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A major aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of the presence of folk horror 

iconography, settings, themes and structures in videogames. Given that games present us with 

a modality of interaction absent from other media, it is also important to give some sense of 

how the formal characteristics of game media shape the articulation of folk horror in game 

contexts. While there are elements of folk horror in board games, such as those based on the 

Lovecraft mythos or those parented by comics or other media, such as the Lock and Key 

board game, I will focus instead on videogames across a range of game genres; mainly those 

that fall into the category of Adventure or Horror ‘role-playing games’, both single player 

games and multiplayer games.  

There is a growing body of work on horror games, including monographs by Bernard Perron, 

(2018), Ewan Kirkland (2012) and Dawn Stobbart (2019), alongside edited collections on 

horror games and papers in journals such as Games and Culture (Sage), plus some work 

focused on hauntology (Darby, 2019; Stobbart, 2019; McCrea, 2009), weird (Krzywinska, 

2009; 2015), and ritual magic not only as content but also focused on game systems for 

designers (Howard, 2014). There is however no work focused specifically on folk horror and 

games, a lack that this work seeks to remedy.  And, while World of Warcraft has had a good 

deal of academic attention its use of folk horror storytelling has not been addressed. In the 

main, the games discussed here have been chosen for analysis because they focus on the 

business of problematising agency. Some of the games set out to interfere with the notion of a 

straight-forward winning condition, a characteristic regarded as integral to the very definition 

of games. Often agency in folk horror is figured around the use of ritual and magical thinking 

used as a means of placating imagined gods. Ritual is integral to the use of folk horror 

storytelling in games, but, as I will argue, it rarely leads to any real agency for the player. 

Focus on a dynamic between personal agency for players and their experience of a palpable 

sense of an extrinsic determination is therefore a core plank of this analysis and it is this that 

provides a key to unlocking a definition of ludic folk horror, ie folk horror that is designed to 

be played rather than watched, read or listened to.  

Before looking at the ways in which folk horror features in games, some explanation of the 

approach taken to this analysis is necessary. There are several perspectival frames in play 
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here to be noted and explained. First, as a game theorist, I have an interest in the innovative 

design and audio-visual affordances (i.e. formal properties that shape the actions that can be 

taken) of game media; and, as a theorist of the Gothic and the weird, I am interested in how 

those affordances can be deployed in those contexts. Unlike some game theorists, I am happy 

to attend to both game design with its play-shaping mechanics and the ways in which games 

involve players in storytelling and structures. I subscribe therefore to a textual and ludic 

hermeneutic agenda. In addition, games are not taken to be discrete ‘texts’ but instead part of 

a broader, fluid network of meaning creation based on paratext, interchange and substitution. 

Videogames have an intimate connection with texts created for other media; they regularly 

look to the visual storytelling of film and television as well as to literary sources. In the 

context of creating fiction, these media have a shared concern for drama, character, and plot 

design; games add to this verb-based game design mechanics that uniquely engages the 

player in an often complex range of rules that are grounded in the prescription of physical 

actions; to paraphrase Barry Atkins, there is no game without a player (2003).  

 

Videogame rules are imposed in a harder and more palpable way than those of board games, 

in which the rules are extrinsic to play and are always potentially negotiable between players. 

A game’s algorithmic routines and programming, which determine the types of actions in 

play, make videogame rules integral, intrinsic, and, importantly, only encountered through 

the experience of a player’s actions. The hidden and symptomatic nature of videogame rules 

make them closer to the way we encounter physics in the real world, for example. And, as I 

have argued elsewhere (Krzywinska, 2002), the hidden, occulted nature of videogame rules - 

which demand certain ritualised behaviours of the player that are often not explained or 

rationalised – plays extremely well to horror, a genre very much focused around undermining 

any sense of agency, and, as I will show, is integral to the creation of ludic folk horror. It is 

worth noting here, that many games celebrate, and design for, a heightened sense of agency 

for players; this game-specific feature does however run counter to the strain of weird that 

demarcates folk horror and it is what makes ludic folk horror so interesting from a game 

design perspective.  

 

Brian Baker defines folk horror as ‘where the uncanny or horror elements of a narrative are 

set against pastoral landscapes’ (2019: 454). Adam Scovell also points to the landscape as a 

core feature of folk horror and pushes it beyond Romanticism through its ‘anti-rationalist 

disregard for Enlightenment thinking in various extreme ways to show an inherent danger in 



such self-indulgent abandon’ (37). While I would argue that this rather diminishes the 

complexity of meanings that are in play between humans and nature in folk horror; of course, 

landscape matters in folk horror, not just as setting or integral to atmosphere but because it is 

alive and animated, sometimes vengefully active, and such sentience often provides an 

ecologically-themed means of representing the dissolution and diminishment of human 

agency. Agency and its problematics is then the core thematic focus of this paper. With an 

eye to form, media specific form, I will scan for connections and disparities between ludic 

folk horror and other modes of folk horror culture, identifying departures that stem from 

game design and media-specific affordance. I will argue for what I’ll term, ‘ludic folk 

horror’: a brand of folk horror that plays in a space between the active nature of gaming and 

the ubiquitous lack of agency theme that is integral to folk horror.  

