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Abstract 

This thesis examines the ways Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice (Ninja Theory, 2017) represents            
mental illness and why the game is considered partly groundbreaking in the subject of mental               
health representation within video games. This examination is done by taking a brief             
overview of previous games tackling the same subject matter as well as examining how              
Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice represents psychosis narratively and mechanically. This is done           
through the method of player-as-analyst by playing the game all the way through once and               
viewing a full length playthrough video following the methodology and theory of Diane Carr              
(2014).  The data gathered during play and viewing of the playthrough is then analyzed. 

 
Key words: Psychosis, Mental Illness, Hellblade, Narrative, Game mechanics, Video games   
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Sammanfattning 
 
Denna avhandling undersöker hur Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice (Ninja Theory, 2017)          
representerar mental ohälsa och varför spelet uppehålls som delvis banbrytande inom spel som             
behandlar mental ohälsa. Undersökningen i fråga är gjord via att göra en kort översikt av hur                
tidigare spel handlat samma ämne och ta en titt på hur Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice              
representerar psykos i sin mekanik och narrativ. Detta åstadkoms genom metoden           
Player-as-analyst genom att spela igenom hela spelet en gång och kolla igenom en             
playthrough video och genom att följa metodologi och teori av Diane Carr (2014). Datan              
samlad under spelningen och video tittandet sedan analyseras. 
 
Nyckelord: Psykos, Mental Ohälsa, Hellblade, Narrativ, Spelmekanik, Videospel  
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1 Introduction 

This paper examines how how mental illness, more precisely psychosis had been presented 
through video games through the 2017 game from Ninja Theory, Hellblade: Senua’s 
Sacrifice. Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice has been discussed in the gaming community for it’s 
apparently very realistic presentation of psychosis as Ninja Theory collaborated with mental 
health professionals to make the experience of psychosis as accurate as possible. I’m 
interested in what makes Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice such an anomaly in within the subject 
of mental illness representation within video games, how the game translates psychosis into 
the medium and what the experience of playing the game actually evokes in players. 

 In short my research question is as follows: What are the ways Hellblade: Senua’s 
Sacrifice represents mental illness? 

 

1.1 Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice 

 
Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice, which will henceforth be referred to as Hellblade for 
convenience, is a video game developed by Ninja Theory and released on on the 8th of 
August 2017. The game has been given a below 18 restriction by the PEGI organization, for 
featuring bad language and heavy violence. The game was developed using the Unreal 
Engine, a popular game engine developed by Epic Games. The engine has been used to 
develop several popular titles such as the Bioshock series (Irrational Games) and receives 
frequent updates, now being on its 4th major iteration.  
 
I shall now give a summary of the story and events of the game, as the game is very focused 
on narrative and it is essential to understand the major plot points of Hellblade to understand 
how the game represents mental illness.  
 
The protagonist, Senua, a young warrior belonging to the pict-people, has recently returned 
from her self imposed exile only to find her village slaughtered by pillaging northmen. 
Among the slain is her lover, Dillion. Overcome with grief, Senua decides her only option is 
to venture down to the underworld and battle the death goddess Hela to release the soul of 
Dillion. Senua carries the severed head of Dillion with her, as she believes it is the only vessel 
his soul can enter once released. As Senua enters the underworld she encounters Druth, a man 
she met during her exile. Druth was a former slave to the northmen, having heard their stories 
of the Gods and the underworld. He serves as a guide to Senua. In the underworld, also 
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referred to as Helheim, Senua is overtaken by a strange rot that threatens to spread all the way 
along her arm up to her head each time she perishes or fails in the underworld.  1

 
Before allowed into the inner sanctum of Helheim, Senua must first battle Surt and 

Valravn, two malicious gods who rule over their own respective realms of Helheim. In these 
realms Senua is faced with many trials. She encounters illusions and ghostly northmen trying 
to kill her. She fights her way through it all the while being tormented by visions of memories 
of her past with Dillion and her abusive father, Zynbel. She also encounters hidden visions of 
her late mother, Galena, who gives her advice and encouragement. Galena had a similar 
condition to Senua’s before her death, hearing voices and seeing hallucinations. Senua was 
told Galena committed suicide when Senua was very young due to not being able to cope with 
her hallucinations. Along Senua’s journey she is always joined by the furies, a crowd of 
voices aiding, criticising and commentating on Senua and her actions. Along the furies is also 
the Shadow, a malicious voice tormenting Senua the most.  

After defeating Surt and Valravn, Senua finally confronts Hela for the first time. Hela 
defeats her without much struggle, shattering Senua’s sword and injuring her badly. Senua 
seeks refuge in a crevice underneath Hela’s lair, attempting to mend her wounds. Without a 
weapon Senua feels hopeless and even considers suicide. She is broken out of her hopeless 
state by a ghostly apparition resembling Dillion, who guides her to a mysterious tree. Within 
the tree Senua finds a powerful sword, said to be able to kill Gods. Before being allowed to 
acquire the sword, Senua must face the warriors’ trials. The trials take her into strange realms, 
all resembling some part of Senua’s past and requiring her to confront something painful from 
those memories. After completing all the trials, Senua grabs the sword within the tree, but is 
instead thrust into a grotesque world called the Sea of Corpses. Senua is forced to battle wave 
upon wave of enemies before finally hearing the voice of Galena calling out to her. Senua 
rushes to find her but right as they are about to reunite, Senua is transported back to Helheim, 
now in possession of the God slaying sword. The Shadow tells Senua to enter Hela’s lair 
through the back door, situated in a mountain at the foot of which Senua picked up the sword. 
As Senua enters, the Shadow warns her about the Beast that dwells inside the mountain, 
stalking in the shadows. Senua encounters the Beast, unable to fight it out of fear. As she 
attempts to escape she loses Dillion’s head and it falls down a dark ravine. Distraught, Senua 
ventures deeper into the mountain to retrieve the lost head as it is pointless to bargain with 
Hela without it. Down on the bottom Senua encounters the Beast again, this time defeating it 
once and for all. She finds Dillion’s head and returns to her original path to Hela’s lair. Senua 
enters Hela’s lair, but before she encounters Hela herself, she sees a vision of her mother, 
Galena being burned to death on a stake. The voice of the Shadow tells Senua “it had to be 
done” prompting Senua to turn around and realize her father, Zynbel, is the Shadow. She also 
realizes Galena never took her own life, but was murdered by Zynbel. Senua breaks free from 

1 The rot’s mechanical function is to keep the player aware of how many times they have died 
during the game, as the rot spreads every time the player fails a task and Senua dies. The 
game claims progress will be lost once the rot spreads to Senua’s head, this however is not the 
case and I will touch on this closer in 5.3 Mechanics as it is not relevant to the story. 
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the vision, now charging towards Hela who has been revealed from the darkness. Hela speaks 
with the voice of the Shadow/Zynbel, saying Senua’s and Galena’s condition was a curse that 
had to be eradicated. Senua, having realized she has been fed lies from her father for her 
entire life, voices her resentment for Zynbel and all the abuse she has been forced to endure in 
his care. Eventually, Senua is overwhelmed by Hela’s minions and she realizes she can not 
bring back Dillion, as Hela is nothing more than a manifestation of her own trauma inflicted 
upon her by her abusive father. Senua begs Hela to kill her, as she feels she has nothing more 
to live for. Hela obliges and leaves Senua to bleed out on the floor. Suddenly the illusion 
seems to break, as the lifeless body on the floor is revealed to be Hela’s, while Senua is alive 
and well embracing Dillion’s severed head for one last time. Senua says her final goodbye to 
Dillion and decides to keep on living, inviting the player to join her and the furies on her next 
journey.  
 
