort and protect Ellie who, compared to the president’s daughter, is stronger and handles weapons to cover her protector; her cat-and-mouse game against David, the leader of a group of cannibalistic survivors, is also much more absorbing than the stealth part of Ashley. Whereas the many fights against noninfected humans foreground shooter elements, the Stalkers, Clickers (with their hair-raising clicking sounds), and Bloaters pose a great monstrous threat. Contrary to Resident Evil 4, which we have considered as a summational work ending the cycle of survival horror, it is necessary to scavenge for supplies and items to craft. It is often a better option to avoid enemies when possible, to sneak by or behind enemies to kill them. Clickers being very sensitive to sound, they can be distracted by throwing bricks or bottles. The behaviors of the monsters, limited offensive and defensive resources, diegetic blind space, and forewarnings are tactics so well brought into play that we come across a thought-provoking shift. In an updated version of his story of Resident Evil, Steve Burns asserts about Resident Evil: Revelations: “It’s a solid adventure, but is indebted to Naughty Dog’s The Last of Us, which had arrived in 2013” (2015: 114). As for him, Dave Meikleham stages a false encounter between Barry and Joel in order to underscore in his Official PlayStation Magazine UK review of Resident Evil: Revelations 2: “Now off you two trot to discuss the finer points of garotting the undead while I prattle on about how much Revelations 2 wants to be The Last of Us” (2015: 92). I have likewise read allusions to Naughty Dog’s work in reviews of Alien: Isolation (North, 2014: 58), The Evil Within (Turi, 2014: 84), and Outlast (mightyles, 2014: 9). As a result, although it was more designed as a survival adventure, and that the horror aspect was not emphasized, the game comes back to influence the genre or, at least, the discourse around it. It is difficult to advocate against it, but The Last of Us does fit in the pyramid of scary video games, and more at the first level. The circulation of scare tactics between genres does remain an avenue to be followed to further pursue the present study. 

Since my only full experience with it was through Resident Evil VII: biohazard, I haven’t dealt a lot with the videoludic changes initiated with the virtual reality. There is no doubt that the overlapping of the point of interaction with the point of (re)action intensifies the effects of the first-person frightening regime of vision and audition. Let’s recall that Krzywinska was underlining more than fifteen years ago the manner by which a gamer’s illusion of being attacked was heightened while playing the first-person mode of Clive Barker’s Undyin
g (2002: 215). Considering that scary games are already not for everyone, we will need to ask the question: “How far can the experience go before becoming harmful?” As Holly Green stresses in “Here They Lie and the ethics of VR horror,” one should begin to “shed light on the creative and ethical pitfalls that lie ahead” (2017). Cory Davis, creative director on Here They Lie is aware of such an interrogation: “I do believe that it’s good to have a reminder that this is a very extreme experience. [We’re] still in the infancy of what we’re going to learn in terms of what these experiences can do.” Thus, if I did not focus my discussion on the ethical issues of scare tactics, these might turn out to be unavoidable. 

While it was supposed to be a chapter on its own, I had to put the topic aside due to space limitations. Nevertheless, the relationship between horror video games and movies can be looked at from both ways. The aesthetic influence of cinema on the former has been addressed at length throughout the book, and films such as Jaws, Friday the 13th, The Blair Witch Project, and the Alien franchise have been adapted into video games. Yet, the inverse is also noteworthy since the genre is a good site to observe the adaptation process.3

Sweet Home (Kiyoshi Kurosawa, 1989), the movie, was released with Capcom’s classic. Resident Evil became a film series on its own with six live-action (2002–16)4
 and three 3D animated movies (2008–17).5
 There are cinematic adaptations of DOOM (Andrzej Bartkowiak, 2005), Forbidden Siren (Yukihiko Tsutsumi, 2006), Fatal Frame (2014), and Galerians: Rion (Masahiko Maesawa, 2002; in CGI). Alone in the Dark,
6

Silent Hill,
7

Dead Space,
8

BloodRayne,
9

House of the Dead,
10
 and Dead Rising
11
 all garnered two feature films per franchise. More than to acknowledge that such transitions to the silver screen are bad or doomed to fail, it is rather what the movies reflect back on the comprehension of games that is interesting to tackle. For example, as I have set off to show (Perron, 2017), the blind space is really not well utilized in the first Alone in the Dark movie. The confrontations in Carnby’s loft are a long series of stroboscopic effects. It is incompatible with the videoludic aesthetic and does not translate the game mechanics at all. In the light of cinema, and to return to Moine’s remark, I have not taken into consideration cultural specificities. But as Japanese horror cinema at the turn of the twenty-first century (labeled J-Horror) has made visible, the uses of scare tactics—and the tactics themselves—are different in the Japanese, American, and European cultures. These must be, as Katarzyna Marak has started to do with the first two (2015), better distinguished. The two most important videogame franchises, Resident Evil and Silent Hill, are made by Japanese companies, but both have set their action in American towns.

