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Abstract 
 

A well-executed atmosphere is a vital element of every horror game. Not only does 

the atmosphere create the initial impression, it hooks in the user through a variety of 

subtle techniques.  In the horror genre the goal is to scare and unsettle the player, 

yet without the appropriate atmosphere creating tension, anxiety and fear, the 

feeling of unease is impossible to maintain. Although atmosphere is integral to 

creating a good horror game, it is often hard to define.  The word is often demoted 

or used loosely as a simple buzzword thrown about by critics or developers to 

promote or justify their work.   

 

This project sets a more structured context and clear meaning to the word 

atmosphere and explores different methodologies in its creation.  The contextual 

review outlines 5 major elements that play a role in creating and maintaining an 

unsettling atmosphere. Once the key techniques were established they were 

critically applied as case studies to analyse horror games that were universally 

praised for their atmosphere.   

 

An original experimental survival horror game was then created which attempted to 

encompass all the atmosphere creating techniques identified and discussed 

throughout the process. Through critical self-reflection and comparison to the case 

studies the game was examined in order to judge how well each method was 

implemented and how it related to creating the desired unsettling atmosphere. 

 

Throughout this project almost every element has come back to the key 

underpinning theory of keeping the player stranded in the unknown.  This would 

seem to strongly suggest that it is the terror of the unknown that unsettles the player 

and creates that atmosphere that plays such a prominent role in all the great horror 

games. 
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1. Introduction   
 

"Atmosphere plays directly on the emotions of the player. In many ways it is an 

extension of the emotions of the creators. To me it is integral to the creation of a 

good game." (Kerbeck 2004, 772) 

  

Atmosphere describes the mood, tone and overall style conveyed by a game or 

scene. This plays an essential part in the survival horror genre and is often the key to 

creating that feeling of unease and immersion in the game world. Several aspects can 

add to the atmosphere of a game, including lighting, environment design, gameplay, 

narrative, camera position and sound. When these various components come 

together in the right way they can create a truly terrifying ambience.  Video games in 

particular offer a unique form of immersion by allowing players to interact with and 

explore the environments they are in.  This instant engagement with the user 

through basic player agency is incredibly powerful and could arguably make video 

games the most effective platform for horror. Recently there has been an explosion 

of popularity with 'Let’s Play’s’ - an online phenomenon where people record 

themselves playing games while simultaneously commentating.  Much of the appeal 

of 'Let’s plays' is to witness the commentator’s reactions to certain parts of games. 

Consequently, horror games that create immediate emotional reactions such as 

screaming or jumping in terror became the most popular games to record.  Felix 

Kjellberg better known as PewDiePie  - currently the most popular youtuber in the 

world with over 36 million subscribers (YouTube 2015) - is best known for his 'Let’s 

Play' of the indie horror game 'amnesia'.  With this massive surge of interest in 

horror games and the increasingly easier access to online distribution for developers, 

the horror genre is now bigger and more diverse than ever.   

Despite atmosphere being a fundamental aspect of horror games, there is very little 

research into the complexity of its creation. Atmosphere is most commonly identified 

with how a game communicates with the player to make them feel immersed and 

absorbed in the world (Perry and DeMaria 2009).  Whether the user feels uneasy, 
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scared or tense, more often than not these are all the result of a deliberately 

manufactured and carefully crafted atmosphere.  Consequently, the symphony of 

art, sound, gameplay and narrative combine to produce emotions in the player 

transporting them to a different world. 

This research project will explore and evaluate the methods used to create 

atmosphere in the context of horror games.  Having a sound understanding of the 

underpinning philosophy and psychological theories behind these methods will 

enable them to implemented into games with greater effect in the future.  
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Aim 
 

The aim of this project is to identify and analyse the methods and techniques used to 

create an unsettling atmosphere in horror games. 

 

 

 

Objectives 
 

1. Identify the common methods and techniques used to create atmosphere in 

the horror genre, and examine why these methods are effective 

2. Deconstruct the key elements of games that successfully create an unsettling 

atmosphere  

3. Create and evaluate a playable interactive survival horror game that utilizes 

the techniques identified from the research  
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2. Contextual Review 
 

In order to portray a complete and thorough understanding of horror games and 

their history, this research project began with a comprehensive review of the current 

body of work surrounding the horror genre.  Any information relating to the creation 

of atmospheric environments or nurturing feelings of unease was recorded and 

analysed.  This contextual review will cover five of the most common techniques 

identified as playing an important role in the creation of an unsettling atmosphere in 

horror games.   
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Visual Obscurity  
 

Fear of the dark is an enduring and common human phobia that survival horror 

games often exploit. If the ideal gloomy and threatening atmosphere is created, the 

game can make the player anxious prior to encountering any dangers. The lack of 

ability to see what perils may lie ahead puts the player immediately on edge and 

forces them to use their imagination. As Wells (2000, pp.108-109) notes, “the most 

persuasive horror is the one suggested in the mind of the viewer, rather than that 

which is explicitly expressed on the screen”.  Russian-American film producer Val 