Moving on from the narrative portion of the game to the mechanics, Senua is controlled using 
the WASD keys for movement. The mouse is used to direct the game’s camera also allowing 
the player to focus/zoom in on elements in the environment which comes in to play in the 
game’s visual puzzle segments. The player also has the E- and Shift-keys at their disposal. 
The E-key is used to interact with certain objects, for example climbing a ladder or activating 
a rune stone, and the Shift-key is used to toggle between running and walking. Some controls 
are only available during battle segments, such as the left mouse button used to inflict damage 
to enemies and the space bar used to dodge incoming attacks.  
 
Staying true to the game’s setting and time period, the characters within the game only refer 
to Senua’s condition (as well as the unspecified conditions of other characters) as “the 
darkness”. Senua’s symptoms are also tightly woven into the gameplay and narrative. As soon 
as the player starts the game they are greeted by many disembodied voices talking to Senua, 
each other and even the player. These voices, referred to as the “furies” by the narrative, are 
an auditory verbal hallucination Senua is experiencing. 

 
Mechanically, these voices serve the function of a Heads Up Display/Graphic User Interface , 
as they warn the player about unseen dangers or give hints about the environment and what 
actions the player should take. Narratively, the voices sometimes serve as narrators or as an 
insight into what Senua is thinking and feeling as we don’t hear thoughts from Senua’s 
perspective unless she speaks.  
 
The game was met with mainly positive reactions from players and critical acclaim. The 
public’s reception of the game is important as it demonstrates the wide reach the game has 
had. As of 21.4 2019, the release of Hellblade on the game client Steam (Valve Corporation) 
has gathered 20,397 reviews from Steam users, earning the game the “Very Positive” 
reception on it’s page on Steam.  
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The Steam page for Hellblade. Note the review section. (Screenshot taken 21.4 2019) 

 
Graphic from Hellblade’s Steam page, showcasing different scores from reviews.  
 
IGN praised Hellblade for its sound design and visuals, giving it a 9 out of 10 scoring. (7 
August 2017) 
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Banner from IGN’s review of Hellblade. (Screenshot taken 21.4 2019) 

Even two years  after being released  Hellblade is still getting re-released,  most recently the 
Nintendo Switch (on 11.4 2019) as well as on several Virtual Reality consoles. 
 
The game sold over the developers expectations, as Ninja Theory’s chief creative director 
Tameem Antoniades shares in an interview about the studio’s merge with Microsoft for 
Polygon in 2018.  In the same interview Antoniades brings up how the studio was able to 
donate over 100,000$ to various charity organizations rallying for mental health support (for 
example Mental health America) from the sales of Hellblade. This was no random choice of 
charity, as mental health awareness is as the very core of the development of Hellblade.  
 
 

Cropped screenshot of the Hellblade website (www.hellblade.com/). Note the tab for mental 
health support.  
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Cropped screenshot of the page the Mental health Support tab leads to, encouraging the 
viewer to seek help if the symptoms displayed in the game have affected them as a player.  
 
Ninja Theory worked closely with a mental health professional Paul Fletcher in an attempt to 
achieve a realistic approach to psychosis, which the main character of the game, Senua, 
frequently suffers from. Fletcher is a professor of health neuroscience at the University of 
Cambridge and worked with Ninja Theory throughout the entire project, his involvement 
grew as Ninja Theory became increasingly interested in expanding their understanding of “the 
many ways in which perception and experience can change in the setting of severe mental 
distress and, following conversations about this, how normal perceptual systems may work 
and how they may go wrong in all of us.” says Fletcher in an interview with Aaron 
Souppouris in Souppouris’ article “Video games are tackling mental health with mixed 
results”.  
 
Cooperation between mental health professionals and the video game industry like Ninja 
Theory and Fletcher’s has been called upon by Joseph Fordham in his paper “Framing Mental 
Health Within Digital Games: An Exploratory Case Study of Hellblade” (2019) 
 
There is a lack of cooperation between game designers and mental health specialists, as well as the exclusion of 

individuals dealing with these disorders, which leads to a lack of games that are both beneficial and 
engaging (Fordham, 2019) 

 
In conclusion, Hellblade is a successful game with a wide reach which means the way it 
represents mental illness could influence the attitudes many players have towards mental 
illness. Ninja Theory has taken this into account, judging on their desire to portray the 
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symptoms of Senua’s mental illness accurately through cooperation with a mental health 
professional. I will however proceed to look past Ninja Theory’s potential intentions and 
instead examine the product they present and how mental health is actually represented in it.  
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2 Psychosis and Auditory Hallucinations 

While the mental illness Senua has in Hellblade is unspecified within the universe of the game 
itself, based on the symptoms Senua experiences it can be assumed she is experiencing some 
form of psychosis. Later analysis in this paper goes deeper into psychosis and auditory 
hallucination, therefore it’s important to give a brief definition of psychosis and what 
symptoms it includes. 
 
I will go over a brief explanation of psychosis and interlinked disorders as described in 
DSM-5, i.e “Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders” published by the 
American Psychiatric Association (2013). 
 
First, let us define what DSM-5 characterizes a mental disorder as: A mental disorder (or a 
mental illness as I have expressed it in this paper), is a syndrome characterized by a clinically 
significant disturbance in an individual’s cognition and emotion regulation. Another 
characteristic is also an individual's behavior that reflects a dysfunction in their psychological, 
biological or developmental processes underlying mental functioning. Important to note is 
that socially deviant behavior, for example political or religious behavior or conflicts that are 
between an individual and society are not deemed mental disorders. Neither is a culturally 
approved response to stress or loss.  
 
Psychosis is an umbrella term that refers to a sensory experience of auditory and visual 
hallucinations as well as beliefs that have no basis in reality. Psychosis is most commonly 
linked with the Schizophrenia spectrum. This spectrum includes schizophrenia, other 
psychotic disorders and schizotypal (personality) disorder. These disorders are defined by 
abnormalities (one or several) in these five domains: hallucinations, delusions, disorganized 
thinking and/or speech, grossly disorganized or abnormal motor behavior as well as negative 
symptoms.  
 