Bearing in mind that a game is, like Kline, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter stress it, “at the point of convergence for a whole array of technical, cultural, and promotional dynamics of which they are, at best, only very partially aware” (2003: 19), production practices and advances in gaming technology in relation to the design of scary video games should be researched for each of the four historical periods I have identified. Ultimately, as I said in Chapter 10 in regard to the gender representation, the formalist approach I have taken to chart the large videoludic horror territory didn’t concentrate on the referentiality of video games. Except for my analysis of the player-characters, and while I’m conscious of the gaps it has let, my goal has not been to be critical of the genre. However, issues of identities, races, ideologies, and politics undoubtedly remain to be addressed. For instance, as Ewan Kirkland has pointed to me,12
 the references of the monsters to the anxieties and phobias of the player-characters are scarcely veiled in Silent Hill and do rest on sexual imagery; it’s a path of research that can be followed, even for all the deformed and DDBs. Many games I have discussed foreground as well their engagement with mental illness, memory, and the subconscious. Then, as I have noticed it in a note of Chapter 6, Resident Evil 5 with its white American soldier c
oming to Africa to kill black opponents is a good entry point to study the racialization of monsters. 

I’ll extend one last time the metaphor that followed us during the course of the book. I have left here some markers so that no one would get into the dark world of scary video without guidance. There is a pyramid to be discovered. But as any good slightly reckless adventurer would do, one ought to venture further. . .

Notes

1 That was the case for two of the external reviewers of my initial book proposal.

2 See http://www.mobygames.com/game/ps3/last-of-us.

3 The exercise could also be made for the sequential art since many horror video games were made into comic books.

4 Resident Evil (Paul W. S. Anderson, 2002), Resident Evil: Apocalypse (Alexander Witt, 2004), Resident Evil: Extinction (Russell Mulcahy, 2007), Resident Evil: Afterlife (Paul W. S. Anderson, 2010), Resident Evil: Retribution (Paul W. S. Anderson, 2012), and Resident Evil: The Final Chapter (Paul W. S. Anderson, 2016).

5 Resident Evil: Degeneration (Makoto Kamiya, 2008) and Resident Evil: Damnation (Makoto Kamiya, 2012) and Resident Evil: Vendetta (Takanori Tsujimoto, 2017).

6 Alone in the Dark (Uwe Boll, 2005) and Alone in the Dark II (Peter Scheerer and Michael Roesch, 2008). 

7 Silent Hill (Christophe Gans, 2006) and Silent Hill: Revelation (Michael J. Bassett, 2012), the latter available in a three-dimensional version.

8 The prequel to the first game Dead Space: Downfall (Chuck Patton, 2008) and Dead Space: Aftermath (Mike Disa, 2011) are animated films.

9 BloodRayne (Uwe Boll, 2005) and BloodRayne: The Third Reich (Uwe Boll, 2011).

10 House of the Dead (Uwe Boll, 2003) and House of the Dead 2 (Michael Hurst, 2005).

11 Dead Rising: Watchtower (Zach Lipovsky, 2015) and Dead Rising: Endgame (Pat Williams, 2016).

12 In a personal correspondence (July 3, 2017). I owe him these last three avenues of inquiry.
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strategy here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here , here, here, here 

walking simulator here–here, here, here 

ghost here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Ghostbuster here, here

Ghost House here

Ghost Manor here, here, here

Ghost ’n Goblins here

Ghouls‘n Ghosts here

Gledhill, Christine here

GoldenEye 007 here

Gordon, Robert M. here , here, here 

gore here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

gothic here, here, here–here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Gradius here 

Graetz, Martin here

Grand Guignol here, here

Granny’s Garden here–here

Grant, Barry Keith here 

Gratton, Clive here

Gregersen, Andreas here, here, here

Gremlins (Atari 2600) here

Gremlins (Atari 5200) here

Gremlins (film) here

Grimes, Sarah M. here , here, here, here , here, here , here

Grimshaw, Mark here

Grip, Thomas here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Grodal, Torben here, here, here

Half-Life here

Half-Life 2 here

Halloween (film) here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Halloween (game) here, here, here, here, here, here