Lewton, famous for his low budget horror films in the 1940s, stated a similar opinion 

claiming, "I'll tell you a secret: if you make the screen dark enough, the mind's eye 

will read anything into it they want! We're great ones for dark patches. ... The horror 

addicts will populate the darkness with more horrors than all the horror writers in 

Hollywood could think of." (Lewton 1946 cited in Bansak 2003, p.140)  

However, visual obscurity is not only limited to darkness, it can be created by utilising 

dense fog or a labyrinth like level designs (see Figure a). One of the most famous and 

praised examples of this technique is in Silent Hill 2 (2001). As stated by Bernard 

Perron in his book Silent Hill, The Terror Engine: 

 

“The fog and the darkness are used to hide what is not depicted …The feeling 

of entrapment is very pronounced.  You don’t see very far when wandering 

the streets of the resort town. The limits remain uncertain.  You are always 

expecting to run into something awful” (Perron 2011, p.27). 

 

The ambience created by the constant feeling of uncertainty and possible death adds 

increased tension and anxiety to the game, making it a truly unnerving experience.  
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Figure a: Silent Hill 2 (2001) 

 

The father of modern psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, theorised that fear of the dark 

was in fact an early form of separation anxiety stating,   

 

“I once heard a child, who was afraid of the dark, call into an adjoining room, 

"Auntie, talk to me, I am afraid." "But what good will that do you? You cannot 

see me!" Whereupon the child answered, "If someone speaks, it is brighter." 

The yearning felt in darkness is converted into the fear of darkness.” (Freud 

1920, p.352).   

 

This insight suggests that our fear of visual obscurity does not just come from what 

we perceive may lurk within the unseen, but also that people have been conditioned 

from childhood to relate it to isolation and loneliness. Visual obscurity can also be 

generated via creative camera positioning. Resident Evil (1996) with its set camera 

points or even Amnesia: The Dark Descent (2010) with its first person camera 

perspective can exploit the player’s limited vision to keep them constantly on edge. 
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Sound – the Shortcut to Emotion 
 

Sound is possibly one of the most important elements in creating an unsettling 

atmosphere. This can be explained by Ekman and Lankoski who claim:  

 

“whereas visual information in games is limited to the screen, sounds extend 

into space, even interacting with it (changes in air pressure).  Sounds create 

continuity and presence, and as a result, confuse the borders of fiction.  This is 

partly what makes sound such an effective shortcut to emotions." (Lankoski 

and Ekman 2009, pp.187-8)   

 

These authors further point to Silent Hill 2 (2001) and Fatal Frame (2001), as two 

games that achieve a great sense of tension through the use of audio,  

 

“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.” (Lankoski and Ekman 2009, p.193)   

  

The use of sound to imply threats is also common in horror films as highlighted by 

Sipos in, ‘Horror Film Aesthesis’, “it's often a noisy threat. Because the threat is 

offscreen or in the dark - heard but not seen – audiences must fill in the blanks, 

interpreting the sounds with their own unnerved imaginations” (Sipos 2010, p.230). 

This statement echoes Lewton's view in the previous section, which would suggest 

that visual obscurity and sound can work effectively together to create an unsettling 

and ominous atmosphere for the player. 
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Terror vs Horror 
 

“A suspenseful story or creepy atmosphere instills fear into audiences, setting 

them “on edge” as they nervously await potential shocks” (Sipos 2010, p.58) 

 

A common criticism of current horror games is that they often fail to create a tension 

building atmosphere by relying solely on jump scares - the technique of startling the 

player though the use of unexpected sounds or visual cues.  These techniques are 

respectively referred to as Terror and Horror. In his book, The Gothic Flame, 

Devendra Varma explains, “The difference between Terror and Horror is the 

difference between awful apprehension and sickening realization: between the smell 

of death and stumbling against a corpse.” (Varma 1966, p.211). Moreover, Sipos 

adds that in order to create a great atmosphere, both horror and terror are 

fundamental to the production:  

 

“…a talented filmmaker [developer] should balance shocks with fear, much 

like a skilled music composer balances high and low notes, and fast and slow 

movements.” (Sipos 2010, p.58)  

 

However, it is important to remember that while these shocks are often necessary, 

revealing too much can have a negative effect on the atmosphere.  Once the threat 

has been revealed and the player is fully aware of what they were scared by, they 

soon become accustomed to its presence and therefore no longer intimidated (Burke 

and Phillips 1990).  In the documentary, Nightmares in Red, White and Blue (2009), 

John Carpenter claims that audiences don’t like seeing anything too disturbing and 

that if the director goes too far the audience will effectively turn against them. 

