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In this paper, | will explore a recent trend: the creation of horror games characterized by their
intentionally simplistic graphics. | aim to demonstrate how this trend aligns with the concepts
articulated by Paul Wells in his book ‘The Horror Genre’ (Wells, 2000), wherein he posits that ‘the
most compelling horror resides in the imagination of the viewer, rather than in explicit on-screen
depictions.’” This principle frequently empowers indie game developers to craft immersive
narratives despite resource constraints.

Cinematography understood this principle long ago and utilizes it to this day in movies like ‘The
Thing’ (Carpenter, 1982) or, more recently, ‘The Lighthouse’ (Eggers, 2019), which demonstrate the
power of suggestion. What you don’t see often fuels greater fear than any jump scare. That’s why we
often fear the dark, because what we imagine hides in the dark is so much scarier than what is
really there. As Wells (2000) 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.” Many indie horror
games leverage this technique, crafting eerie atmospheres where imagination reigns supreme
(Rouse IIl, 2009). When coupled with a cosmic or Lovecraftian narrative, even modest graphics
can transform a game into a masterpiece.

Before delving further, let's clarify what | mean by ‘an ugly game.’ In this context, it doesn't refer
only to visual aesthetics. Take ‘Pathologic’ (Ice-Pick Lodge, 2005) as an example—the initial
iteration, crafted by two developers, exudes a haunting charm despite its crude graphics. The
‘ugliness’ stemmed not from design intent but from constraints of time and resources. Here, we're
interested in games where simplicity aids storytelling.

A standout example of this narrative integration is ‘Faith: The Unholy Trinity’ (Airdorf Games, 2017).
Set during a period of satanic panic, the game employs pixel graphics—a seemingly incongruous
choice that remarkably enhances the experience and imitates old games. While the visuals may
appear crude, they effectively engage the mind, allowing it to fill in the unsettling. The ‘ugly
graphics’ aren’t ugly as a result of restraints put on a developer, but the graphics itself builds
atmosfere and serves a storytelling purpose.

Unlike films like ‘The Lighthouse,” where the danger remains unseen, ‘Faith: The Unholy Trinity’
presents its main villain, offering players a chance to confront it. Yet, therein lies the brilliance of
pixel graphics: they never fully reveal the danger, leaving players to contend with a distorted
representation.

This phenomenon, borrowed from cinema, significantly enhances even the most classic horror
games like ‘Five Nights at Freddy’s,” (Cawthon, 2014) while also enabling the creation of
captivating mysterious games such as ‘lron Lung’ (Dread XP, 2022). Moreover, it facilitates the
presentation of the story's realities not only through narrative but also visually, as exemplified by
the simulation of 90s-style pixel graphics in ‘Faith: The Unholy Trinity.’
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