Halloween (series) here, here 

Halo 3 here

Hand, Richard J. here–here, here, here, here , here

Hanich, Julian here , here–here, here , here, here

Hannan, Michael here

Hardcore Henry here

Harvester here

Haunted Castle (The) here . See also The Devil’s Manor

haunted house here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Haunted House (arcade) here

Haunted House (Atari 2600) here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here , here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Haunted House (Magnavox Odyssey) here

Haunting Ground here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Haunt: The Real Slender here

Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer here

Here They Lie here, here–here

Hide here, here, here, here

Hills, Matt here , here 

Hills Have Eyes (The) here

Hitchcock, Alfred here, here, here, here

Hollenshead, Todd here 

Home here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Hope, Ali here 

horror (emotion) here–here, here

art-horror here , here, here–here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here

real-life here–here, here, here

Horror Games (company) here

horror genre here , here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

film here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here , here, here, here , here , here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here , here , here–here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here , here, here, here, here

label here, here , here, here, here

literature here, here, here, here , here, here, 

video game here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here , here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here . See also scary video game; survival horror

Hostel here

House of the Dead (film) here 

House of the Dead (The) (arcade) here , here

House of the Dead (The) (Sega Saturn) here, here, here, here , here, here, here

House of the Dead (The) (series) here

House of the Dead 2 (film) here 

Huizinga, Johan here

Hunt the Wumpus (computer) here–here, here , here, here

Hunt the Wumpus (Texas Instruments TI–99/4A) here

Hutchings, Peter here, here, here , here , here, here–here, here, here , here, here, here

ICO here

iconography here, here, here

horror here, here , here, here, here, here, here , here

western here

I Have No Mouth, and I Must Scream here , here–here, here

Illbleed here–here, here, here, here, here

insanity meter here, here

Interview with the Vampire here

I Spit on Your Grave here

iterative improvement (model of) here–here

definitive work here

innovative work here, here

paradigmatic work here, here

Ito, Masahiro here

Jack the Ripper here

Jancovich, Mark here, here, here, here, here

Järvinen, Aki here, here–here, here

Jauss, Hans Robert here

Jaws here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Jaws Unleashed here

Jeepers Creepers here–here

Jenkins, Henry here, here, here

Jones, Mike here, here

Jørgenson, Kristine here, here , here

jump scare here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here. See also startle effect

Ju-On: The Grudge (game) here, here, here

Jurassic Park (film) here, here, here, here

Juul, Jesper here 

Kaboom! here

Kabus22 here

Kamiya, Hideki here–here

Kavka, Misha here

Kawata, Masachika here, here–here, here, here

Kenseiden here

Kent, Steven L. here, here

killer here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here

Killer 7 here, here 

King, Geoff here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

King, Stephen here, here , here, here

King’s Quest here

Kirkland, Ewan here, here, here, here, here–here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Klevjer, Rune here

Kline, Stephen here, here

Kobayashi, Hiroyuki here, here

Kojima, Hideo here

Kolnai, Aurel here 

Korzybski, Alfred here

Koudelka here, here

Kristeva, Julia here

Krzywinska, Tanya here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here , here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Kuon here

labyrinth here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here. See also maze

Lady in the Lake (The) here

Land of the Dead here 

Land of the Dead: Road to Fiddler’s Green here

Lankoski, Petri here, here, here, here, here, here

Last of Us (The) here–here

Laurel, Brenda here

Layers of Fear here, here, here, here, here, here

Lebling, Dave here

Ledoux, Joseph here, here, here , here, here 

Left 4 Dead here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Left 4 Dead 2 here, here, here, here

Legend of Zelda: Ocarina of Time (The) here

Lessard, Jonathan here, here 

Let’s Play here–here

Lewis, Richard here 

Lifeline here–here, here, here 

Limbo here

Little Red Riding Hood here

Loftus, Elizabeth here–here

Loftus, Geoffrey here–here

Loguidice, Bill here, here

Lone Survivor here

Lovecraft, Howard Phillips here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Luigi’s Mansion here

Lurking Horror (The) here , here–here, here, here

Manhunt here, here

Maniac Mansion here

map here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here–here

Marak, Katarzyna here

Mariconda, Steven J. here

Martian Gothic: Unification  here–here, here

Masercola, Nick here, here , here

Massacre here

Mass Effect here

Mäyrä, Frans here, here

maze here, here, here, here–here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here. See also labyrinth

McCroy, Jay here–here, here 

McKettrick, Darren here

Medal of Honor: Frontline here

Metal Gear Solid here

Metro 2033 here

Metroid Prime here 

Mikami, Shinji here, here, here, here, here, here , here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Missile Command here

MobyGames here, here , here, here, here , here , here, here, here , here

mode of intervention here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here

