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Abstract 

This thesis looks at two invisible characters, the Kaernk from Amnesia: The Dark Descent and 

the Walrider from Outlast, to investigate how these characters are incorporated into and 

contribute to elements found within survival-horror games, and how their design affects the 

player. The thesis uses a close-reading methodology adapted for video-games to generate data 

used to first describe each of the characters and the scenario where they are first encountered, 

and later analyze and discuss the data, as well as compare the data from each character to one 

another. The thesis finds that the use of invisible enemies within these two survival-horror 

games seems to be an effective way to heighten the fear-factor felt by the players of these 

games, based on theory about horror. The thesis concludes by stating that these two enemies 

work very well within these two games, partly due to the absence of combat-mechanics, but 

questions whether the use of invisible enemies would work as well in all survival-horror 

games, including those with combat-mechanics. This research could be useful as designing 

and animating enemies in games is both time-consuming and potentially expensive, and if 

invisible enemies work within certain types of horror games developers could save both time 

and money when developing these types of games. For future research, this thesis suggests 

practice-based player studies to verify claims made based on theory, as well as looking at 

invisible enemies within horror-games featuring combat. 

 

Key words: character design, close-reading, enemy design, horror-games, invisible enemy, 

survival-horror, video games 
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Abstract 

Detta examensarbete kollar på två osynliga fiender, Kaernk från Amnesia: The Dark Descent 

och Walrider från Outlast, för att undersöka hur dessa fiender är integrerade i och bidrar med 

de grunderna som finns inom överlevnadsskräck-spel, och hur deras design påverkar spelaren. 

Examensarbetet använder en närläsning-metod anpassad för dataspel för att skapa data som 

används för att först beskriva varje karaktär och det scenariot där de först möts, och senare 

analysera och diskutera datan, samt jämföra datan från varje karaktär med varandra. 

Examensarbetet finner att användandet av osynliga fiender inom dessa två överlevnadsskräck-

spel verkar vara ett effektivt sätt att höja rädslan för spelaren av dessa spel, baserat på teori 

kring skräck. Examensarbetet drar slutsatsen att dessa två fiender är mycket effektiva inom 

dessa spel, delvis på grund av brist på stridsmekanik, men ifrågasätter om användandet av 

osynliga fiender skulle fungera lika bra inom alla överlevnadsskräck-spel, särskilt de med 

stridsystem. Detta examensarbete kan vara användbart därför att design och animering av 

fiender inom spel kan vara båda tidskrävande och kostsamt, och om osynliga fiender fungerar 

lika bra inom vissa typer av skräckspel kan utvecklare spara båda tid och pengar när de 

utvecklar dessa spel. För framtida forskning, föreslår detta examensarbete praxisbaserade 

spelar-studier för att verifiera antaganden baserade på teori, samt att kolla på osynliga fiender 

i skräckspel med stridsmekanik. 

 

Nyckelord: karaktärsdesign, närläsning, fiende-design, skräckspel, osynlig fiende, 

överlevnadsskräck, dataspel  
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1 Introduction  

 

This thesis seeks to better understand the character design of two horror characters from two 

prominent 3D survival-horror games, The Kaernk from Amnesia: The Dark Descent 

(Frictional Games, 2010), and The Walrider from Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013). These 

characters are of particular interest because they do not have a traditional corporal form. The 

Kaernk could be described as invisible, and at no point in the game can the player actually see 

the character. Instead, players must interact with and evade the Kaernk through environment 

and sound cues that convey the position and movement of the character. The Walrider has a 

similar non-corporal form, although under certain specific conditions players can get a 

glimpse of a shape, although this shape is amorphous and undefined. As 3D game characters 

are usually restrained to a fixed form due to technical restrictions of rigs and meshes, the use 

of this innovative character design approach is of particular interest and could be a potentially 

valuable tool in the arsenal of horror game developers. As both designing and animating 

characters is costly and time-consuming for developers, investigating the effectiveness of 

invisible enemies within the horror-genre could prove a useful field of research to help studios 

save time and money when developing horror games.  