 

As is the case with other modes of folk horror, not all the games discussed in this chapter are 

designed for the horror games market. Scovell writes, ‘When tilling in fields of Folk Horror, 

it becomes apparent that the work discussed under such an umbrella is not necessarily always 

‘horror’ within any straightforward guise of the term, but simply a mutation of its effect.’ 

(2017: 6) Similarly Mark Kermode notes that the film Midsommer (Aster, 2019) is not a 

straight-forward horror film, even though it has horrific moments. The same applies to 

games, and not all of those discussed here are in a straightforward way generically ‘horror’ 

games; a folk horror ‘vibe’ is can be seen to be employed within games as a means of 

critiquing the normative and the familiar. In the context of games this runs counter to the 

usual game grammar which supports a sense of undisputed player agency and sovereignty 

over events and game space; as with other folk horror modes, the normative notion of hero as 

mastery is problematised and undermined. Integral to all forms of folk horror, including ludic 

folk horror, ritual sacrifice designed to appeal to forces beyond the human sphere is inferred 

or directly present, even if functionally different in context, and, in some cases, it is used to 

connect the player to what we might call positively, ‘Earth Mysteries’. This configuration 

offers a contemporary pagan mode of interpellation that departs from the antagonistic play 

between paganism and protestant Christianity that lurks at the heart of key folk horror texts 

such as David Pinner’s novel Ritual (1967), The Wicker Man (1973), Blood on Satan’s Claw 

(1971), and Witchfinder General (1968).   

 

Branching out: The First Folk Horror Game 
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Turning now to specific videogames that constitute the body of ludic folk horror, we’ll need 

to attend to what are the key features of game media if we are to understand the place of folk 

horror in the participatory context of game media. These are:  gameplay (what the player is 

asked to do by the game), aesthetics (how the game looks and sounds), and storytelling 

(characterisation and the interpellation of the player into the space of the game). In addition 

and moving from the formal to the cultural and the paratextual, we need to attend to meaning 

currencies that run across texts and in particular to folk horror tropes around the relationship 

of landscape and culture. Our starting point is Clive Barker’s Undying (Westlake/DICE/ 

Dreamworks, 2001). This game has a strong claim to be the first game to employ themes, 

iconography and narrative format characteristic of folk horror. Set in rural Ireland, the game 

refers both to human ritual sacrifice and to the mysteries of a Celtic prehistoric past. 

 

 
Fig 1. Cover Image of Clive Barker’s Undying; note the intimate, layered connection between 

stones and the land with the human skeletal hand, an effective means of representing a 

common trope in folk horror, the necessity of sacrifice to the earth to ensure its continued 

fertility. 

 

Following the format of the First-Person Shooter (FPS), the game does however depart from 

the bare-bones narrative of archetypal FPS, Doom (id software, 1993). Instead, the game has 

a complex, character-based narrative, no doubt helped by horror writer Clive Barker who was 

brought in by the developer to help solve some issues of character and storyline. Barker says 



of the game, ‘I really strongly felt the need to make this game have the richness of a novel. 

You've got forty hours of gameplay here. That's a big book! And I thought that in that time 

you've time to have a lot of nuancing […] I think one of the strongest things about the game 

is the characters. I think they have an individual life, a cinematic life, if you will’ (Clive 

Barker interviewed by Jason Bergman, 2001). The game transmutes the usual and familiar 

‘shooter’ actions of the FPS into a range of magical spells and weapons that are context 

sensitive.  

 

Set after the end of World War 1, Undying places the player in the shoes of Patrick Galloway 

(a character that we ‘inhabit’ throughout the game). He is indebted to Jeremiah Covenant 

who saved his life in the trenches. He is asked to help Jeremiah to break the curse that has 

devasted his family. Thus players are compelled to kill Jeremiah’s undead siblings and then 

kill the ‘Undying King’, hitherto kept in check by the sacrifice of an ancient Celtic King who 

was buried alive within the stone circle in which the ‘big bad’ is imprisoned. Like The Wicker 

Man, the game makes substantial if innovative reference to James Frazer’s conception of the 

Dying, Divine King, sacrificed for the good and renewal of the kingdom, as outlined as a 

form of monomyth in The Golden Bough. What the game adds to this, however is the 

inclusion of fantasy and supernatural elements. While The Wicker Man and Pinner’s Ritual 

derive their dramatic engagement with folk horror from a focus on the power of belief and 

tradition – which are presented as irrational and ineffective – magic in this game is functional 

providing the foundation of gameplay and story. Undying makes of full B-movie horror 

iconography, as in the central and functional presence of undead, zombies, Lovecraftian 

monsters and cult members, who provide the cannon-fodder whose slayage afford the player 

a (temporary and localised) sense of mastery and agency throughout the game. At first it 

appears that the disturbance of the Undying King was produced by the lack of a ‘properly’ 

made sacrifice; however when Patrick/player kills the double-crossing Jeremiah, it emerged 

that the sacrifice of the King was acting as a seal to keep the Undying King from being 

released and causing the subjugation of the human world. The player’s actions becomes 

instrumental to the demise of human agency; the hero becomes anti-hero. 