The hallucinations linked to the experience of psychosis are involuntary perception-like 
experiences that can be prompted without an external stimulus. The hallucinations are vivid 
with as clear impact as normal perceptions. Auditory hallucinations are the most common 
form of hallucination linked with schizophrenia and related disorders and are usually 
experienced as voices distinctly different from the individuals own thoughts. 
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3 Previous research and theory 
 
In this paper I use research in Game Studies focusing on aspects of mental illness as a 
theoretical approach to analyzing how psychosis in Hellblade is represented. There is little 
previous research into the topic of how video games represent mental illness, therefore I have 
opted to include a section of articles within popular science. Game studies fluctuate within the 
cross section between scientific and popular scientific debates and I find it therefore important 
to take a look at both stances.  
 
 
Doris Rusch (2012) examines how games can be educational to able-bodied players by 
offering a unique way to experience what living with a mental illness can feel like in “Elude: 
designing depression.”: 

“A game that put you in the shoes of someone who is living with depression could 
help alleviate social stigma because players would experience for themselves that being 
sucked into the “black hole” had nothing to do with their skills or strength of character.” 
(Rusch, 2012, pp. 254-257) 

 
Similarly, Gibbons (2015) purposes that games as a medium have a lot of potential to embody 
disability, specifically autism in her example, and show how autism is lived out in social 
context. Gibbons claims many of the stories in our culture follow narratives of disabled 
people overcoming their disability and present some bodies as undesirable bodies needing 
correction. 

In their article “Graphic Depictions: Portrayals of Mental Illness in Video Games in Journal 
of Forensic Sciences”, Samuel Shapiro and Merrill Rotter (2016) found that video games 
contain frequent and varied portrayals of mental illness, with depictions most commonly 
linking mental illness to dangerous and violent behaviors. By surveying the 50 best selling 
computer games in each year from 2011 to 2013 identified through the video game sales 
tracking website VGChartz.com. 

 Through application of search terms to the Wikia search engine, with subsequent review of 
relevant footage on YouTube they found that twenty-three of the 96 surveyed games depicted 
at least one character with mental illness. Forty-two characters were identified as portraying 
mental illness, with most characters classified under a “homicidal maniac” stereotype, 
although many characters did not clearly reflect cinema stereotypes and were subcategorized 
based on the shared traits. 

Ledder (2019) gives a brief background on attitudes towards disability, which includes mental 
illness, within pop culture in “On dis/ability within game studies: The discursive construction 
of ludic bodies.”. He brings to attention the problematic nature of the Western understanding 
of disability, as it’s commonly seen as fairly medical and rooten in objective fact. However 
Ledder discusses disability through a social perspective, as what is considered “normal” i.e 
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“abled” could be very easily affected by social norms and media. He calls to attention the lack 
of research on representation of ability and disability within digital games. He points out other 
inequalities such as race and gender have been researched, discussion surrounding dis/ability 
is rare. 
 
3.1 Popular Science  
 
Video games have a long history of representing mental illness as something scary and wrong. 
Mental illness has been accompanied by unreasonable villains, disposable enemies and even 
environmental hazards to the player character. To understand why Hellblade’s approach to 
mental health has had such an impact on gaming audiences, it is beneficial to take a look at a 
brief overview of what has been the norm before. The topic is often discussed on forums and 
by video game journalists and this will be a brief overview of parts of the discussion. 
 
3.1.1 Representation 

 
Mental illness has often been used as a shorthand for villainy within video games. This issue 
has been brought up by several video game journalists as well as researchers.  
 
Aaron Souppouris writes in his article “Video Games are tackling mental illness with mixed 
results” (2015)  for Engadget.com about the successes and shortcomings of video games 
attempting to handle mental health in gameplay and narrative. Souppouris examples of the 
common ways mental illness is represented in video games include use as a motivation for 
villainy, “‘ interesting’ game mechanic” and mischaracterization as the sum and whole of a 
characters personality. 
 
Fordham (2019) raises concerns regarding harmful portrayals of mentally ill people 
promoting fear and stigma towards real individuals dealing with mental illness. He adds the 
portrayals could even promote forms of self-stigmatization which could inhibit mentally ill 
people from seeking help or support. 
 
 
 
3.1.2 Game Mechanics  
 
In the same article mentioned earlier (“Video Games are tackling mental illness with mixed 
results”), Souppouris goes on to write about how mental illness is “gamified” in certain 
games. Gamification as a term is usually used when describing the act of adding game 
mechanics to an environment outside of video games, for example a work environment. 
According to Inspirationcompany.se this helps to motivate, engage and encourage positive 
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behavior. However, Souppouris uses “gamficiation” in his article to describe turning a 
concept existing outside of game mechanics (mental illness here) is turned into one. 
 
The issue with gamification of mental illness is also brought up by Dia Lacina in her article 
“What Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice gets wrong about mental illness” (2017). Lacina 
describes herself as “severely mentally ill” in the article, letting us know she has first hand 
experience of psychosis and other symptoms the game shows Senua to experience. Lacina 
describes her experience with Hellblade’s puzzle mechanics. (As this heavily relates to the 
mechanical aspects of Hellblade, I have opted to describe the puzzle in detail later in the paper 
when I discuss mechanics. What is important in this segment specifically is not the mechanic 
itself, but how it impacted the player, in this case Lacina.) Hellblade’s puzzle mechanics 
attempt to gamify some of the symptoms the protagonist Senua experiences in order to keep 
the game’s narrative and mechanics consistent. This however leads a mentally ill player like 
Lacina to have a more difficult time experiencing the game, as she feels like her own 
experiences of mental illness are being clumsily fed back to her through the game. 
 
Hopping back to Souppouris article, he writes about horror games such as Amnesia: The Dark 
Descent (Frictional Games 2010) and Eternal Darkness: Sanity’s Requiem (Silicon Knights, 
2002) presenting mental health as a resource, that can be lost or gained depending on what the 
player character sees and experiences. Souppouris writes “It's clear that quantifying someone's 
‘craziness’ is not helpful, and it shows the fine line developers walk when tackling such 
issues.” Eternal Darkness famously goes as far to start messing with the player when the 
“sanity meter” is too low in an attempt to emulate hallucinations. For example, the game 
tricks the player into thinking the TV is turning down the volume by itself or that the game’s 
save files have been deleted. These games are inspired by the works of H.P Lovecraft 
(1890-1937) utilizing cosmic horror. In his works Lovecraft writes about cosmic beings so 
otherworldly they cause most human beings to “go insane” just by their mere presence. It is 
worth noting Lovecraft wrote during the early 20th century and his views on mental health are 
severely outdated and the uncritical emulation of his themes in modern media can be 
questionable. Souppouris seemingly hopes the take away his readers will get from his article 
is the continued uncritical consumption and reuse of harmful and outdated representations of 
mental illness should no longer go unchecked.  
 
4 Method and materials  2

 
The method of data gathering and analysis I have used is a form of Player-as-analyst. 
The method has the analyst playing through the game themselves one or more times while 
taking notes describing their experience. The first playthrough is less in depth in terms of 

2 This paper started off as a group project between me and Sebastian Wallin but due to 
circumstances it ended up as a one person project. Worth noting is that we had already started 
discussing methodology before his departure. 
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analysis, while the second playthrough is meant for research only, having the player examine 
segments important for the research question and ignoring elements that are not relevant. The 
method choice was inspired by the study; ”Ability, Disability and Dead Space” by Diane Carr 
(2014). 
 