Horror games have a long history within the games industry, where their interactive elements 

enable frightful experiences unlike those of other traditional horror media. Throughout their 

long development, horror games have featured a wide variety of different enemy types, from 

vicious dogs, zombies, dinosaurs, mutated beasts and other otherworldly beings. Horror 

characters, like other game characters and 3D characters in particular, do tend however to 

have a fixed form. Although they can of course be manipulated via animation bones, their 

actual shape is fixed. As the unseen and the mysterious often frighten us humans, one might 

expect outright invisible enemies to be a relatively common trope within horror, but 

seemingly it is not. Which is why the Kaernk and the Walrider are particularly interesting 

examples to analyze and learn from. 

The method chosen to analyze the characters was a close-reading, which enabled an analysis 

not only of the character design itself but also of how the character is presented within the 

game environment and narrative. Environmental and sound clues are particularly important to 

convey the position and motion of what are otherwise invisible characters. Their behavior and 

narrative context was also analyzed, with a focus on how the character is first presented to the 

player in the game. 

This thesis will present a close-reading analysis of both the Kaernk from Amnesia: The Dark 

Descent (Frictional, 2010), and the Walrider from Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013), first 

individually then comparing them, with the goal of better understanding how each character 

represents and contributes to the elements of horror of their respective game.  

The main research question is: “What are the elements used to convey the character design of 

the invisible horror characters the Kaernk from Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional 

Games, 2010) and the Walrider from Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013)?” 

It further enquiries specifically: 

Sub-question 1: “How is sound used to convey the character design and position of the 

invisible characters the Kaernk from Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010) 

and the Walrider from Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013)?” 
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Sub-question 2: “How is the game environment used to convey the character design and 

position of the invisible characters the Kaernk from Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional 

Games, 2010) and the Walrider from Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013)?” 

Sub-question 3: “Are there other game elements such as implicit or explicit narrative that are 

used to convey the character design and behavior of the invisible characters the Kaernk from  

Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010) and the Walrider from Outlast (Red 

Barrels, 2013)?” 
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2 Background 

To facilitate the close-reading of the selected horror characters, this thesis relies on three key 

fields of knowledge. First it reviews the horror genre and horror games specifically; next it 

focuses on the character design in horror games. Finally it reviews world-building elements 

commonly used in horror games such as environmental and sound elements. 

2.1 The Horror Genre and Horror in Games 

The goal of the horror genre, be it through a book, a movie, or games, is to elicit fear in the 

participant. Games, unlike other traditional media, are an excellent artform for the evolution 

of the horror genre due to their interactive nature (Krzywinska, 2002). By letting participants 

perform their own actions as opposed to merely observing actions taking place on a screen, 

which are always a fixed set of events, the interactive medium pushes the boundaries of the 

horror genre further than traditional media forms ever could; this in part because the 

interactive nature of games being played further reinforces the horror of those moments where 

control is taken away from the player (Krzywinska, 2002). This giving and taking away of 

control of the character is closely related to the term ‘agency mechanic’, where the player's 

agency over their in-game avatar is changed to evoke emotions such as fear (Habel & 

Kooyman, 2014). Furthermore, games are arguably one of the few mediums where there is 

something at stake not only for the character within the game, but the partaker of the medium 

too; the player, who projects themselves onto their avatar, is fully immersed in the world in a 

way not possible with other media. Experienced emotions such as fear have the potential to 

affect the participant to a higher degree compared to a similar but non-interactive experience 

(Rouse, 2009).  

There are many ways for game designers to elicit fear in the player, but they can roughly be 

divided into either sudden events meant to scare someone, i.e. jumpscares, which can be 

effective but run the risk of feeling cheap; or the slow build-up of suspense for the player 

(Perron, 2004). The latter tend to be recognised as the more effective way of scaring the 

player, but it is also harder to achieve (Perron, 2004). Imagine a darkened corridor the player 

has to traverse. Each step adds to the sense of suspense “What hides in the dark?” This also 

relates back to the aforementioned agency mechanic. As the darkness engulfs the player, their 

sense of agency over their avatar is lost, since the low-light makes it harder to navigate the 

environment, and/or perceive potential threats that may lurk within it (Habel & Kooyman, 