Carpenter goes on to suggest that this situation can be used to a director’s advantage 

by tormenting and making the audience nervous in anticipation of what's yet to 
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occur.  Accordingly, when done skilfully you can manipulate the audience to scare 

themselves without even showing them anything explicitly alarming.  
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Minimalist Narrative & Environmental Storytelling 
 

A player’s mind will naturally conjure eerie situations if they are provided with the 

right mental stimulus.  In the essay, ‘Match Made in Hell’, Richard Rouse III explains 

how this method impacts on the way narrative should be told, "In horror, the way the 

audience fills in the blanks will be far more disturbing than anything the writer could 

possibly come up with. Thus, minimalist game storytelling fits perfectly in the horror 

genre." (Rouse III 2009, p.17) Keeping narrative to a minimum also creates a sense of 

mystery within a game and encourages players to progress and discover the truth.  

As Kirkland summarises in his essay, Storytelling in Survival Horror Videogames, 

“Storytelling in survival horror, in common with many qualities of video game 

narrative, is a process of uncovering not narrating” (Kirkland 2009, p.71). While 

direct narration may take away from the overall atmosphere, subtle methods such as 

environmental storytelling can instead enhance it, as Henry Jenkins explains,  

 

“Environmental storytelling creates the preconditions for an immersive 

narrative experience in at least one of four ways: spatial stories can evoke 

pre-existing narrative associations; they can provide a staging ground where 

narrative events are enacted; they may embed narrative information within 

their mise-en-scene; or they provide resources for emergent narratives” 

(Wardrip-Fruin and Harrigan 2004, p.123).   

 

This method of storytelling was used to great effect in Bio-shock.  Many scenes had 

little direct explanation, yet by using the environmental cues the player could very 

easily get an idea of what had occurred (see Figure b). 
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Figure b: Bioshock (2007) 
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Two-Factor Theory of Emotion 

   
Classic horror games such as Silent Hill and Resident Evil are notorious for their 

unforgiving gameplay and awkward controls.  These elements were often considered 

to be irritating design flaws by both fans and critics of the game (Turi 2012) (Martin 

2015). However, it has been theorised that these potentially frustrating mechanics 

may actually occasionally benefit horror games due to 'The Two Factor Theory of 

Emotion', a psychological theory proposed by Stanley Schachter and Jerome E. Singer 

(Cook 2007). This theory claims that emotions rely on two conditions: a physiological 

arousal such as increased heart rate or trembling muscles and a cognitive label 

determining what emotion the brain decides is being felt based on the context of the 

environment.  Basically, when the body has a physical reaction to a situation the 

mind will search for surrounding context in order to identify that emotion.  

As fear and anger elicit many of the same physiological responses (e.g heart rate 

increasing, muscle tension and sweating). Therefore according to the ‘The Two 

Factor Theory of Emotion’, a designer could manipulate anger responses from 

challenging mechanics- such as sweaty palms or gripping a controller tightly- and 

convert them into fear.  As previously discussed, emotions such as fear are incredibly 

important in the creation of an unsettling atmosphere. Accordingly, the ability to 

manufacture fear on demand allows designers much greater control over how 

players experience the atmosphere of the game. 

While converting frustration into fear can be a valuable tool in creating atmosphere, 

fail states where the player is forced to replay certain levels several times can be 

demotivating and actually detrimental to the game’s ambience and pacing (Grip 

2011).  This again ties in with fear of the unknown, when the player has to replay 

certain parts of the game they already know what to expect and consequently much 

of the tension and atmosphere is lost. 
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3. Methodology  
 

In order to examine the application of atmosphere in horror games, case studies of 

critically acclaimed horror video games were considered, framed by the theories and 

concepts discussed in the literature review. These case studies supported the design 

and evaluation of an original experimental horror game concept.  

 

Defining Criteria  
 

The success in identifying the key elements in the creation of game atmosphere 

strongly influenced the following tabular context review. However, to allow greater 

freedom in evaluating the overall impact, some sections have been renamed to 

better reflect the wider scope of analysis.  
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The Criteria 
 

Visual Obscurity Visual obscurity can range from dark shadows to maze like level 

designs.  Limiting the player’s ability to see what is ahead of 

them makes them feel vulnerable and keep them on edge, 

constantly expecting the worst.  (Wells 2000).   

Audio  Audio can be uniquely atmospheric, sounds literally enter and 

change the environment via sound waves making them feel 

unnervingly real (Lankoski and Ekman 2009). Sounds can also 

scare the player by alluding to possible dangers that lurk off 

screen or within the limitless darkness. 

Narrative  Horror games often benefit from minimalist storytelling as it 

leaves more up to the player’s imagination (Rouse III 2009). 

However, subtle narrative devices such as environmental 

storytelling can intensify atmosphere and immersion.  

(Wardrip-Fruin and Harrigan 2004) 

Tension Release 

Cycle 

Well thought out pacing is essential to the horror genre.  In 

order to create a great horror game, designers need to balance 

jump scares with a solid disturbing atmosphere.  This will keep 

players unnerved but also interested and motivated to 

continue. (Sipos 2010) 

Gameplay 

 

The two factor theory of emotion states that feelings such as 

anger- if given the right context- can be converted into other 

emotions with similar physiological reactions such as fear or 

arousal.  If used creatively, designers can leverage this to have 

greater control over the player’s emotions and how they 

experience the atmosphere of the game (Cook 2007). 