 

Games require players to perform certain (ritualised) actions that if correctly performed 

enable a player to progress in the game and to uncover the storyline. This is inherently a 

situation where ‘dealing with the problem’ rules the roost. Game theorist Bernard Suits 

(1978) points to the definitional presence of a ‘winning condition’ in games; the winning 



condition is however in direct opposition to the deeply pessimistic tone of folk horror where 

human agency over natural forces is regularly shown to be ineffectual and delusional. Games 

engaging with folk horror therefore must find ways of undermining the ‘progress-and-

prevail’ mechanics that define what a player expects when they play a game. In the case of 

Undying, in killing each of the Covenant family, Patrick/player is an unwitting servant of the 

Undying King. Even when it appears that the Undying King has been bested, it is revealed 

that this manifestation was only one of many. In this, the game takes on a strong Lovecraftian 

flavour of futility calling player agency into question.  

 

Ludic Folk Horror: Walking Simulators  

The elegiac use of pastoral beauty provides the visual signature of the next two games under 

discussion, Dear Esther (Chinese Room, 2008; 2012) and Everybody’s Gone to the Rapture 

(Chinese Room, 2015 (Rapture henceforth), each made by the same developer and written by 

Jessica Curry. Both games have a very different pace to that of the often frenetic Undying.   

These games use a set of game mechanics known collectively as ‘walking simulators’, a 

mode also used by other ludic folk horrors. In her essay on Dear Esther (2019), Dawn 

Stobbart has noted the isolated setting of the game (a remote Scottish island in winter) and 

the its pervasive sense of gothic gloom where the landscape functions as a psychological 

space of loss and mourning. Undying used a lot of rich, yellow ochre colours, contrasting 

against black and red, signifying the earth and blood, as in the game’s cover art [Fig 1], while 

Dear Esther’s limited cold grey-based colour palette and its graduations of muted colours 

borrows from a brand of painting known as Tonalism and it is used alongside subtle pinks 

and gold to create a sense of the elegiac. Undying’s warm peat brown and yellow ochre are 

the colours of the soil/dirt - rather than that of vaporous cloud and mist. Unlike the immediate 

sense of agency and purpose afforded to the player in Undying that becomes undermined as 

events unfold, Dear Esther unwraps its ‘barely doing anything’ gameplay slowly, enhancing 

the melancholic air. As Stobbart, Kris Darby (2019) and Oscar Moralde (2012) each note, 

there is a strong sense of haunting in the muted ambience and in the presence of fragments of 

textual clues that enable the player to piece together past events. This is a quiet and 

sophisticated take on ludic folk horror, where the standing stones that loom large on the 

island seem to represent the actuality of real death and its concomitant sense of loss and 

agency, rather than that of folk horror’s more common heady excesses of festival-based ritual 

sacrifice.  Perhaps this approach makes the game’s connection to folk horror more tenuous, 
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but that connection becomes far stronger in The Chinese Room’s next game, Everybody’s 

Gone to the Rapture (The Chinese Room/SIE, 2015) 

 

 

 

Fig 2 Everyone’s Gone to the Rapture. Pastoral idylls. This is a landscape brightly lit, where 
colours glow and pop; the use of red for the bicycle and some of the flowers here use a 
complementary schema to help reproduce what would be seen in on a clear sunny summer 
morning (the reproduction is in black and white, but it is still possible to see in this format the 
tonal range of a bright summer’s day). 

 

Like Dear Esther, Rapture is an open-world walking simulator game that involves a great 

deal of indirect, non-linear storytelling. To bring past events to life in the context of the 

game’s environments, and without recourse to a narrator, both games employ the ‘stone tape 

theory’ of landscape (Abery, 1997). This ‘residual haunting’ idea came in part from literature 

around leylines and rather more directly in relation to the development of folk horror 

rhetorics in a television play written by Nigel Kneale, entitled The Stone Tape (broadcast by 

the BBC in 1972). The player experiences directly gauzy visual echoes of past events, and 

what this adds up to is an elegy to doomed and extinct humanity, borrowing not only from 

horror but also from apocalyptic science fiction. The strangeness of the game is in part due to 

indistinct interpellation of the player’s presence. There are no non-playing characters that 

address a player directly and the nature of their embodiment is never fully established. 