2014). Suspense is built up by uncertainty as to what might happen; if the outcome is clear to 

the player, there is no suspense (Perron 2004). As such, horror very often deals with themes of 

the unknown. That which we do not know about, or even see. Indeed, the fear of the unknown 

has been said to be a “fundamental” fear, something which not even the fear of death qualifies 

for (Carleton, 2016). As H.P. Lovecraft put it: “The oldest and strongest emotion of mankind 

is fear, and the oldest and strongest kind of fear is fear of the unknown” (Lovecraft, 1927, as 

cited in Ratcliffe, 2016) 

Survival horror was originally a sub-genre to the much broader horror genre, and is often 

traced back to the release of Alone in the Dark (Infogrames, 1992) see Figure 1, though the 

famous and massively popular Resident Evil (Capcom, 1996) is the game widely recognized 

to have truly defined the survival horror genre (Taylor, 2009; Perron, 2009). 
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Figure 1: Picture from the game Alone in the Dark (Infogrames, 1992), credited as the 

first survival-horror game. 

Both Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010) and Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013) 

describe themselves as survival horror, yet neither are very similar to the games that 

originated the genre. Indeed, it has become standard practice to assign practically all horror 

games released as survival horror (Weise, 2009). This is problematic, as the origin of the term 

is, as mentioned, closely related to Resident Evil and its large focus on combat-mechanics, 

whereas many horror games, including the two this thesis examines, do not feature any built-

in combat mechanics at all (Weise, 2009). Although the goal of surviving arguably underlines 

the game narrative in both examples. 

The camera perspective of survival horror has changed over time as well. From the fixed 

camera perspective of Resident Evil (Capcom, 1996), to third-person cameras, to primarily 

first-person perspectives of modern horror titles, including, one might add, the newest game 

in the Resident Evil franchise. It is hard to say which is the more effective way to convey 

a survival horror experience. Perron (2009) argues that a third-person camera is a much better 

way of eliciting fear, as the player clearly can see what horrors their avatar becomes subject to 

within the game. Krzywinska (2002) states that a first-person perspective heightens the 

player's sense of “contact” to the game world, and puts the player much closer to the dangers 

of the game's environments.  

If the goal is full immersion for the player, however, a first-person perspective seems to be 

favored (Rouse, 2009). 

It is clear that survival horror has evolved significantly since the release of the genre's 

originators; some things, however, remain the same. For example, close to all survival horror 

games follow a very similar formula, where the plot revolves around a protagonist set to 

“investigates a hostile environment where he/she will be trapped (a building or a town) in 
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order either to uncover the causes of strange and horrible events or to find and rescue a loved 

one from an evil force” (Perron, 2004, 2). Indeed, a very similar plot to this is featured in both 

Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010) and Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013). 

2.2 Character Design in Horror 

As described in 2.1, the horror genre explores primary human fears. Notably, fear can often be 

attributed to events in which death may occur, and as mentioned, humanities fear of the 

unknown often comes into play (Power & Dalgleish, 1997). These are also reflected in the 

choices of character design for enemies, monsters and other antagonists. When it comes to 

presenting a horror character for the first time, one of the artifices commonly used is that less 

is more. Usually the character is first presented at a low key light and often, though not 

always, only the silhouette is visible (Loisellle, 2019). One notable exception are zombies, 

which have become commonly seen in full daylight thanks to modern day adaptations such as 

‘The Walking Dead’ (Darabont, 2010) and games such as State of Decay (Undead Labs, 

2013). Arguably one of the key reasons such characters work in full light is their association 

with disease and death which is manifested by their motion, intentionally falling on the dip of 

the Uncanny Valley (Figure 2) and therefore causing a feeling of uneasiness and being 

perceived as ‘not quite human’ (Tinwell, 2014). 

 

Figure 2: The Uncanny Valley as hypothesized by Masahiro Mori  

Source: https://spectrum.ieee.org/the-uncanny-valley  

https://spectrum.ieee.org/the-uncanny-valley
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However, the majority of horror characters tend to fall under the fear of the unknown and 

favor low key lighting, dark scenes, and a combination of environmental and sound clues to 

create tension and fear. The actual shape of the character is often only revealed later or 

sometimes not revealed at all (Loisellle, 2019). Outside of the horror genre, this technique is 

also used to elicit fear. A classic example is the scene in the original Jurassic Park where the 

T-Rex is first presented to the public via ripples in a glass of water combined with sound foley 

(Spielberg, 1993). In games, this approach is also used to present horror characters, for 

example in the character analyzed in this study, The Kaernk from the game Amnesia: The 

Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010). 