I played through Hellblade with no prior experience of playing the game. The total play time 
of a single playthrough is 7-10 hours, depending on the players performance. My playthrough 
took 7 hours and 23 minutes. The game is an action-adventure game shot from a 3rd person 
view with a linear narrative and no branching storylines, which cuts down the play time as the 
I am not required to experience every branch on its own. I was inspired by Carr’s study and 
the player-as-analyst method since a part of my paper details the way games tackling the 
subject of mental illness impact the average player, as this ties back to the theme of Hellblade 
being considered different from previous games by critics and players alike. By playing the 
game myself with no prior experience with it, I could insert myself as “the average player” 
and examine what thoughts and impressions the game would give me. During the playthrough 
I took breaks to take notes every hour or when I encountered something I found noteworthy. 
The notes taken are personal thoughts and observations on the experience. I felt it important 
to be quite subjective in my notes, as I was trying to insert myself as “an average player” and 
not a video game analyst for the playthrough in particular. These notes would later be 
examined under a different lense, as I would then take into account theory and previous 
research. The play environment was my own home as the surroundings needed to be 
distraction free. Good quality headphones were used for better immersion. The game was 
played using a keyboard and mouse on the PC purchased through the Steam client. 
 
Most of Hellblade’s notable themes are introduced through dialogue and cutscenes, that are 
the same on each playthrough and do not change depending on player input. Therefore I 
found it suitable to follow along a playthrough video on Youtube in the place of a second 
playthrough. I were able to compare my notes taken when playing the game myself with the 
experience of watching someone else play. While watching the playthrough I did not take 
notes but instead compared my own notes to the footage. Playing the game first myself I was 
able to focus more on the mechanical side of Hellblade and focus on the narrative aspects 
when watching a playthrough. While Hellblade does not include branching storylines, there 
are optional scenes and choices  to be made, I deliberately looked for a playthrough from a 
player that makes different choices from the ones I made during my own playthrough. The 
playthrough used is 7 hours and 22 minutes long and is being played by the Youtube user 
Hihasuke, who is playing the game without prior experience of the game and without 
commentating on it. This specific playthrough was selected as Hihasuke, like me, is playing 
the game for the first time and the play time is almost exactly the same as mine.  
 
While “Ability, Disability and Dead Space” examines how Dead Space creates fear and dread 
in the player through the idea of disability, I am looking into the ways Hellblade represents 
mental through mechanics and narrative. Therefore I am required to adapt and alter the 
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methods Carr used in “Ability, Disability and Dead Space” to be more suitable for Hellblade 
as well as the information I am looking to gather. I am primarily focusing on these two 
compartments of the game (game mechanics and narrative), but as Simon Ledder argues, to 
properly analyse mental illness is games most if not all elements of the game have to be taken 
into account. These elements being audio-visual, narrative, ludic and simulation. To keep the 
research focused we will take these elements into account while still using mechanics and 
narrative as my primary bases. As this thesis holds focus on what messages the game sends to 
the average player, simplifying my research into these two categories, while still taking 
audio-visual, ludic and simulation elements into account feels most beneficial.  
 
The data gathering method in “Ability, Disability and Dead Space” has the analyst play 
through the game multiple times, first once for pleasure and then for research. This is where I 
differ from the example given by Carr, as I would only play the game myself once and then 
view a recorded playthrough instead. 

 

 
Screenshot from Hellblade, demonstrating the 3rd person view. The player controls Senua (to 
the left) and sees the game world over her shoulder.  

“Ability, Disability and Dead Space” talks about “fragmenting” the game. I took this to mean 
breaking the game down into smaller moments and scenes which should make them easier to 
analyse and to detect themes and threads that will later be compared in the context of the 
whole game. There are problems to this method, as examining a game through fragments 
removes the possibility of play and replayability which are integral parts of the game 
experience. I am avoiding this problem by playing the game myself as well as seeing it being 
played again by another party. I will also be examining the fragments in context of the game 
as a whole. Hellblade is linear, only presenting choice in form of letting the player choose the 
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order in which to do tasks to progress, so for example fragmenting branching conversations 
won’t be necessary as all fragments will always exist in the same context of the narrative. I 
hypothesized the found threads would lead to one or several significant scenes or moments 
where the threads culminate. These “threads” were once again described in “Ability, 
Disability and Dead Space“, referring to corresponding themes or plot threads leading to 
significant scenes or moments.  

After gathering my data through my play through notes and viewings of the playthrough, I 
begun analyzing the experience reflecting upon previous research by Fenryhough and Carr 
among others. I picked out characters and events I found most relevant and important and 
examined them in context to each other, previous theories I’ve read as well as the game as a 
whole. My playthrough consisted of 7 sessions, average length of a session being 60 seconds. 
My notes after the final session tallied at 4111 words. 

I have deliberately not viewed any of the development diaries Ninja Theory has available on 
their website as I feel being aware of Ninja Theory’s intentions could change the way I view 
elements of the game and change my analysis. Ninja Theory’s intentions are less important 
than the product they present, as the intentions should be clear from the product itself. 
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5 Results and Analysis 

Based on my experience with the game I shall now examine how psychosis is presented in 
Hellblade through gameplay mechanics and narrative. 

5.1 Mechanics 

Hellblade is played in a third person view, the player seeing the game world over Senua’s 
shoulder. The choice of having the player see the game this way could be a way to enforce the 
illusion of being one of Senua’s voices watching over her journey rather than controlling her. 
If the game were played in a first person view, I feel the illusion were not as effective. 
Hellblade uses a lot of mechanics either to simulate the symptoms of certain mental illnesses 
or to enforce certain feelings in the player. This form of using mental illness in gameplay 
brings us to gamification. Hellblade does not utilise the “sanity meter” (see 3 Previous 
research and theory, 3.1.3 Game Mechanics) cliche a lot of games with mentally ill 
protagonists have utilised in the past which often is an easy way for the developers to gamify 
mental illness in video games. Even if Hellblade sidesteps this often critiqued gamification 
method, it is not free from gamifying mental illness. Gamification of mental illness is not 
“bad” by definition but can also trivialise the experiences of real people by representing the 
struggles they go through every day through simple game mechanics designed to be fun and 
satisfying to the player. Elements of gamification are found in the rune puzzles that are one of 
the main puzzle mechanics within Hellblade. The rune puzzles have the player search for 
certain shapes similar to runes in the game’s environment. Finding the correct shape often 
requires the player to move Senua to a certain spot in the environment in order to have the 
camera line up perfectly for the shape to be recognizable. Once the correct rune is found, the 
next area usually unlocks.  
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Example of a rune gate. After using the focus mechanic to view the gate, the player is now 
tasked to find the two shown runes in the environment. 
 