Players are as if ghosts and it is the ‘ghosts’ of past communications that provide the means 



for a player to follow the stories (and rapturous fate) of six characters who lived in the village 

and local environs. The flavour of the game might be summed up as Quatermass meets the 

Archers – an everyday tale of {DEAD} country folk. 

 

Rapture’s players are however dropped into a very definite place and a very definite time at 

the start of the game. This is an English Shropshire village in the 1980s and in early summer. 

The player has little active purchase on the world, and their only agency is afforded in their 

choice of where to roam. The player’s role may be likened to that of witness, much like it is 

in relation to the viewer of Howie’s death scene in The Wicker Man. The game rewards 

players’ curiosity but it soon becomes clear that investigation is only that and not likely to 

affect any change in past events--one of the ways in which the game plays ludically and 

creatively into folk horror’s pessimistic tenor. In terms of story, there is no branching 

narrative, instead there is a radio play style delivery of past dialogue and interactions between 

characters, once again, think BBC Radio 4 long-standing farming soap opera, The Archers. 

Without being impelled to act to ‘deal’ frantically or otherwise with events or hostile enemies 

to progress through the game - the norm in games, the player has freedom to think, imagine, 

wonder, and contemplate.  

 

Given this more relaxed rhythm of play, subtle ludic componentry can come into play; a 

pastoral poetics in which the relationship between the landscape and the player deepens. The 

game’s designers make strategic and emotional use of high-resolution graphical realism and 

lighting that photographers refer to as the ‘golden hour’ to heighten a player’s sense of place 

and its impending loss. This all adds up to a startlingly beautiful effect in the context of a 

wholly digitally generated game space, and it weaves a wonderous spell of mid-summer 

atmospheric enchantment, recalling Reeves’s approach to landscape in Witchfinder General 

(Michael Reeves, 1968). Agency in the game therefore becomes reduced to that of an 

awestruck witness of the land, its cycles and the small human dramas that occurred in that 

landscape in the past. The way in which landscape plays such a central and othered role in the 

game and to fully explore its connection with ludic folk horror necessitates lingering longer 

on Rapture’s pastorality (aside note, I write as much as a landscape artist as scholar here).  

 

Oscar Moralde helpfully argues that games present ‘a vision of the past, or possibilities for 

the future, both of which evacuate the present’ (2014: 2). Overall, his assertion holds up to 

scrutiny, but unusually and by contrast Rapture presents its agrarian (human) landscape (and 
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all humanity) at a recent past moment when it was poised on the brink of extinction. In a 

phenomenological sense, the pervasive impression of impending and insistent loss keeps the 

player very much in their own moment – a sense of being present now and divorced from 

those events of momentous past. All this adds up to elegy, which by its very nature locates us 

in the now. And what was left, after all had departed to the Rapture, was a beautiful, romantic 

pastorality. The nature of that pastorality is underlined by the player’s awareness that they are 

witnessing a landscape that was generated by human cultivation, farming, gardening, shaped 

and tended lovingly and with knowledge of the nature of plants, earth and seasons. This will 

soon be lost, without the tending of human hands. In most games, ‘presentness’ is defined by 

player performed actions involved in coping with and mastering what’s thrown at them. This 

is not the case in here, and it is why I claim that the player is more ‘witness’ and ‘sight-seer’ 

than ‘player’ – a game in which knowing not doing is the goal. In pursuit of this deeply 

pessimistic sense of loss, the game presents its version of England through the language of 

British landscape painters, such as John Constable, affording the player lush and multi-

layered pastoral vistas. In addition, it accords with the way in which landscape painting 

positions their views and their viewers. Moralde writes, 

landscape makes an ideological claim that human intention both frames and leaves its 

traces on the land, and ‘nature’ fills in all the spaces between. This specific conception 

of landscape flows from the conventions of Renaissance perspective in a landscape 

painting or photograph, the elements of the land converge towards the viewer’s position 

in a pleasing way, and in doing so implies the singularity of that static viewpoint as an 

ideal abstract position of power. (2014: 2) 

By contrast, I would argue that in Rapture the singularity of the viewpoint is configured as 

ultimately isolated, fleeting and lost rather than a powerfully agentic gaze and it is this 

position that suits so well the context of ludic folk horror. Rapture’s sight-seeing is not 

surveying – it is an act of witness, of elegy and mourning and the landscape is put in the 

service of this end. Tolkien’s gardened Middle-earth village of Hobbiton, where the trees let 

the sky in, presents an idyll of the pastoral home that is worth battling for, and it contrasts 

with the wildwoods of Mirkwood, or hostile Barrowdowns or of course Mordor.  Rapture’s 

landscape cannot be fought for however, as that agency is not available to the player, 

providing that all important pessimistic counterweight to the usual heroic patterns of games. 