Table 1: Criteria 
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Games Selected for Case Studies 
 

Silent Hills - Playable Teaser 
 

PT is an interactive psychological horror game released in 2014 as an interactive 

teaser for the upcoming Silent Hills game.  The game is being directed by Hideo 

Kojima and Guillermo del Toro.  Despite being a free teaser, the game was very well 

received and considered by many as one of the best games released in 2014.  Giant 

Bomb awarded the game, “Best Horror Game” in their 2014 Game of the Year 

Awards - beating Shinji Mikami’s full retail release, The Evil Within (Giant Bomb 

2014). Critics described the game as one of the most frightening games in years and 

praised its slow and methodical atmosphere (O’Brien 2014) (Kelly 2014). The game 

was downloaded over one million times in two weeks (Moriarty 2014), and received 

a user Metacritic score of 86 (Metacritic 2014). Accordingly, this would appear to 

confirm that the public shares the critic’s love for the game.  This in turn inspired 

1000s of 'Let’s plays', some of which reached close to 7 million views (PewDiePie 

2014).  The fact that a relatively short teaser managed to make such a significant 

impact in the gaming community, makes PT a fascinating subject for a case study. 
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Alan Wake  
 

Alan Wake is a survival horror game created by Remedy Studios and was released in 

2010.  The game follows Alan Wake, a popular writer, who is forced to go searching 

for his wife when she inexplicitly goes missing during their holiday in the town of 

Bright Falls.  While the game originally underperformed in sales - only selling 145,000 

units in its first month (Cullen 2010) - the franchise has proven to endure over time. 

In May 2013, creative director Sam Lake announced the game had sold over 3 million 

copies (Matulef 2013).  Alan Wake received a Metacritic score of 83 (Metacritic 2010) 

and was celebrated for its narrative pacing and deeply unsettling atmosphere 

(Arendt 2010) (Sterling 2010). While the atmosphere in Alan Wake received similar 

acclaim to PT’s, both games had extremely different areas of focus in design.  The 

fact that Alan Wake earned equal atmospheric appreciation to PT but through 

significantly different methods makes it an intriguing subject for a second case study. 
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Game Design Project 
 

In order to showcase and experiment with the methods for creating atmosphere 

identified throughout the research project, an original horror game concept was 

created.  The design of the game was heavily influenced by techniques identified 

from contextual review and case studies. To allow for greater comparison with the 

case studies, evaluation for the game design project shall follow the same criteria 

framework. 

The original game concept was designed through a process of moodboards, concept 

art in association with a continually changing rough game design document.  Once a 

basic premise and level design had been established the main level components 

were modelled and UV mapped in Maya. Diffuse and specular texture maps were 

then created in Photoshop often working from real subject photos.  Once the 

textures were applied to the models in Maya they were then exported into the 

Unreal 4 Engine. This process was repeated for each object in the game and every 

model was created and textured solely for this project.  Once the models had been 

imported to the engine, game mechanics were added by utilising Unreal 4’s 

Blueprints Visual Scripting system.  Throughout this process, weekly meetings with 

tutors and peers took place which provided valuable insight and feedback.  This 

system allowed for great iterative design and ensured the project remained on the 

right track. 
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4. Case Studies 
 

Silent Hills - Playable Teaser  
 

At times Silent Hills - Playable Teaser (PT) manages to create an exceptionally 

disturbing atmosphere.  It does this through a number of different ways, one of the 

most notable techniques employed is visual obscurity. Set in a darkly lit house, the 

majority of the game experience takes place under limited light conditions from a 

torch the character finds in a bathroom.  The torch has a limited range so the sides of 

the screen are often shrouded in darkness, forcing the player to erratically move the 

torch around in fear of what may lurk in the shadows (see Figure c).  Unlike most 

games in the Silent Hill series, PT is in a first person perspective.  The first person 

camera leaves the player constantly unsure of what is behind them. This situation, 

coupled with the slow rotation speed means the player is never quite sure of what 

may skulk behind them, thus creating a feeling of anxiety and vulnerability.   

 

Figure c: Limited light 
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This feeling is only exacerbated by one of the most notable features of PT, the 

continuously looping environment.  Once the player leaves the bare room through 

Door 1 (see Figure d), walks down the corridor, turns the corner and steps down into 

the basement through Door 2, they find themselves back at Door 1 where they had 

initially exited the same room.  At first this non-Euclidean level design is 

disorientating and makes the player doubt their own memory.  As the player 

continues and realizes it’s simply a part of the game, a more sinister thought arises, 

that the game has no rules or boundaries and the character can therefore never be 

truly safe. 

 

Figure d: PT floor plan, curve line illustrates how the level loops (Eisenmann 2014) 

 

In common with the level design, the narrative in PT leaves the player constantly 

unsure of what is going on or what might be about to happen. The narrative follows a 

minimalist approach and fails to give the player much information to work with.  This 

puts the player into an almost detective like scenario, where they are left attempting 

to piece the information together themselves.  While the information about the story 
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is limited, the player is given enough detail to spark their interest and motivate them 

to continue playing.  The narrative is initially established through a radio broadcaster 

reporting on a father who has brutally murdered his wife and children.  