 
 
These puzzles are allegedly mimicking the process of Pareidolia, the act of seeing patterns, 
often human faces and patterns where they do not exist. Pareidolia is allegedly more 
commonly experiences by people who experience psychosis. My experience with the rune 
puzzles was complicated as often got stuck looking for the right angle to look at the shape in 
order to have it activate, even if I could see what I thought was the shape clearly. The puzzles 
do not feel as well executed as they could be due to this. For the puzzle to work and to be 
satisfying to complete the rules of what can and can’t be the correct shape should be more 
clearly set. This connects to Hellblade’s representation of psychosis, as a player experiencing 
Pareidolia is forced to accommodate to Hellblade’s version of their symptoms while giving up 
their own lived experience of the very symptom Ninja Theory is attempting to simulate. This 
is discussed by Dia Lacina in her article “What Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice gets wrong about 
mental illness” (2017) where she brings up her own experience of Hellblade as a mentally ill 
person. I am using her experience to reflect on my own and as a second perspective.  

 

Screenshot demonstrating the visuals during a rune puzzle.  
 
Many puzzles as well as narrative elements seem to give off the impression that while Senua 
does suffer from her psychosis, it also gives her special abilities. Once again, this is not 
harmful by definition, but the way it is handled in Hellblade raises some issues. Senua is able 
to see secret patterns and shapes, and her voices warn her of unseen dangers. Lacina reflects 
on her own experiences as a mentally ill person in the article, feeling like her mental illness 
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has never been an unlikely savior in her every day life. It is a rather common trope in media to 
see a disabled character obtain some kind of superhuman ability after becoming disabled, 
“compensating” for the handicap. Senua’s special abilities are not heavily focused on 
narratively, only referred occasionally as “the sight” by Galena.  
 
Moving on from gamification, I shall return to the topic of the game utilizing mechanics to 
give the player an illusion of a symptom or feeling. This is represented in the games false 
permadeath mechanic. Permadeath refers to a video game mechanic where if a player/npc 
character “dies” they are permanently dead and can not be used anymore except by playing 
the game all the way from the very start. Within Hellblade this is represented visually through 
a dark rot that spreads from Senua’s hand up her arm each time she dies after to failing a task. 
Once the rot reaches Senua’s head, progress is lost and the game has to be played again from 
the beginning. Senua’s remaining healthy portion of her arm arm acts as a “life bar”, showing 
how many times the player can fail before the rot reaches the head and they have to start over 
again. Hellblade presents this mechanic very clearly to the player through a cutscene and a 
very clear non-diegetic text explaining the mechanic: 

 
“The dark rot will grow each time you fail. If the rot reaches Senua’s head, her quest is over 
and all progress will be lost” 
 
This however never happens, no matter how many times the player loses, as the spreading rot 
resets every time it should reach Senua’s head. This was not a mistake, but a deliberate bluff 
to trick the player. Tameem Antoniades, chief creative director of Ninja Theory, gives insight 
into Ninja Theory’s purpose with this bluff:  
 
A large part of the game is about fear, and a large part of mental illness – psychosis in particular – is about fear. 
[...] I was speaking to one fellow who described it as a fear of death. This was one person – I don’t want to 
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generalise to everyone – but in this particular case, during [psychosis] episodes, there was a palpable fear that he 
was going to die. So that’s what we wanted to try to find an analog for in the game. 

Antoniades admits in an interview Matt Purslow’s article ”Hellblade’s permadeath 
bluff is ‘not as simple as people think’” (2018) at pcgamesn. 
 
Worth noting here is that Antoniades cites only one experience of psychosis as inspiration for 
the permadeath bluff.  
 
Based on my own experience with the permadeath bluff while playing the game, I did not 
experience fear as much as mild anxiety as I was short on time to gather data for this paper. If 
anything, the bluff caused me to lose immersion as I started looking at walkthroughs online to 
avoid dying and spreading the rot. To once again reflect my experience with Lacina’s, she 
finds the bluff very distasteful. The permadeath mechanic’s introduction, shown in the image 
above, is the only time the developers speak directly to the player aside from the game’s 
credit sequences. This adds a level of manipulation as the developers hold authority over the 
player, as they are directly in control of everything the player sees and experiences. A large 
plotpoint in Hellblade’s story is how deception and lies can negatively impact the life of a 
mentally ill person. Ninja Theory not taking the same repercussions when designing the 
permadeath bluff can lessen the impact of the story. 
 
The psychosis presented within Hellblade’s game mechanics is most prevalent with the AVH 
Senua experiences. As mentioned, Hellblade has no heads up display that conveys 
non-diegetic information to the player such as the player characters health or where to go 
next. The game works around this by having the voices Senua hear give suggestions on where 
Senua should go next, panic when she is severely injured or warn her when an enemy is about 
to attack from behind. If the player gets stuck or spends an unusual amount of time stationary 
without advancing, the voices will fall silent, only occasionally repeating earlier lines 
ushering Senua to advance. I experience the mechanical part of the game often almost as 
separate from the narrative. The most important story moments are presented through 
cutscenes when the player can put the controller down / move away from the keyboard and 
watch the game unfold without interaction. Senua’s character also feels disconnected from 
how she appears during cutscenes and during interactive segments. Senua is described to be a 
capable warrior and appears to be just that in interactive segments including battle. However 
during cutscenes, even when faced with unseen danger she rarely raises her sword to defend 
herself, instead cowering in fear.  
 
5.2 Auditory Hallucinations and Inner speech 

 
Before going into the narrative portion of my analysis I will briefly focus a piece of research 
that I have followed closely when examining how Hellblade represents auditory 
hallucinations as a part of the game’s representation of psychosis and used as a base for my 
understanding of the symptoms Senua experiences. This research goes into how inner speech 
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ties into the phenomena of auditory hallucination. From the very start of the game, the voices 
Senua hears are very accurate to Charles Fernyhough’s research of the science behind 
auditory hallucinations.  
 
Fernyhough, Professor in the Department of Psychology, Durham University, has a 
background in developmental psychology focusing on social, emotional and cognitive 
development. His research in how language and thought relate in early development of 
children has recently been applied to the study of psychosis.  
 
In his lecture “The Science of the Voices in your Head”, Fernyhough explains how interlinked 
the universal experience of inner speech is to the experience of hearing voices.  
 
Inner speech refers to the act speaking to yourself, but not out loud, i.e thinking to yourself. In 
his studies surrounding inner speech he discovered activity in the section of the brain called 
Wernicke’s area when the participant uses inner speech spontaneously. This part of the brain 
is usually involved in processing hearing and language, and should not be involved in 
producing speech at all. In studies where the participant is asked to produce inner speech 
instead of doing so unprompted, there is no activity in the Wernicke’s area. 
 
Fernyhough goes on to explain how inner speech and auditory hallucinations are intertwined. 
According to his theory, the voices produced by auditory hallucinations are nothing more than 
inner speech that for some reason is not recognized by the brain as being produced by the 
speaker and instead assigns it another source. This phenomenon causes every day inner 
speech such as “I need a glass of water” for example, to appear as if spoken by another person 
as “She needs a glass of water”.  
 