All characters go through a design process with the goal of making them come to life and 

horror characters, enemies specifically, are no different. Typically, some factors that play into 

the design of a character are overall shape, color, and silhouette, but also factors such as the 

character’s personality and intended role also play a part (Lundwall, 2017). As for an enemy 

in a horror game, most common attributes found are exaggerated extremities or limbs, or 

otherwise exaggerated features such as large mouths, to the focus of mutilated or emaciated 

bodies. Less commonly found are enemies that are simply... Nothing. Invisible or 

noncorporeal forms are design traits not often utilized in horror, despite the fear of the 

unknown being a common trope in horror. 

There is a strong tradition from mythology and folklore in representing evil or dangerous 

characters with unknown, amorphous, or fluid shapes (Barreiro & Russo, 2021). Several 

cultures describe shapeshifters, body snatchers and other evil creatures in their traditional 

folklore, and this has influenced modern perceptions of horror characters (Barreiro & Russo, 

2021). Modern examples include ghosts, poltergeists, modern versions of shapeshifters and 

similar. In 3D games, such characters might be harder to present as their fluid shape requires 

unconventional rigs, but there are nonetheless examples in animated and traditional films 

(Davalath, 2011). 

 

Another approach towards analyzing the role of specific characters in games is via their 

relationship with the main protagonist. Isbister (2006) proposes an interpersonal circumplex 

model (Figure 3) for character analysis based on traditional psychology. This model has been 

used by other game studies authors such as Schell (2019). The interpersonal circumplex graph 

is a tool that can be used to highlight the relationship between any two characters using two 

axes, friendliness and dominance (Schell, 2019). Using this model can be a useful tool to 

estimate and quickly highlight the two characters’ relation to the player character in both 

Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010) and Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013). 
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Figure 3: The interpersonal circumplex model of analysis of characters’ relationships 

(Isbister, 2006, referenced in Schell, 2019). 

2.3 World-Building in Horror Games 

Perhaps as important to the horror genre as the various monsters one can find within it, are the 

various environments these monsters tend to inhabit. Indeed, the overly dark environments 

featured in the genre have almost become a cliche for the horror genre, both in traditional 

media and games (Niedenthal, 2009). The often low levels of lighting plays an extensive role 

in setting up the ambience and the mood of the environment, both of which are especially 

important within horror where the goal always is to set up tension in an attempt to evoke fear 

(El-Nasr et al, 2006). Darkness creates visual obscurity for the player, taking away the agency 

of their avatar that contributes to the buildup of suspense (Niedethal, 2009). There are of 

course other ways of achieving this same effect without low-light conditions, see for example 

the use of fog in Silent Hill 2 (Konami, 2001), as exemplified in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4: Fog in Silent Hill 2 (Konami, 2001). 

Beside the often obvious decrease in the levels of lighting, the horror environments 

themselves are often designed to hint to the player that one or multiple threats are imminent 

(Ekman & Lankoski, 2009). The game Dino Crisis (Capcom, 1999), for example, features a 

broken chain link fence, blood stains and a man cut in half within the first five minutes of the 

player taking control of their character, immediately establishing the setting as both dangerous 

and threatening to the player. 

Beyond just being threatening, horror environments are often unpredictable and hard to 

navigate (Ekman & Lankoski, 2009). Maze-like structures unlike anything featured in the real 

world, and puzzles required to progress through the game are just some examples of this. This 

ties directly back to some of the previously described ways games try to elicit fear; confusing 

room-layouts take away player control which create fear (Krzywinska, 2002). Locked doors 

contribute to the steady build-up of suspense, since the player is not sure of the outcome of 

the scene (Perron, 2004).  