Using this form of radio broadcast is another highly successful design decision as 

most people can relate to hearing a gruesome news story that has disturbed them.  

As the game progresses it is implied that the disturbing news story is almost 

definitely relevant to the character or location.  However, for the remainder of the 

game the player is left unsure of how exactly their character fits into the narrative. 

This mystery proves a powerful and intimidating factor and pushes the player 

through the uncomfortable atmosphere.  

As can be seen with the radio broadcast, sound design plays an important role in PT.  

While significantly contributing to the ambience and narrative of the game, it also 

contains clues that are essential for the player to hear in order to complete some of 

the puzzles.   Combining the audio with the abstract puzzles ensures that players will 

be constantly alert, listening and analysing every sound.  While the player is walking 

down the corridor they will often hear cries or creaks from around the corner.  As the 

player is initially unable to identify the source of these sounds, their imagination is 

left to fill in the blanks as they slowly edge around the corner.  The environment is 

also full of sounds that people generally don’t notice such as the high-pitched buzz of 

electricity surging through the florescent lights. This attention to detail exacerbates 

tension making the level feel excruciatingly real. 

Many of the sounds heard throughout the game originate from the radio in the 

hallway (see Figure e).  The radio plays an arrangement of sounds ranging from a 

distorted woman’s cry, to a news feature broadcast describing a murder. Given the 

context and the fact that there is very limited information throughout game, the 

player is left to assume that the news broadcast is relevant to them.  Hinting the 

player may be in a dangerous situation without explicitly stating so gives the player 

enough information for them to be unnerved, without revealing the threat and thus 

losing its power.    
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Figure e: Hallway radio 

 

Surprisingly, there is a distinct lack of music throughout the teaser, which can often 

enhance a horror experience. However, in PT, the sound and visual design is so 

impeccably realistic any music added could possibly be counterproductive and come 

across as cheap or inappropriate.  

At times PT manages to balance terror and horror perfectly.  Many of the jump 

scares appear to be randomly timed so the player never can exactly predict when 

they are going to happen.  Several of the random interventions can also be 

completely missed if the player isn’t looking in a certain direction.  For example, at 

one point the bathroom door which is slightly left open, will slam shut. However, 

only if the player is looking through the small crack at the right time will they see the 

monster that closed it (see Figure f).  Another potentially miss-able scare is when the 

player can hear a women sobbing. It’s not clear at first where the sound is coming 

from, but if the player looks around they will be confronted by a women standing at 

the window.  Although diminishing the potential amount of shocks, it puts the player 

constantly on edge, as they believe danger could lurk in any corner and if they aren’t 

careful it might creep up on them.    
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Figure f Bathroom door jump scare 

 

One of the best examples of a jump scare in PT would be when the radio 

commentator starts to interact with the player.  The newscaster- who at first appears 

to be the player’s only connection to the outside world - starts to urge the player to, 

‘Look behind you, I said look behind’.  This creates a fantastic and accumulated build 

up as the player has to make a split decision about what they should do. If they 

choose to turn around they will be grabbed and killed by the female monster (see 

Figure g).  
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Figure g: 'Turn around’ jump scare 

 

Despite some high tension and entertaining moments, PT’s atmosphere is often 

weakened by its pacing, mainly due to the nature in which the game was designed.  

PT was created to play almost like an ARG where the puzzles are so hard and obscure 

that the community would have to work together to figure it out.  While perhaps 

important from a marketing perspective, it often completely kills the atmosphere.  

Walking in continuous circles looking for pieces of a photograph (see Figure h), only 

to have to eventually google the answer, is immersion breaking and takes the player 

completely out of the experience.  

Although some features of the gameplay are confusing and sometimes frustrating, 

they can also paradoxically enhance the unsettling atmosphere.  For a large 

percentage of the game the player moves at a slow pace and upon reaching the end 

of the building is returned back to their original position.  When the player is fully 

immersed and nervous about the situation, they are focused on finding a safe spot 

but are literally forced to go around in circles.   While this could be considered 

tedious, the transition between rooms is incredibly smooth, disorientating the player 

more than anything else. It is very plausible the confused and frustrating feelings 
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caused by the pace and non-Euclidean level design could be converted into fear 

given the extremely well realized environment. 