Moine, Raphaëlle here , here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here

monster here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here,  here–here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here–here, here–here, here, here. See also deformed and destructive beings; dinosaur; ghost; killer; vampire; werewolf; zombie

boss here , here–here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here–here, here, here, here–here, here, here

diversity here, here–here

fission here, here, here, here, here

fusion here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here

health here

impurity here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here

invincible here, here, here, here, here

loot here–here

magnification here, here–here, here, here, here

massification here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here

movement here–here, here

mutation here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here

number here–here

predatory instinct here–here

reach here–here

speed here–here

state of being here, here

strength here–here

vulnerability here–here

Monster Bach here

Montfort, Nick here, here

mood here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here–here, here

Morin, Philippe here

Mulvey, Laura here

Murray Janet H. here, here, here, here

music here, here, here, here–here, here, here

battle here

chase here, here

Myst here, here, here

Mystery House here

Nanashi no Game here 

Ndalianis, Angela here

Neale, Steve here, here, here, here

Newman, James here

Niedenthal, Simon here, here, here

Nietzel, Britta here, here, here, here 

Nietzsche, Friedrich here, here

Night of the Living Dead (The) here, here , here

Nightmare Creatures here 

Nightmare Creatures II here 

A Nightmare on Elm Street here

Night Trap here , here–here, here, here

Nitsche, Michael here–here, here, here

Nocturne here, here–here

Noguez, Dominique here

Norman, Paul here, here, here , here, here, here

Nosferatu here

Nosferatu the Vampyre here

Nosferatu. The Wrath of Malachi here, here

ObsCure here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here

ObsCure: The Aftermath here, here, here

Ochoa, George here, here, here, here, here

offscreen space here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here. See also blind space

Onimusha: Warlords here 

Ortony, Andrew here–here, here 

Outlast here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Overblood here, here

P.T. here, here, here, here

Pac-Man here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here

panic here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

panic-horror here, here

moral here, here, here, here

meter here, here, here, here, here , here, here

mode here, here

Parasite Eve here , here

Parasite Eve II here

Park (The) here–here

Path (The) here–here, here

Penumbra: Black Plague here, here, here

Penumbra: Overture here, here

Penumbra: Requiem here

Peur sur Amityville here

Phantasmagoria here, here, here, here

Pinchbeck, Dan here, here

Pinedo, Isabelle C. here

Planescape Torment here–here, here, here 

player-character here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here–here, here. See also gender; vulnerability

arsenal here

choice between woman and man here, here, here, here, here–here, here

choice between numerous player-characters here, here, here, here, here, here, here

equipment here

gameplay here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here–here

health here, here–here

movement here, here, here , here–here

physical integrity here, here, here–here

representation here, here, here–here, here

state of being here

switchable here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

point of audition here, here, here , here, here, here 

point of caption here, here

point of interaction here, here, here, here

point of view here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here. See also blind space

point of (re)action here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Poole, Stephen here

Populous here

pre-scripted effect

diegetic here, here, here, here, here, here, here

extradiegetic here

presence here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

primitive action (P–action) here–here, here, here, here, here, here

Prince, Stephen here 

Prince of Persia here

Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time here–here

Prinz, Jesse J. here, here 

Prisoner of Ice here

Project Firestart here–here, here, here, here, here, here

Pruett, Chris here–here, here–here, here

Psycho here, here

psychoanalysis here, here , here, here, here

Quake here

Radley, Emma here, here

Raiders of the Lost Ark here

Rambo here

Rats (The) here

Ravenloft: Strahd’s Possession here

Raynal, Frédérick here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here

Realms of the Haunting here

Red Dead Redemption: Undead Nightmare here–here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here

REmake. See Resident Evil, Nintendo GameCube

repulsion here, here, here, here, here, here, here. See also disgust

Requiem: Bloodymare here

Resident Evil (film) here 

Resident Evil (franchise/series) here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Resident Evil (game, Nintendo GameCube) here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here , here

Resident Evil (game, Sony PlayStation) here, here–here, here–here, here , here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here , here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here , here, here, here

Resident Evil 0 here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Resident Evil 0.5 here

Resident Evil 1.5 here

Resident Evil 1.9 here

Resident Evil 2 here, here–here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Resident Evil 3.5 here

Resident Evil 3: Nemesis here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Resident Evil 4 here, here, here, here , here, here, here , here , here, here–here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here–here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here here, here

Resident Evil 5 here, here, here, here, here , here , here–here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here–here, here

Resident Evil 6 here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Resident Evil VII Teaser: Beginning Hour here–here