Another element that is often utilized in horror is the use of visual cues. These cues are either 

displayed on the screen, presented at an extradiegetic level, or integrated into the game-world 

(Perron, 2004). These cues can help in a multitude of ways, from signaling a warning, goal or 

function, or as a simple point of reference. In the game Slender: The Eight Pages (Parsec 

Productions, 2012), whenever the monster in the game, the Slenderman, gets close, or is 

within the player’s field of view, the player’s visual will turn to static, signaling that they are 

in danger and if they do not act quickly enough, then the game ends as they are caught by the 

entity. See Figure 5. 
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Figure 5: The player’s vision displays static when looking at the Slenderman. Slender: 

The Eight Pages (Parsec Productions, 2012) 

These visual cues are also useful when integrating invisible characters or monsters. In the 

asymmetrical horror game Dead by Daylight (Behaviour Interactive, 2016), one of the Killers 

that players are able to choose from, the Spirit, is a character that can "phase" at will, in which 

she becomes invisible, allowing her to move faster. During this phase, from the Survivor 

perspective, there are a few cues, both visual and aural, that hint towards her location, such as 

dust being kicked up from her footsteps and the movement of grass when she walks over it. 

Greatly contributing to the effects these horror environments have on the player are the 

sounds they feature. Sound, much like lighting, is an excellent tool for setting up a desired 

mood and aesthetic, and it is one of the most important parts of setting up the atmosphere 

(King, 2015). “Sounds create continuity and presence, and as a result, confuse the borders of 

fiction. This is partly what makes sound such an effective shortcut to emotions” (Ekman & 

Lankoski, 2009, p.188). 

There is rarely any moment in any game that is completely silent, there is always some form 

of ambience being heard by the player. Often, the ambience changes and the monster is heard 

before it is seen. Think back to the T-Rex scene in Jurassic Park (Spielberg, 1993). We hear 

the loud thumps of its steps before we see the T-Rex, and yet the audience is already aware 

what causes those loud thumps, because the audience has the ability to fill in the blanks with 

their imaginations (Sipos, 2010). The use of sound in tandem with aforementioned visual 
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obscurity is a very effective way of creating a stressful and threatening atmosphere for the 

player (King, 2015).  

Ambient sound isn't the only way that sound is utilized in horror; more non-diegetic sounds 

such as orchestral scores, or sounds otherwise found outside of the setting, are used heavily in 

horror to help build tension and are even used as their own scare tactics (Tompkins, 2014). 

The musical score in the movie Jaws (Spielberg, 1975) is an iconic example of how music is 

used to create a specific atmosphere. The short two-note theme played out by low brass and 

string instruments slowly and gradually accelerates, creating an ominous atmosphere that lets 

you know that something is coming and whatever it is, it’s not good, much like the ominous 

oncoming footsteps of the T-Rex scene in Jurassic Park. 

Oftentimes, the use of the diegetic sounds of the horror enemy are mixed with the musical 

score to create a strong air of mystery and ambiguity between sound generators (Roux-Girard, 

2010). This mix tends to create a heightened sense of anxiety for the listener (Toprac, 2010). 

 

Another considered aspect found in horror is the use of semiotics, or the use of signs and 

symbols and their meanings through non-verbal means. For example, say a player sees a 

blood trail within a game that leads towards a room. Without any text being displayed, the 

player already knows that there is, one, obviously some sort of potential danger ahead, but 

also with the way that horror games tend to use blood to guide the player, they know that this 

is a place they’re going to be forced to investigate in order to advance. These signifiers can 

also have multiple meanings. Take the color red, as an example. Red is often associated with 

love, anger, blood, etc. With all these different meanings, combining the color with a specific 

symbol creates a clearer definition for the viewer, such as a red heart would be most likely be 

read as a symbol of love, or a red apple could be read as a symbol for a school or a teacher 

(Perron, 2009). Another popular semiotic that can be found in horror are the use of religious 

symbols. Phasmophobia (Kinetic Games, 2020) features a crucifix that the player can use to 

ward off the enemy ghosts in-game and protect themselves from being killed. Since crucifixes 

and crosses are a common item associated with religion and the warding of “evil” entities 

such as demons and vampires, and given the context of the game, the player would see the 

crucifix in the game and know that it is probably used to protect themselves somehow.  