 

Figure h: An obscure riddle and a photograph with missing pieces 

 

The puzzles throughout the game are incredibly difficult and almost impossible for 

the average person to figure out without the benefit of an online search.  While this 

was a conscious effort of Kojima - so that the game would have to be solved via 

community effort - it doesn’t make the experience any less frustrating from a 

player’s point of view.  Unlike the slow movements and looping level design, the 

difficult puzzles break the player’s immersion and often have a negative effect on the 

atmosphere.   However, despite its faults, there is no doubt that that PT is for the 

most part incredibly successful in creating a fully realized and intensely unsettling 

atmosphere.  
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Alan Wake  
 

Alan Wake is unique in the survival horror game genre in how blatantly the 

production was influenced by films, TV shows and books.  The game is highly 

narrative focused and clearly inspired by the writings of Stephen King.  This can be 

seen in the opening monologue of the game where the very first sentence is a 

Stephen King quote.  Interestingly, the quote cited was “Nightmares exist outside of 

logic, and there’s little fun to be had in explanations; they’re antithetical to the 

poetry of fear.” This echoes one of the recurring themes throughout this research 

project, that explaining and demonstrating the threat is ultimately detrimental to the 

atmosphere by diminishing the horror from the situation. Unanswered mysteries are 

one of the major narrative devices used to generate interest in Alan Wake’s story.  

While the player is given extensive context on characters and locations, most of the 

main plot points leave the player confused and trying to make sense of it all. It is the 

player’s knowledge and connection to the characters contrasted with the secretive 

overarching story that keeps players engaged and eager to continue.  

Playing through the game, the player will uncover manuscript pages from a novel 

written by Alan Wake, although he has no memory writing of them.  These pages 

work as a collectibles in the game as well as providing additional narrative 

information about what is happening.  The pages are often in the wrong order, some 

will discuss previous events in the game, while others will foreshadow or directly 

inform the player what is about to happen.  While these pages offer a great way for 

the player to gain a better understanding of the world, having them in a separate 

menu cheapens the overall experience (see Figure i).  In particular, this breaks 

immersion by reminding the player they are playing a video game.  The collectable 

coffee thermoses also cause repetition of this same problem.  Collectables 

encourage the player to back track and spend long periods of time searching through 

uninteresting corners of maps rather than naturally progressing through the game.   

This effectively destroys the momentum of pace and kills all sense of tension and 

urgency which has an extremely negative effect on the general atmosphere.  
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Figure i: Note system 

 

One of the major themes throughout Alan Wake is the battle between light and dark.  

While darkness represents danger and threats, the light signifies safety. The clearest 

example of this is with the ‘safe havens’, small but brightly lit areas that act as 

checkpoints in the game (see Figure j).  When Alan enters a safe haven he will start 

to regain health and any enemies around will vanish. These safe havens will often 

contain extra ammunition and batteries for the player.  For much of the game the 

player remains in very stressful situations, surrounded by multiple dangers and 

limited ammunition.  These safe points often provide a much needed break as well as 

conditioning the player to associate light with safety and fear with darkness.  As was 

discussed in the contextual review, darkness and not being able to see what danger 

may lurk in them exacerbates vulnerability and isolation.   Not only are most of the 

levels dark, many of them take place in the forest with countless tree and bushes.  

This crowded environment coupled with the fact enemies can emerge just about 

anywhere makes the player feel even more exposed and defenceless.  
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Figure j: Safe havens 

 

Visual obscurity is not only limited to the environment, it is also incorporated within 

the enemy design.  As mentioned previously, showing the treat often makes it lose 

its horror, as the player has time to acclimatise and adjust to the changes.  In Alan 

Wake, the common enemies that the player encounters for the majority of the game 

have a blurry shadow constantly surrounding them which obscures much of their 

details leaving them appearing ambiguous and threatening.  Simply shooting at these 

enemies will do nothing. In order to kill them, Alan must first continuously shine his 

light at the dark shimmering creatures until their shield has been broken, only then 

will Alan’s gun do any damage (see Figure k).   



 

28 
 

 

Figure k: Shining light at enemies 

 

In addition to keeping track of Alan’s ammunition supply, the player has to be aware 

of the character's torch battery percentage. Furthermore, when reloading – which 

the player often has to suddenly do – the game urges the player to rapidly mash the 

button in order to speed up the reload.  Having to keep track of all these different 

elements is both agitating and stressful, keeping the player in a panicked mode.  

When the player is having to frantically figure out the sometimes awkward controls 

as shimmering enemies rush towards them, it’s very easy for the stressed and 

frustrated emotions to be converted to fear and anxiety. 

Despite some elements such as the collectable thermoses having a negative effects 

on the player’s immersion, Alan Wake is predominantly successful in creating an 

eerie and unsettling atmosphere.  Having the gameplay so closely linked to key 

themes in the game makes the experience feel comprehensive and complete.  
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5. Game Design Project  
 

The purpose of the game design project was to create a short game that would 

showcase and test methods for creating atmosphere as previously discussed.  The 

game created was titled “Last Solus” and takes place in a barren, isolated sea-washed 

lighthouse in the middle of the North Sea (see Figure l).  

 

Figure l: Nifrin lighthouse 

 

The setting of the game made several of the techniques outlined in this research 

project reasonably easy to implement.  For example, as the game takes place at night 

in a mostly abandoned lighthouse there are very few lighted areas, which helped in 

the creation of visual obscurity.  While the character is equipped with a lantern, the 

light does not reach far, so the player is forced to move around to view the 
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surrounding environment (see Figure m). Placing the responsibility for lighting the 

level on the player makes moving around tense and atmospheric.  As they cautiously 

progress, they have no idea what may lurk above, below or right next to them.   