All a player can do is bear witness and this is a major ludic way that the game links to the 

pessimism of folk horror. The game does not proffer the usual Vitruvian design of space in 

most games – it is not designed for exclusively to enhance player action and performance 
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(Vitruvian in the sense that the real world/gameworld is designed expressly to serve human 

agency of the human mind and body). Rapture’s landscape is therefore very palpably in 

excess of player-based gameplay mechanics and in this its landscape becomes monstrous and 

Othered; no longer in the pay of the sphere of the human. The ludic mechanics underline this: 

there is no sense of progress or victory architected into the player’s pathway; the game 

therefore draws and innovates on the ways in which the pastoral landscape functions visually 

in folk horror in other modes.  

 

Breaking the subservient connection between landscape and human agency is the guiding 

principle of the visual schema of the game.  Rapture evokes but does not show the festivals 

and ritual traditions of agrarian culture that we see in many folk horror texts, rituals designed 

to control nature. Summer fields of ripened corn suggest Lammas time offerings, and it is in 

one of these fields that the player encounters the streaking lines that indicate that someone 

dissolved in that space into pure energy, consumed into or becoming nature as it were. This 

sense of the landscape as outside human agency is signified visually in ways familiar to film-

based folk horror. The use of dazzling light to heighten a sense of otherness as with the 

shimmering gold of the unharvested ripened crops, a mode of lighting also used in film such 

as Witchfinder General and The Wickerman to suggest that the sun is implacable to human 

agency and suffering. The use of visual barriers also suggests the otherness of place – the 

human eye cannot survey, predict or penetrated beyond the dark line of trees; again 

suggesting the limitations of human agency and omnipresent in The VVitch (2015), Black 

Spot [Zone Blanche] (2017), Blood on Satan’s Claw and imprisoning the characters of A 

Field in England (2013). In all these cases, recalling the army of trees in Macbeth and acting 

as a visual challenge to the sovereignty of human agency over the natural world.  
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Fig. 3 Opening Screen image of Year Walk (Simgogo, 2013) showing the Church Grim and 

setting the visual tone of the game. 

 

Human agency is also challenged in another ludic folk horror walking simulator game, Year 

Walk. Ostensibly, the game invites the player to undertake a Swedish folk ritual that can only 

be carried out in deepest winter when the veil between worlds is thin.  Players navigate the 

space arranged in two-dimensional layers to look for clues and solve puzzles. Players switch 

between maps and tightly controlled traversable landscape as well as consulting an 

encyclopaedia of relevant folklore and a journal. In terms of user-interface design, the game’s 

puzzles orient around ‘swipe’ styled actions because of the original IOS platform. As 

displayed in Fig. 3, the visual rendering of Year Walk is very different to that of Rapture; it is 

more illustrative with the use of flat planes of block colour, and, in borrowing much of its 

style from the iconic and successful Indie game Limbo (2010), there is a shared reference 

back to the silhouette-based fairy tale worlds of German animator Lotte Reiniger (1899–

1981).  Year Walk uses limited spot colour against monochrome often to pick out elements of 

gameplay significance (as with the heart of the figure in Fig. 3, albeit reproduced here in 

black and white). Animation is basic and movement systematised (taking an ‘animatic’ 

approach) rather than simulating real movement and the landscape is represented in two 

dimensions in flat planes, like a cut-out theatre; as such space is edited to suit function – as in 

film, and is not experienced as one would real space as it is in the context of the open world 

of Rapture. It is the one game discussed here that is closer to folkloric adaptation and where 



the supernatural is signified through the use of fairy tale imagery. The game’s landscape, the 

presence of the drowned children alongside the use of themes such as ritual, murder and 

madness and the weird-fiction ending do however bring the game into the ludic folk horror 

fold.  

 

Elegant, yet demanding, ‘lock and key’ puzzles involve the player in reading through the 

documents provided within the game’s library; as in Rapture, the player is investigating past 

events, and, as the game progresses the player’s sense of agency gradually diminishes. Each 

puzzle tells the story of a different folkloric character: the Brook Horse, Mylings, Night 

Raven, the Huldra and the Church Grim. The game ostensibly constructs the premise that the 

player will be able to prevent a murder if the puzzles are solved. However, this is not 

straightforward and there are strong counter currents to the sense of agency afforded the 

player. In the end, it becomes clear that all the events are pre-ordained, and that fate is 

impervious to any human will or action, thereby lending the game that all important ludic 

characteristic of folk horror pessimism. This alongside the notion that ritual lies outside 

culture and individual agency. Madness too is present, lending a typical ‘weird’ trope to the 

folk horror mix; the ending of the game sees the breaking of the fourth wall, the player’s 

screen appears to crack [see Fig. 4] on confronting the Church Grim and then a completely 

different aesthetic approach ensues suggesting a Lovecraftian intersection of worlds where 

the line between fantasy and the real no longer holds.  
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Fig 4. Year Walk: breaking of the fourth wall, the player’s screen appears to crack. 