 

Modern religion, such as Christianity, or other Abrahamic religions, are found to be a popular 

source of inspiration within western media, especially within game design. “Religious game 

studies” has become its own multidisciplinary field of research that has attracted experts from 

scholarly disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, psychology, philosophy, religious 

studies and theology (Grieve/Campbell, 2014). Titles such as the BioShock franchise (2K 

Games, 2009, 2013) and the Halo franchise (Xbox Game Studios, 2001-2021) draw a basis to 

their stories using imagery and themes found within these religions. For example, in BioShock 

Infinite (2K Games, 2013), the villainous character, Comstock, is often revered with common 

religious themes such as posters labeling him as “Our Prophet” and illustrations with a golden 

halo and other “godly” imagery. The use of these religious themes can be presented for a 

multitude of reasons, and these reasons can range from being a commentary from the creators, 

to being a simple reflection of themes commonly found within religion. It is also to be noted 

that the use of religious themes does not necessarily have to be intended as a prominent notion 

within the said media. Some games such as strategy/simulator games like Stellaris (Paradox 

Interactive, 2016) simply feature religion within their games as a means for mirroring how 
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prominent religion has been throughout human history. These are themes outlined by 

Bosman‘s (2016) five levels at which religion occurs in games.  

Within the context of a horror game, the use of religious themes can also be used to heighten 

the horror experience. Drawing back to the Character Design section above, 2.2, many 

religious aspects such as demons and angels find their way into horror games, for example, 

the VR horror experience, The Exorcist: Legion (LegionVR, LLC, 2018) follows a detective 

who must use religious tools such as Holy Water and a Crucifix to ward off evil entities, in a 

reference to the popular horror classic The Exorcist (1973). Silent Hill is another great 

example of religion being utilized within a horror context, with the character Heather Mason 

being revered as a reincarnation of the religious cult known as The Order’s God, Alessa 

Gillespie. This religious cult’s main goal within the franchise is to usher about the apocalypse 

and those that are deemed worthy will be delivered to the “Eternal Paradise”, a world without 

hunger, disease, or war. Sound familiar? Taking out the specifics, one is left with what is 

essentially a reference towards Judgement Day and Heaven within an Abrahamic context.  

3 Methodology 

This thesis seeks to better understand what elements are used to convey the character design 

of the invisible horror characters: the Kaernk from Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional 

Games, 2010) and the Walrider from Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013). In order to do so it relies on 

a close reading of these two characters. 

Both characters were purposefully sampled due to their unique character design in that 

throughout the game the characters are invisible to the player. The player must interact with 

and evade these characters, without ever seeing them. Their non-corporeal aspect arguably 

lends itself well to the horror genre, where fear of the unknown and unpredictability are 

common tropes to induce fear. Nonetheless, invisible or non-corporeal characters are not 

common in horror games, and through this investigation the authors seek to better understand 

how these two cases integrate within their respective games. 

The Kaernk from the game Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010) is a highly 

interesting character to conduct a close reading of when analyzing horror games, because the 

character appears, to both the player and the player-character within the game, completely 

invisible, see Figure 6. As such, its form-factor is completely unknown to players of the game, 

an interesting contrast to other games within the horror genre that often rely on scary and even 

grotesque character design in their attempt to elicit fear and disgust in the player. 



16 

 

 

Figure 6: Water splash created by the Kaernk in Amnesia: The Dark Descent 

(Frictional Games, 2010) 

The Walrider from Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013) is a character composed entirely out of very 

small nanorobots, which, in-game, also makes it close to invisible to the player and the 

player-character. Only through the use of an in-game night vision camera can the shape of the 

Walrider truly be discerned, see Figure 7. This makes the Walrider an interesting subject for 

comparison to the character from Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010). 

Since both of these characters share the same feature, not being directly visible, conducting a 

close reading with the aim to analyze and compare the pair seems apt. 
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Figure 7: The Walrider seen through a night vision camera in Outlast (Red Barrels, 

2013) 

Both games are of the survival horror genre and have gameplay mechanics that prevent the 

player from being able to protect themselves and instead forcing them to have to run away 

from/avoid the enemies. Each game also has a relatively short playtime, with Amnesia: The 

Dark Descent being the longest at 8 hours. They were released in 2010 and 2013, at a time 

when the survival horror genre was particularly popular with games such as Alan Wake 

(2010), Dead Space 2 (2011), Slender: The Eight Pages (2012), SCP Containment Breach 

(2012), and Cry of Fear (2012/2013) being rather popular at this time. 