 

Figure m: Lantern light reach 

 

Another way visual obscurity is achieved is through the spiral staircase design.  The 

middle pole is extremely thick meaning that when the player is ascending the stairs 

they are completely unaware of what is directly around the corner (see Figure n).  

While this had potential to create and eerie ambience, the repetitive nature of 

climbing the multiple stairs tends to make this more of a frustrating and tedious task.   
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Figure n: Staircase 

 

Some of this repetitiveness was countered by the shifting environment.  An example 

of this is when the player first enters the lighthouse.  Upon entering, the player has 

only one option, to ascend the lighthouse stairs.  However, after several stairs the 

player comes across a blockage and they can no longer continue.  When the player 

eventually realizes they cannot continue on this route, they descend the stairs back 

to base of the lighthouse.  Once the player is back to the lighthouse base they will 

see a new door opening has subsequently appeared.  The purpose of this is to make 

the environment feel alive and that it is purposely working against the player.  While 

the game does a good job at building an initially uncomfortable environment, the 

lack of jump scares and surprising moments makes the experience sometimes feel 

slow and unsatisfying. While there are some startling elements such as the arm lying 

under the door that creeps away when the player looks at it, or the woman outside 

the window whose head will follow you as you walk up the stairs (see Figure o), the 

subtle nature of these result in them failing to create any major shocks.  
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Figure o: Woman at window 

 

These scares were implemented in such a way that if the player doesn’t look in the 

right direction at the right time, they will fail to see them.  This was intended again to 

make the environment feel sentient and potentially malicious so when the player 

finally does notice one of the subtle scares they would be left feeling constantly on 

edge and vigilant as the next threat could emerge at any moment. However, since 

there are so few of these startling moments, it is possible for the player to progress 

through the entire game without noticing any of them.  In an attempt to avoid this 

possibility, audio cues such as the sound of a woman breathing when she was looking 

through the window and the dragging sound when the hand disappeared under the 

door were added.  However, due to their fleeting nature it is still easy for the player 

to miss these cues.   

When playing through the game the player will hear several bangs, creaks and 

ambient noises.  While some of these sounds do signify the environment has 

changed, the majority of them are random.  This was greatly inspired by the research 

which suggested random noises would allude to possible creatures hiding in the 

environment, just out of sight and keep the player unnerved as they continue to 

explore.  
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During the planning stages of creating Last Solus, the narrative was initially very 

linear and fleshed out. However, as the research began to come together, it was 

clear that minimalist story telling was much more effective at creating an unsettling 

mood.  Due to this overwhelming research, the narrative stepped back from direct 

narration and instead developed in an environmental storytelling direction.  The 

player is never explicitly told any pieces of the story, instead there are environmental 

set pieces and notes which give clues as to what may be happening.   Many of these 

situational clues can be seen within the first 2 minutes of gameplay. For example, as 

soon as the player opens the door to the lighthouse a giant blood splatter is 

revealed. On making their way to the basement the player will see a desk covered in 

blood alongside a large blood soaked knife (see Figure p).  These scenes grab the 

player’s attention and encourage them to use their imagination as to what may have 

happened at this site.  As discussed previously in the contextual review, what a 

player comes up with in their imagination is always going to horrify them more than 

anything a designer can convey.  

 

Figure p: Blood soaked desk 

 

Environmental storytelling was incredibly helpful in producing ambiguous stories of 

what happened in the lighthouse. However, with limited asset creation time it was 

unable to provide more certain or specific information. This is where the note system 
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came in.  Notes were scattered around the level and each enabled more detailed 

insight into the story. The system was created in Unreal 4’s Blueprint Visual Scripting 

system and allowed players to read notes by pressing the ‘e' button next to them.  

The series of notes tell the story of survivors of a plane crash that took refuge in the 

lighthouse. The notes vary from lookout schedules (see Figure q) to secret messages. 

 

Figure q: Lookout schedule note 

 

While there was not time to incorporate all of them into the final build, the notes are 

drafted to suddenly become very bizarre and almost nonsensical e.g. talking about 

being 'stuck in a loop' and being 'trapped'.  This is never explicitly stated but the idea 

of the overarching story is that one of the survivors had become possessed by the 

lighthouse and killed the rest of his group.  He is now stuck in a purgatory like version 

of the lighthouse where he is continuously haunted by those who he killed.  At the 

end of the game the character tries to escape through his own death by jumping off 

the Lighthouse, only to be greeted with the same opening scene.  In the initial design 

there were plans for over 20 notes, however, due to the amount of time a single 

note took to implement into the game, there was insufficient time. 

Consequently, the lack of scripting ability and limited time, resulted in the gameplay 

of Last Solus remaining minimal.   A design choice was made to limit the player’s 
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speed drastically so the character is always tentatively walking around the limited 

lighthouse space.  The main intention underpinning this design was that it demands 

the player to slow down and gradually soak up the environment and atmosphere.  