5.3 Narrative 

In this segment I will give a brief description of important characters, locations and scenes 
that play a part in how Senua’s psychosis is represented and established. After that I will take 
a look at how Senua as a character is handled throughout the game. 

 
5.3.1 Galena 

Galena is Senua’s late mother who also experienced psychosis as Senua does, as Galena 
bonds with Senua regarding their similar experiences. She was a priestess and healer of her 
village. The possibility of living with psychosis is only presented through Galeba within 
Hellblade. Galena is shown to also experience psychosis, seeing it as a sort of religious 
experience and interpreting the hallucinations as the voices of dead souls. She seemed to be at 
peace with her condition seeing it as her duty as a healer to help the souls she heard by 
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answering them. She was always ensuring Senua her condition made her special and should 
not be seen as a curse. Galena only suffers in the hands of her abusive husband, Zynbel, who 
eventually kills her to appease his religion. Zynbel was a priest of Senua’s village and 
extremely devoted to his gods, seeing Galena’s and Senua’s conditions as defying them. 
Based on Galena’s dialogue the family was happy at some point when Senua was very young, 
but Zynbel’s fear and hatred of Galena’s condition eventually drove him to commit murder 
and to abuse Senua. Senua witnesses her mother’s death as a young child, repressing the 
memory but also having it serve as a catalyst in the development of her own condition.  
 
Throughout the game, the hidden faces of Galena can be found. When focusing on the faces, 
they will begin to speak. Narratively, the faces are introduced as visual hallucinations of 
seeing faces Senua has had since childhood. The faces she used to see were not specifically 
Galena’s. Here I have transcribed each of the six hidden appearances of Galena and at what 
moments they are found in the game.  

 
Galena’s face manifests in a kliff, reminding Senua of her worth. 
 
Senua, you have the sight! Just like I do. Once you can see into the underworld, the underworld and all the souls 

will be able to see you. Don’t be afraid when they speak to you, I will always be here to guide you. 
After the fight with Valravn, a miniboss encountered before entering the inner sanctum of 
Helheim.  
 
Senua, we each walk these lands gazing towards different horizons. Some of us further than others.Your father 

can not see what you see. But there is nothing wrong with seeing the world the way you do. 
On the path to Surt, like Valravn, a miniboss Senua needs to defeat.  
 
Oh, Senua, your father does not hate me. He just fears the souls in the underworld. He can not see that they are 

already afraid. But I am their healer and I must answer their cries for help even if it displeases him. 
On the bridge to the inner sanctum of Helheim. 
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Senua, there will be times that you will feel alone and exhausted. Like a strange little fish swimming against the 

tides of a big ocean. But have the faith to let go and let the tide carry you away. Because the ocean is 
your home and does not ask you to swim against it. 

On the beach after the first Hela fight.  
 
We spend our lives searching for the meaning in life. We ask the gods for guidance. But the truth to life is 
revealed and we can face death without fear. How can the gods understand us if they refuse to die themselves? 
During the mask warrior’s trial. 
 
If only we could see life through each other's eyes, there would be no hatred. We only hate what we fear and we 
only fear what we can not see. Your father, and I will keep on trying… But the gods will not let him avert his 
gaze. But if he could, he would know not to turn his anger on us. 

During the labyrinth warrior’s trial. Worth noting the face appears right before the 
flashback of Senua leaving home, where we hear Zynbel for the first time.  
 
Senua, don’t cry. The world needs people like us, because we reveal the secrets that they are blind to. Sometimes 
when we dream of a coming storm, they may think we brought the storm with us. What they say about me isn’t 
true. They are just scared. We must forgive them. We must forgive them. 

During the swamp warrior’s trial. 
 
5.3.2 The Shadow 

 
The face of the shadow is revealed as Zynbel’s. 
 
The Shadow is a dark, distorted voice that appears when entering the inner sanctum of 
Helheim. The Shadow is a malicious character, insulting and threatening Senua all the while 
trying to get her to give up hope on herself and Dillion. The Shadow does present advice like 
the other voices do, but in an insulting and demanding way. It is implied the Shadow has been 
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tormenting Senua for a long time, as it claims Senua could not get rid of it during her exile 
despite her attempts.  
 
The Shadow is shrouded in mystery through the majority of the game as it’s identity and 
purpose are unknown. The voice is very different from Senua’s other voices, being distorted, 
deep and threatening.  
 
 
During the climax of the story where Senua uncovers the truth behind her mother’s death, the 
Shadow is revealed to be Zynbel, Senua’s father.  

Zynbel is not literally speaking to Senua inside her mind, rather the voice is a result of 
the trauma and abuse inflicted upon Senua by Zynbel. Senua realizes the “monster” she has 
been haunted by her whole life is not her condition or it’s symptoms, but her own father who 
abused her, filling her with self loathing and fear. 

 
The Shadow’s and Zynbel’s agendas are in conflict sometimes further enforcing that the 
Shadow is not him but a perception of him and his actions. For example it is the Shadow who 
seemingly gives Senua the quest to bring Dillion’s head to Hela in exchange for his soul, 
when Zynbel would have seen this as blasphemy as he does not condone in the Northmen’s 
beliefs.  
 
It is left ambiguous whether or not Zynbel is dead during the events of the game. All other 
introduced characters (Galena, Dillion, Druth, Dillion’s father) are confirmed to be deceased 
through dialogue or visuals.  
 
In the secret cutscene that is unlocked by finding all the rune stones, Druth tells Senua of a 
man dressed in black from Senua’s land who offered the Northmen a “bargain” in exchange 
for safe passage. It could be assumed the man in question is Zynbel, as he is seen wearing a 
dark robe. This leaves Senua’s future ambiguous, as even if at the end of the game Senua 
seems more at peace with herself, Zynbel could still be alive looking to cause further torment 
onto her. This ties into Hellblade’s representation of mental illness, as Senua does not 
“overcome” her symptoms to be at peace with herself but instead overcomes the outside 
forces (Zynbel) that are the source of her torment. While Senua is content with herself and her 
condition, the outside forces who do not understand or accept her are still alive seeking to 
control her.  
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5.3.3 Druth 

 
Senua reuniting with Druth in the underworld. 
 
Druth is another character in the game with an unspecified mental illness, referring to it as 
“the darkness” as Senua does. In some scenes Senua asks him for guidance when it comes to 
her own condition. Druth is a late Irish scholar Senua met during her exile into the wilds. He 
took the name Druth after he appears throughout the game as a sort of guide to Senua, giving 
insight into the beliefs of the northmen and citing their stories he heard from his time in 
enslavement. He appears in the game as live action footage spliced into the 3D rendered game 
world as all human characters besides Senua do. Narratively, his appearances are most likely 
a mix of visual/auditory hallucinations and memories, Druth being deceased during the events 
of the game. Druth is an important part of the game’s world as it is implied his stories of the 
viking myths he told Senua is what shaped Senua’s understanding of Helheim. As discussed 
earlier, it is unclear how much of Helheim is meant to be part of Senua’s visual hallucination, 
a non-diegetic storytelling vessel or part of reality. Druth and his stories could be viewed as 
Senua’s coping mechanism she relies on to cope with her grief. Druth’s stories of the viking 
underworld and the possibility of retrieving a late loved one’s soul gave Senua a way to not 
say goodbye to Dillion yet.  
 