 

From this point on the player enters an ‘othered’ space of pure geometry that is in stark 

contrast to the visual style of the rest of the game – as if we’ve moved hallucinogenically into 

the world of energy flows or the cellular (vis echoing the golden lines of energy marking the 

place where villagers ascended and broke free of their human form in Rapture). At this point, 

the game appears to be at an end, but, in a deft piece of design aimed to disorient the player, 

there is yet a further puzzle to be solved; the journal that has been closed to us throughout the 

game must be opened, and it is in the perusal of the journal that the game moves from fairy 

tale space to ‘real’ world space. What is then revealed is that the ‘watchers’ must have their 

sacrifice and thus, the ritual perpetuates despite a player’s efforts to prevent it, deepening the 

sense of pessimism and enhancing the sense that all human agency is an illusion. This 

constitutes a betrayal of the usual game/gamer pact wherein ludic action will win the day and 

afford a comforting misapprehension of resolution.   

 

The formal characteristics of the walking simulator have therefore afforded new and different 

way of telling folk horror stories. The quiet nature of this ludic format provides the context 

for a poetics of absence and, the use of ‘conversive wayfinding’ (Myers, 2010) allows events 

to ‘rehappen’ allowing time and player agency to be easily put out of joint. 

 

World of Warcraft as ludic folk horror 

World of Warcraft is not a game that many people would think of as ludic folk horror; 

however with a slew of relevant intertexts it deserves consideration as such. As I will show, 

these intertexts play an active role in subverting any unerring sovereignty of player agency 

that is otherwise found in many games and which might be expected of this game. Players 

may well gain a sense of localised and temporally limited agency in the game, but the 

cyclical festivals, alongside other forces that constantly change the content of the game and 

gameplay, are all beyond the reach of player control: there is a sense in which, as in life, we 

are just bit players in world of competing and overwhelming forces and influences. In this 

highly determined yet evolving game world play the part of the game’s many factional gods 

and monsters; in addition to the influence of these and sometimes as a result, are the world-

changing actions of the factional leader characters in the alliances and enemies they make. 

These can change with each updates and expansions, determining on an ongoing basis what 



players must then do in the game. This is a game where ongoing authorship intervention 

means regular and often radical changes to rules, systems, story, lore and player-character 

attributes: these changes may at any time affect a player’s diegetic abilities and motivational 

tactics as well as the nature of the game’s cultural and landscape that they have come to know 

so well. Changes to the game made by the developers often work to undo and reset the hard 

work that players have put in to make their characters causing bitter complaints. So, while the 

game affords a localised sense of player agency, it is highly bounded and subject to change. It 

is against this backdrop of radical authorship intervention that the folk horror elements of the 

game become so much more potent and making for a significant difference to the use of folk 

horror in the walking simulator games.  

 

It’s useful to give a little more sense of what the game is about to set the scene for its ludic 

folk horror. World of Warcraft is the longest-lived massively multiplayer role-playing game 

(MMoRPG) claiming over 6 million players. Over the years, it has built up an extensive and 

shifting world with an evolving mythos. The world is constructed of different races and 

cultures, players choose what race and character class they play and each player-character 

‘grows-up’ in a localised context. The game splits players into two opposing factions, Horde 

and Alliance. They are co-present in the game but cannot talk to one another nor directly 

benefit from each other actions. Across the factions there have been noble, altruistic, 

disgraceful, and unconscionable acts; leaders have been variously driven by indecision, greed 

for power, righteousness, or compassion. There is therefore no god’s eye view of the world, 

and every player-character only experiences the world from their race and faction’s 

perspective, making of the game a highly relativised world with competing stories, divergent 

histories and localised interpretations of events. Corruption is a key theme however across all 

the factions and in this service the game calls on horror and folk horror tropes, themes, and 

iconography; there are: atrocities, possessions, reanimations, zombifications, sacrifices, and 

cultic practitioners of black magic.  

 

Of the playable races (Elves, Gnomes, Dwarves, Orcs, Trolls etc.), the Human race is most 

strongly aligned to the use of folk horror tropes. Humans abhor monstrosity, and while 

righteous, they have committed atrocities often under the banner of The Church of the Holy 

Light against other races. The more shamanic-oriented Horde faction (trolls, Orcs, Blood, 

Undead, Elves etc) are regarded by Humans largely as heathen and primitive, however it is 

Human society that suffers a plague of demonic possessions and supernatural attacks, which 



Alliance players are charged with attempting to contain. The alignment of folk horror with 

Human culture begins early in the Human race’s character journey when the town of 

Darkshire is visited. Plagued by the undead, Darkshire is in perpetual dusk, lights burn to 

keep the encroaching darkness at bay and the names of places nearby tell a familiar folk 

horror story: Rotting Orchard speaks for itself, the Tranquil Gardens is now a ruined church 

with skeletons roaming the graveyard, and nearby Brightwood is far from bright, instead 

inhabited by wolves and werewolves.  In Warcraft lore, the village was abandoned by 

Stormwind’s troops and the villagers formed the Night Watch to protect themselves, 

including from an undead Human with a ‘bloodied past’, become vengeful after killing his 

unrequited love. Such threats might look like a call to arms to consolidate player agency, but 

despite best efforts on part of the player there is no resolution or sense of triumph, and the 

inhabitants are doomed to perpetual dusk.  