However, when scenes begin to get more stressful the slow walking can be 

frustrating and increasingly irritating.  It was assumed that the stress of not being 

able to move fast enough could be creatively converted into fear. However, at 

certain points such as climbing the spiral staircase the slow speed can be immersion 

breaking, as the player feels the character's actions does not necessarily represent 

what they would actually do in this situation.  This extended journey with little 

accompany action coupled with a lack of scares can leave the player more tired than 

unsettled when playing through Last Solus.  
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6.  Discussion and Conclusion 
 

There is no doubt that the two games discussed in the case studies create an 

appropriate and innovative unsettling atmosphere that plays a significant part in 

their overall success.   Furthermore, PT’s impeccable sound and visual design make 

the experience all too real, the way it utilises level design and shocking scares leaves 

the player feeling vulnerable and at the mercy of the game.  Alan Wake manages to 

immerse the player into a world with highly detailed environments while creating 

atmosphere through narrative and gameplay.  The intriguing mysterious narrative 

united with stressful gameplay mechanics places the player on edge while 

simultaneously maintaining motivation to continue and understand the story.  While 

Last Solus manages to produce a well realized unsettling atmosphere through the use 

of an unnerving environment, the overall design is diminished by the lack of audio 

design and implementation of jumps scares. 

 

With reference to the framework criteria and case study section, it would appear 

that the theory underpinning this project is correct and any lack of atmosphere in 

Last Solus was due primarily to the way in which it was implemented. The practical 

side of the project was subsequently effected by the unforeseen scope that resulted 

in certain elements of the game’s design to be overlooked.  As mentioned 

throughout the project, atmosphere isn’t created by any single element but rather 

through a combination of inputs.  Therefore, key lessons learned included the 

necessity for a more comprehensive overall initial planning approach with robust 

scheduling and realistic cut of points for certain sections.  This would lend equal 

weight to each aspect of the game and help guard against the development being 

overly focused on one particular area. 

 

Having examined the topic extensively and methodically, this research project 

concludes that there are several key elements that contribute to the creation of an 

unsettling atmosphere in the horror game genre.  The table below lists these factors 

as well as describing them in detail. 
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Factor Description 

Hinting 

towards 

threats 

This can be implemented through audio cues or environmental story 

telling.  Subtle clues to danger create an ominous atmosphere and keeps 

the player constantly on edge. 

Limiting or 

obscuring the 

player’s vision 

Visual obscurity makes the player feel vulnerable as they are never sure 

of what is around them.  Limiting the player’s vision gives them a 

constant visual reminded that the game is hiding things from them.  

Avoid showing 

monster / 

threat for long 

periods of time 

After the initial shock of seeing the monster or threat all uncertainty is 

removed from the situation.  The player realizes what they up facing and 

can then become adjusted to it, having a detrimental effect on 

atmosphere.  

Minimalist or 

mysterious 

narrative 

When it comes to narrative in horror often more is less.  A designer can 

only directly scare the player so much. To make a real impact they have 

to allow the player to scare themselves, this can be done through 

minimalist storytelling where the player is forced to fill in the narrative 

gaps themselves.  As discussed through the contextual review, people 

will always managed to scare themselves more than anyone else can. 

Stressful game 

mechanics 

Getting the player flustered or irritated through game mechanics puts 

them in a stressed frame of mind which provides a great base point to 

make the player feel scared or unsettled. If the game can get the player 

to elicited physiological responses a designer can then use the context of 

the game to convert the player’s emotions into something different and 

therefore have more control over the atmosphere the player experiences   

Surprising 

movements or 

jump scares 

While directly showing the threat should be avoided or at least limited, 

jump scares such as loud bangs or seeing a creature quickly rush by can 

add a lot to the general atmosphere and ambience of the game.  These 

prompts scare the player and remind them of the potential dangers of 

the environment but due to their fleeting nature the player has no time 

to adjust. 

Table 2: Factor that contribute to the creation of atmosphere 
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As can be seen throughout the table, many of the factors follow a very similar 

message of keeping the player constantly unsure of what is going on.  Almost every 

element in this process has come back to the key underpinning theory of keeping the 

player stranded in the unknown.  This has varied from visual obscurity such as 

darkness to even mechanical uncertainty through confusing controls.   This research 

would seem to strongly suggest that it is fear of the unknown that unsettles the 

player and creates that atmosphere that plays such a prominent role in all the great 

horror games. 

 

While this research project covered key factors that are involved in creating an 

unsettling atmosphere, the impact of immersion and how it directly impacts on 

atmosphere could perhaps have been further explored.  This would prove an 

interesting topic to pursue and present a natural evolution from the theories 

discussed in this research. While exploring a separate psychological theme, this 

would nevertheless enable a more detailed insight into complimentary areas of 

behaviours that could in turn be utilised for future game design.  Essentially, using all 

available and emerging techniques that help promote uncertainty, increase anxiety 

and accelerate the fear factor will undoubtedly prove popular for those already 

committed and captivated by the horror genre. 
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