The game shifts between flashbacks from the past, visions of the future and things established 
to be hallucinations in the game. The is no real “return to reality” scene by the end of the 
game as stories taking place in dreams or hallucinations often do.  
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Senua also battles ghostly northmen in several segments in the game but it is unclear if these 
battles serve as a non-diegetic metaphor for Senua’s inner struggles or if they are visual 
hallucinations as well.  
The possibility of the entire game being an elaborate coping mechanism happening inside 
Senua’s head purposes interesting questions as well as some problematic elements. Senua’s 
lack of social interaction with characters outside of her voices brings with it the issue of Ninja 
Theory sidestepping the social experience of having a mental illness in Hellblade. While it is 
clearly established Senua’s trauma is inflicted upon her by other people, the fact that all 
dialogue and conflict is essentially a conversation Senua is having with herself can give the 
average player a quite flawed understanding of what living with mental illness is like.  
 
When the player meets Druth, he refers to himself as “Druth the Liar”. During my 
playthrough, this title confused me as I assumed it meant Druth was untrustworthy but he 
remains loyal and supportive to Senua all the way through.  
 
It is unclear to me why he took this title, as nowhere in his recounting of his own history does 
he lie or decieve.  The only other characters referred to as liars are Senua’s abusive father as 
well as Hela, who is the embodiment of Senua’s mental illness and trauma compared to whom 
Druth is extremely trustworthy.  
 
The player is able to hear more of Druth’s recountings of viking myths such as Ragnarök, the 
creation of the world and many others by activating the lore stones scattered around the game 
world. The myth told changes depending on the area the player finds themselves in, and 
mirrors the story being told my the game in that moment. For example, the Ragnarök story, 
the story about how the northmen believe the world will eventually end, is told during the 
very last segment of the game before the final confrontation with Hela which ends the game.  
 

5.3.4 Senua’s Exile 

 
Besides the characters, there are also important events and periods of time in Senua’s life 
shown to the player in flashbacks that have a role to play in the way Hellblade represents 
Senua’s mental illness. 
 
Senua’s exile happens before the events of the game, but is heavily alluded to by characters 
and the story and therefore is important to include in this section. Senua’s exile into the Wilds 
serves as a catalyst for the events of the game, as during this time her village is slaughtered by 
the Northmen while she is attempting to cure her “darkness” alone as she fears it will harm 
Dillion. The narrator voice describes Senua’s decision to exile herself during one of the 
puzzles in Valravn’s realm:  
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Do you know what it’s like to leave everything behind? Your home? Loved ones? To head deep into the wilds… 
Perhaps never to return? Senua does. Because when darkness speaks, it changes everything. Turning 
home into a foreign land and loved ones into strangers. Exile makes sense when you realize you were 
never really home in the first place. 

 
This line spoken by the narrator gives insight into how psychosis impacted Senua’s everyday 
life. Her decision to seek exile lies with her desire to protect Dillion from herself, as 
seemingly due to her psychosis she was unable to even recognize him from time to time if the 
narrators line is to be taken literally. Her time in the wilds is described as very difficult as she 
struggles to survive and seems to be in the state of psychosis most of the time. This is 
described by the narrator voice and the other voices, saying Senua rarely knew what was real 
and what wasn’t, implying some level of psychosis. During the same puzzle segment 
Valravn’s realm mentioned earlier, the voices speak about Senua almost perishing in her 
attempts to defeat her “darkness”, only surviving with the help of Druth. 
 
Senua meets Druth for the first time during her exile, Druth being badly wounded after 
escaping slavery. Being able to share experiences with another person like her (i.e another 
mentally ill person) helps Senua as she believed her condition made her cursed, dangerous 
and tainted. He tells Senua stories he heard in captivity until he succumbs to his wounds.  
 

5.3.5 Valravn 

 
Concept art of Valravn’s appearance in Hellblade by Jeff Goslan. 
 
Valravn is described as the god of illusion. This claim does not have any base in Norse 
mythology, as the name “Valravn” comes from Danish folklore about man eating ravens with 
human intelligence and shapeshifting abilities (Njord Kane, 2017). In the game, Valravn is 
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pictured as a sort of hybrid of a man and a raven, his place of residence even appearing to be a 
human sized nest.  
 
Before being allowed entrance into Helheim, Senua must earn the marks of Varavn and the 
fire giant Surt and is allowed to choose whose realm to enter first. Seemingly the player is 
supposed to enter Valravn’s realm first, as some of the story elements seem out of order if 
Surt’s realm is chosen first. This raises the question why the player is allowed a choice at all. 
During my playthrough, I fought Surt first and felt very confused when story elements I had 
already been told about were reintroduced to me during Valravn’s stage. Watching 
playthroughs of this moment reveals the story does not change depending on which realm you 
enter first. It is unclear if this is an oversight by the developers, or a deliberate decision to 
create this confusion in the player. As the permadeath bluff demonstrated, deception and 
confusion of the player in an attempt to simulate symptoms of mental illness is not unheard 
of. This nonlinear way of presenting story elements could be at attempt to mimic the way 
Senua relives repressed memories in a nonlinear order throughout the game.  
 
Valravn seems to be an embodiment of the torment Senua experienced during her exile in the 
wilds. During Valravn’s stage, the player is given most details about Senua’s exile and both 
she and her voices remark how Valravn’s presence reminds them of the darkness in the wilds. 
Before the confrontation with Valravn, Senua is attacked by him from behind and rendered 
immobilized, begging Druth for help. Druth tells her to reach out and grab his iron mirror 
which is in Senua’s reach, telling her it will grant her sight into the underworld and letting her 
see the face of the darkness. Senua grabs the mirror and swings it towards Valravn, revealing 
him fully. Senua shouts at him, accusing him of leading her into the wilds and trapping her 
there. This is the first concrete example of enemies and beings representing a trauma of 
Senua’s. Even after slaying Valravn, the rot continues to grow and the narrator voice 
comments: “Each victory brings her closer to defeat. Unfair, isn't it?”. I find Valravn 
important to bring up as during his realm is the first time the player really gains insight into 
Senua’s past and the fact that beings might not be what they seem. Valravn being a foe 
embodying a part of Senua’s torment can be read as clear foreshadowing of future threats 
being parts of Senua’s trauma.  
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

30 
 



5.3.6 Hela 

Giant Hela emerging from her lair, spewing darkness around her.  
 
Hela is the final foe and obstacle of the game. She is based on the mythological goddess of the 
same name who ruled over the norse underworld obtaining the souls of those who died of 
sickness, old age of without achieved honor in combat. Senua’s purpose for her journey is to 
find Hela and either defeat her or negotiate for Dillion’s soul.  
 
Senua meets Hela in combat twice, losing the first battle and having her sword shattered. Both 
encounters have the voice of the Shadow heavily present, hinting at the true nature of the 
character.  
 