 

A similar Human village was introduced with the Legion expansion of 2016, continuing and 

consolidating the theme: Bradensbrook is located on the coast of Val’sharah, built by 

shipwrecked refugees that had aimed to make for Stormwind city. In an echo of the Plymouth 

Brethren, the refugees settle and farm the area. Working the corruption theme and in an echo 

of Blood on Satan’s Claw (1971), Legion demons leave cups of blood around the area aimed 

generating madness and possessions. An old stone circle is evident on an island close to the 

village and it is in sight of this that an explorative player encounters a large horned goat, 

named Black Phillip, linking the region very concretely to New England folk horror via the 

film The VVitch (2015). Players are called to aid in dealing with these supernatural goings-on 

that disrupt human agriculture and society, but it soon becomes clear in terms of story, that 

corruption is insurmountable and originated in some very ancient pacts with extra-terrestrial 

‘demons’ and the mysterious ‘old ones’. Again, jamming any untrammelled sense of player 

agency. In addition, the nature of the persistent open world of the game contributes to a 

milieu in which no battle is ever fully won; a world where repetition and stasis overrides 

progress and linear time. Both invisible and tangible forces at work in the game lead therefore 

to an erosion of agency in terms of what the player can act upon, character arcs and on 

storyline. This aspect of the ludic design makes use of folk horror’s pessimist milieu to 

produce an additional dimension to folk horror storytelling that is only afforded in the 

participatory context of games.  

 

 



 
 

The game’s engagement with erosion of agency, cyclic over linear time and of a pessimistic 

endless cycle of otherness and division is also present in its use of the Hallow’s End festival. 

Such festivals connect temporally with real world festivals (Krzywinska, 2006). On real-

world Halloween, Hallow’s End is celebrated by the Horde faction by the burning of a wicker 

man outside of the Undead race’s capital city, an act regarded by the Human race as 

indicative of the Horde’s demonic nature; however, in an act of diegetic syncretism, the 

Wickerman rites were adopted by Alliance in the Cataclysm expansion, a further example of 

the way that world determining agency is always only ever in the hands of the developer, 

they are the cosmic force to whom the player is absolutely subject.  Nonetheless, there is a 

telling factional difference that speaks of agency and otherness in the folk-horror articulation 

of the rite: the Alliance version is spoken by the Human Genn Graymane,   

 

‘It is an opportunity to mock the fearsome - to gaze boldly into the grim unknown and 

laugh […] Let this wickerman embody any unrest within us. With turmoil as tinder, let it 

blaze; may it temper us against what tomorrow may bring’.  

 

Graymane has a binarized view of the other, seeks control and mastery of the other even as he 

struggles to control his werewolf affliction. While for the Horde faction, the ceremony 

officiated by the Banshee Queen, Sylvannus Windrunner, is less about the banishment of fear 
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and otherness but instead a battle cry for her own race’s otherness she is one of the Undead 

who were once Human but were sacrificed for the ‘greater good’ by their leader:  

‘Children of the Night, heed your Queen's call! I join you in celebration of this most 

revered of nights - the night we Forsaken broke the Scourge's yoke of oppression! It is this 

night that our enemies fear us the most. It is THIS night that we show our enemies what it 

means to stand against the Forsaken! We burn the effigy of the Wickerman as a symbol of 

our struggle against those who would oppose us. We wear the ashes of the burnt 

Wickerman as a symbol of our neverending fight against those who would enslave us.’  

 

In both speeches there is a call to action. However, in both cases, that call simply leads to 

even greater division between the factions; rather than leading to heroic acts and greater 

agency, we are instead left with the brutal pessimism and futile repeated acts that underlines a 

great deal of folk horror. Sylvannas subsequently allies herself to the Old Ones and abandons 

the Horde while Greymane is unable to save his King from being kidnapped and taken to the 

land of the dead by Windrunner. 

 

Folk Horror tropes are also used in later expansion in which the Human nation of Kul Tiras is 

plagued by a witch cult, lead by Lady Waycrest and the Heartsbane Coven. Prior to this the 

Human colonialists had wiped out the indigenous race of druids, the Drust. In a pact to save 

her husband from death and to retain her power, Waycrest seeks to bring back the Drust’s 

leader. While the player might disrupt the grand ritual to prevent his return, it later emerges 

that this was part of a larger conspiracy, thereby underlining the erosion of any sense of 

persistent agency in a world in flux and in which there is no occulted moral order (against the 

easy use of good versus evil in many games in which the player is interpellated as a force for 

‘good’).  