Resident Evil VII: biohazard here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Resident Evil: Afterlife here 

Resident Evil: Apocalypse  here 

Resident Evil: Code: Veronica here , here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Resident Evil: Code: Veronica X  here, here, here, here, here, here

Resident Evil: Damnation  here 

Resident Evil: Dead Aim here

Resident Evil: Deadly Silence here, here

Resident Evil: Degeneration  here 

Resident Evil: Director’s Cut here, here, here

Resident Evil: Extinction here 

Resident Evil: Gaiden here

Resident Evil HD Remaster here, here, here, here

Resident Evil: Operation Raccoon City here–here

Resident Evil: Outbreak here, here, here, here, here

Resident Evil: Retribution  here 

Resident Evil: Revelations here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here , here , here, here, here

Resident Evil: Revelations 2 here, here , here , here, here, here

Resident Evil: Survivor here, here

Resident Evil: Survivor 2-Code: Veronica here

Resident Evil: The Final Chapter here 

Resident Evil: The Umbrella Chronicles here, here

Resident Evil: Vendetta here 

resource, limitation of here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Ring: Terror’s Realm (The) here, here, here, here

Ringu here, here

Ripper here

Rise of Nightmares here, here, here , here, here

Roberta Williams’ Phantasmagoria. See Phantasmagoria

Roelof, Karl here

Romero, George A. here, here, here, here

Rouse III, Richard here, here 

Roux-Girard, Guillaume here , here–here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Rouyer, Philippe here, here, here

Rule of Rose here, here , here–here, here , here, here, here, here 

Russell, David J. here, here , here, here 

Russell, Steve here

Ryall, Tom here, here, here, here

Sakai, Akio here , here 

Salen, Katie here , here 

sanity meter here, here, here, here, here, here

Santos, Marc C. here

Save here, here–here, here, here, here, here–here

save point here, here, here, here, here, here

Saving Private Ryan here , here

Saw (film) here, here

Saw (game) here, here, here, here

Saw II: Flesh & Blood here

scare tactic here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here. See also absence of, defense; blind space; defective, control; environmental threat; forewarning; gore; player-character, physical integrity, jump scare; monster; offscreen space; pre-scripted effect; resource and startle, effect

Scary Movie (series) here

scary video game here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here. See also survival horror

pyramid of here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Schell, Jesse here

Schneider, Steven Jay here

SCP-087 here–here, here 

SCP-087–B here 

Scream here

Sellier, Geneviève here

Sena, Hideaki here

Serbian Film (A) here–here

Shadowgate here, here , here, here 

Shark Jaws here, here, here–here, here, here

Shaviro, Steven here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Shining (The) here

Sical, Vim here, here, here

Siety, Emmanuel here 

silence here, here–here

Silent Hill (film) here 

Silent Hill (franchise/series) here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Silent Hill (game) here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Silent Hill 2 here , here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Silent Hill 3 here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Silent Hill 4: The Room here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Silent Hill: Downpour here–here, here, here

Silent Hill HD Collection here

Silent Hill: Homecoming here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Silent Hill: 0rigins here, here, here, here, here

Silent Hill: Revelation here 

Silent Hill: Shattered Memories here–here, here, here

Silent Hills here

SimCity here, here, here–here

simulation here, here , here

city-building  here

of danger here

horror here

stalker here, here, here

zombie here

Sipos, Thomas M. here , here , here, here , here

Siren here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Siren: Blood Curse here, here

Slender: The Arrival here

Slender: The Eight Pages here, here–here, here, here, here, here

Slender’s Woods here

Slye, Damon here, here 

Smith, Jeff here

Smith, Jonas Heide here, here, here, here, here, here 

Smith, Murray here–here

Solomon, Robert C. here–here, here , here, here

SOMA here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here

sound here–here. See also forewarning; music; point of audition; point of caption

acousmatic here, here, here, here

added value here–here

extradiegetic here–here

generator here, here , here, here

offscreen here–here

source here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

synchronous here–here

Space Invaders here, here, here, here 

Spacewar! here, here , here

Spittle, Steven here

Splatterhouse here , here

Squire, Kurt here, here

Starcraft here

startle effect here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here. See also jump scare

State of Decay here, here

Statues here, here, here

Sterling, Jim here–here

Strange Days here–here, here , here

Strangers (The) here–here

Stubbs the Zombie in Rebel Without a Pulse here

Suffering (The) here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

Suffering: Ties That Bind (The) here, here

Super Monkey Ball here, here

Super Mario Bros. here, here, here , here

surprise here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here

survival horror

genre here, here, here, here , here–here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here–here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here, here , here, here, here, here, here
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