Despite Senua repressing the memory of her mother’s death, it does appear subtly before the 
revelation in the form of Hela’s design. Hela or Hel is described as “half black, half white” by 
Snorri Sturluson, a thirteenth century icelandic scholar, author of the poetic Edda. This 
appearance is accurately portrayed by the game, however the “black” is commonly interpreted 
as rotting flesh while Hellblade describes Hela’s body to be half burnt. Hela’s appearance is a 
clear representation of Galena’s death, as she was killed by being burned on a stake. The 
correlation becomes obvious in a flashback later in the game, where the fate of Galena is 
revealed and her half burnt face morphs into Hela’s when the scene changes.  

 
Hela is referred to as the source of the darkness by the Shadow, which can be interpreted as a 
lie, as the shadow is an unreliable, malicious voice throughout the game. However there is 
some truth to the claim, as instead of interpreting the “source” being an abstract cause for 
mental illness I interpret Hela to be a manifestation of Senua’s childhood trauma. Hela takes 
the appearance from Galena’s burnt body and begins to speak with the voice of the Shadow 
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during the second and final encounter with her which connects her heavily to Zynbel’s murder 
of Galena.  
 
In the very final moments of the game, Senua verbally confronts Hela after being 
overwhelmed by the final wave of enemies (this is unavoidable) and begins reflecting on her 
situation, having just uncovered her repressed trauma and realizing how the abuse she’s 
endured has shapen her. Senua understands her condition is not a supernatural curse which 
was a lie Zynbel fed her from childhood. 
 
At its core, Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice is a story about loss, not a story about mental illness. 
Stories that feature characters with mental illness often use said illness as a shorthand for 
villainy, or make the illness the source of the conflict in the story. Hellblade is not one of 
those stories as Senua’s mental illness is not what caused her unhappiness, but other people 
who refused to accept her as she is.  

 
5.3.7 Senua as a character 
 
Tracii Kunkel, a clinical psychologist at the Veteran Affairs Medical Center in Orlando, 
Florida had a look at an early demo of Hellblade shown to journalists at the gaming event 
Gamescom in 2015.  

"I will have to see the game when it gets released, but it feels right now like they are using 
mental illness as a tool to drive the game and making the illness the focus, rather than Senua 
herself." Tracii Kunkel (2015) 

Senua being the titular character of the game as well as the driving force of the story sadly 
ends up being a rather flat character. Kunkel’s quote was given while production of the game 
was still ongoing so seemingly these problems were evident early on in production. As 
players, we know very little about Senua as a person even if we can quite literally hear her 
thoughts throughout the game. Senua ends up being little more than her scarred past and 
mental illness narratively. She feels like a vessel for the production team to show off their 
research and less like a real person.  

A lot of this impression of Senua’s character stems from her circumstances. Senua rarely feels 
emotions beyond fear, anger and grief throughout the game, which is realistic given the 
situation she is in. However, even when we are given glimpses of Senua’s past we are mostly 
treated to the same sad Senua.  

Mental illness should not be treated as the defining character trait of a character, but in 
Senua’s case this seems to be mostly what they went with.  

Ninja Theory shows that they do have a realistic and accurate understanding of psychosis and 
the ways it can manifest itself but as Lacina writes in “What Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice gets 
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wrong about mental illness”: “[...] Nailing the technical specifics can be just as invalidating 
as not caring at all.” (Lacina, 2018) 

“Realistic” does not always equal “Real”. With this I mean while Hellblade shows an accurate 
portrayal of what psychosis feels like, it fails to show how psychosis affects the life of 
everyday people. Senua is confined in a private journey from beginning to end, meaning the 
social aspect of living with psychosis is almost completely absent.  

The game is also largely inaccessible to players with psychosis because of some of the puzzle 
mechanics and the level of stress. Not every game can be accessible to everyone, but when a 
game like Hellblade that has done so much research into the experiences of people 
experiencing psychosis has little options for those very people to be able to experience it, it 
can be a problem.  

 

6 Conclusion 

This paper examines what makes Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice arguably different when it            
comes to mental illness, mainly psychosis, being represented in video games as well as how               
the game represents mental illness and how it translates into a players experience. What I               
found out was that games have a long history of using mental illness as a “shortcut” into                 
making villains and environments scary and a general lack of sympathetic portrayals of             
mentally ill characters. The discussion of this topic within gaming journalism has shifted             
towards calling for more sympathetic and accurate portrayals of mental illness in recent years.              
This is part of the reason Hellblade is considered different from games in the past, as                
Hellblade differs from these types of portrayals as the protagonist is the one to experience               
psychosis and the player experiences her symptoms with her. Hellblade also utilizes a very              
“cinematic” interface, as the game has no graphic user interface. This adds to the realism of                
Senua’s experiences and sidesteps the “sanity meter” trope often seen in games with a              
mentally ill protagonist that makes sanity a resource that can be gained and lost. 

Some of the mechanical elements of the game that try to mimic real symptoms (such as                
pareidolia) make the game difficult to play for players who actually experience these             
symptoms. The game also utilizes a perma-death bluff, which on paper is meant to create a                
feeling of dread and fear similar to feelings a person experiencing psychosis might feel. The               
bluff however feels manipulative, especially to mentally ill players, as the story of Hellblade              
heavily revolves around manipulation of the mentally ill main character.  

Narratively, the game presents Senua’s experience of psychosis very accurately to real            
psychosis. Senua suffers from her mental illness, but mostly due to abuse and fear she endures                
from other people who do not understand her. This presents Senua’s struggle as a social one                
more so than her symply suffering because she is mentally ill. The ambiguous nature of the                
narrative does in parts imply the entire game takes place in Senua’s head as an elaborate                
coping mechanism she is experiencing due to grief. This can be problematic as while Senua’s               
struggle is presented as a social one, she does not actually interact with real people in the                 
game which could be proposing Senua’s suffering is the result of her own delusions.  

33 
 



The auditory verbal hallucinations Senua experiences are appear very accurate to research on             
auditory hallucinations conducted by Charles Fernyhough, that purposes that the voices           
described by individuals experiencing psychosis are inner speech the brain does not recognize             
to be the individuals own thoughts. This means the voices do not have information the               
individual does not. The way Senua’s auditory hallucinations are brought to the forefront of              
the game echoes the theories of Doric C Rusch, in which she purposes games where you play                 
as a disabled character allows the player to briefly live life in the shoes of that character,                 
experiencing their symptoms. Rusch purposes this can be an effective tool to increase             
empathy in abled players. 

In short, Ninja Theory have done a lot of work to present Senua’s psychosis as realistic as                 
possible but fail to have taken the experiences of real people into account in many areas.                
Hellblade presents a true to life image of what living with psychosis might feel like, most                
prominently through accurate portrayals of auditory verbal hallucinations. Also differing from           
many portrayals of mental illness in video games, Senua’s mental illness is not presented as               
the source of her unhappiness or as an obstacle she needs to overcome. Her condition is                
presented as a part of her and as a trait that makes her special. 
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