 

The Witchcult of Kul Tiras leads to a great deal of suffering on the part of the populace; 

villagers are literally petrified, farmyard animals possessed barbaric rituals performed. 

Waycrest’s daughter is about to be hanged for witchcraft and the Alliance player sets about 

proving her innocence to the crowd in a scene that references both Witchfinder General and 

Monty Python and the Holy Grail (Jones and Gilliam, 1975). While various possessed 

animals and people are killed or redeemed, there is a pervasive sense of gloom and 

pessimism. This is furnished in part by the mise-en-scene that includes ritual objects and 

totems, dark woods in which it is hard to predict what might attack the player in restricted 



vision of the autumnal gloom. Alongside the pleasure of spotting paratextual references to 

folk horror, what persists is the sense that helping the villagers is futile as they have quite 

literally created their own demons. Even after being rescued, villagers typically say to the 

player-character ‘you’re not from round here are you’ in an accusatory way; with such 

ingratitude one wonders if one is on the right side as the Drust most certainly have good 

reason for vengeance. Throughout the game, Humans might think they are on side of might 

and right, but they are extremely susceptible to corruption, greed, pride, and have no 

reverence for nature; there are no Human Druids – small wonder the environment is full of 

terrors for them. For Horde players, the witch cult of Kul Tiras is regarded as a bit of joke; as 

de facto users of folk magic and shamanic practices, the concept holds little currency. 

Aligned with the sins of the Human race, folk horror becomes a mode through which the 

game can speak despairingly and pessimistically of the greed, fear, arrogance, and cruelties of 

our human society, into which both player and character are at once determined and 

implicated.   

 

Conclusion: earth mysteries 

What then is the overriding function of folk horror in games? This depends largely on the 

genre of game in question. For the Multiplayer Online game, folk horror is just one element 

in the wider scheme of world building and in so doing a theme used to create a distinctive 

culture that helps make up that world’s diversity. As was evident from the use of folk horror 

in Kul Tiras, folk horror storytelling can be used to generate ludic situations necessary for 

players to engage with in the promise of heroic deeds. In WoW, folk horror elements give 

cultural shape to the Human race allowing the game to reflect ourselves back to ourselves as 

what we would normally see in the Other. In all the games discussed folk horror provides 

paratextual sustenance that thicken and quickens ludic storytelling. WoW for example uses 

the theme of corruption against that engages all players no matter what their faction or race. 

Folk Horror provides in this game a framework for ludic world-building.  

 

The use of folk horror in the context of the walking simulators we have discussed helps create 

a unified atmospheric milieu where the world is driven by a single story, much like most 

films or novels, rather than the multitudinous and competing stories in the context of WoW. 

Games like Year Walk and Rapture are all set in places that were once inhabited by human 

beings, but which are now empty of them bar their ghosts. The first-person format of these 



games creates both intimacy with the terrain and a sense of perceptual immediacy; there are 

no characters, factions or races through which the player is mediated into the space, as there 

is in role-playing games such as WoW. This effects the way that folk horror functions 

textually The slow pace of the walking simulator allows the story to unfold for a 

‘witness’/‘sight-seer. This more contemplative context allows these games to ‘paint’ with 

light to create environments that do not support storytelling but are themselves storytellers, 

often creating a form of ludic horror is marked as a pastoral poetic that carries with it the 

mystique of earth mysteries. In this environmental storytelling context nuances and small 

differences count large. With no narrator, or non-playing characters to locate the player, 

emphasis on environment becomes a core route to delivering story. And it is in this way that 

the past is called into the present.  While ritual might be present, it carries something of folly 

and error, rather than full-on magical mastery. Even in WoW, this is the case. Yet the 

encounter with sacrifice, death and loss, helps to reveal the illusion of our magnificent yet 

fallacious sense of agency. Ludic folk horror is therefore able to depart from gaming norms: 

they do follow a Vitruvian pattern nor are they built to bolster flagging egos; walking 

simulators are often regarded by gamers as very limited and do not afford players with a 

pleasurable sense of mastery. Instead, they do afford room for contemplation and construct 

very powerfully a sense of nostalgia for places and time lost to us; in our depleted and 

decaying Anthropocene world, that focus on lost environment is suitably apt. 

Games regularly present players with ordered progress-lead experiences. ‘Rituals’ in the form 

of prescribed and repeated key press sequences are the very stuff that games are made on; this 

might provide an antedote to what Johan Huizinga called the ‘confusion of life’ (1949, 16); 

however, in ludic folk horror players are not fully in control. It is here that playing a ludic 

horror game can begin to approach something closer to our the strangeness and existence and 

our earth’s deep mysteries.    
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