Table 1: Description of the analyzed games. 

Title Publisher Year Playtime1 

Amnesia: The Dark Descent Frictional Games (Indie) 2010 8 hours 

Outlast Red Barrels (Indie) 2013 5 hours 

 

These two different games have been chosen because they share the same overarching genre 

with one another, that genre being survival-horror. Though some of the gameplay elements 

may vary between the games, the goal for both of them is to invoke fear in the player. 

Furthermore, both the characters we aim to analyze have amorphous or undefined visual 

 

1 Playtime taken from howlongtobeat.com 
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characteristics, which arguably emphasizes the fear of the unknown, which is considered a 

key element of horror experiences.  

This investigation uses a close reading methodology to analyze each of the characters 

individually at first, and then compare both. Close reading is primarily a technique used 

within the humanities to study texts and literature (Bizzocchi & Tanenbaum, 2011). The close 

reading method allows scholars to examine, deconstruct and analyze any piece of media text 

(Bizzocchi & Tanenbaum, 2011). 

Interactive media are a bit different from traditional literary texts. Whereas texts such as 

books or poems are linear and will always read the same no matter who studies them (though 

conclusions drawn may vary greatly), the experience given by a piece of interactive media, 

such as games, can be vastly different for different players (Bizzocchi & Tanenbaum, 2011). 

The player's previous experience with games in general, as well as games of this genre, have a 

great effect on how the players’ approach the game (Bizzocchi & Tanenbaum, 2011). An 

experienced player might for example have an easier time navigating the game, and picking 

up on smaller details, while an inexperienced player might struggle with the game's controls 

and have a harder time navigating the levels, and as a result won’t be able to pick up on 

smaller details in the game. There is no guarantee that two players will share the same exact 

experience, even though they play the same game (Bizzocchi & Tanenbaum, 2011). 

Thus, we encounter a potential problem for close reading of games. As reproducibility is a 

key part of research, it is important to understand that the close-reading of games will 

necessarily be influenced by the previous experience of the researchers. When dealing with a 

piece of interactive media, it’s basically a given that two players will not have the same ability 

from the off-set going into the piece of media as anyone else. To minimize the potential for 

bias due to lack of familiarity with the game and genre, we suggest that the games analyzed 

via close reading be played through, in their entirety, at least once by the researchers before 

conducting the actual close reading analysis. This is to give the researcher(s) a chance to get 

familiar with the control scheme, user-interface and world of these games, and it was the 

approach taken by the authors of the thesis during this investigation 

Another problem with close reading of games is the sheer size of content that interactive 

media such as games can sometimes contain. The undertaking of close reading of even a 

single, short game from start to finish would be beyond the scope of this thesis, never mind 

two different games. As such, in an effort to severely downscale the scope, we propose that 

only one scene from each game be used for conducting the close reading. More specifically, 

only the scene in which the player-character first encounters each of the characters is analyzed 

within each game. 

In order to streamline and organize close reading analysis of interactive media, Bizzocchi and 

Tanenbaum (2011) propose the construction of what they refer to as analytical lenses to help 

constrain and direct interpretations of data. Following their guideline, this investigation adopts 

a slightly modified version of this concept to focus on specific things within each of the 

scenes from the two different games. 

By focusing only on specific aspects of the scenes using these analytical lenses rather than 

attempting to fully comprehend all aspects at once, it is easier for researchers to break down 

key points of the scenes and generate analyzable data from it (Bizzocchi & Tanenbaum, 

2011). We suggest the use of four lenses to help narrow down the task of conducting a close 

reading of these characters: (1) character design lens, (2) character behavior lens, (3) 

environment lens, and (4) sound lens. 
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Due note, the character design lens is not necessarily focused only on the model of the 

character. Indeed, the Kaernk does not even have a visible model. Instead, this lens also 

includes looking at how the position of the character is revealed to the player. Does it, for 

example, leave any traces of its whereabouts?  

The character behavior lens examines more closely what the character is actually doing, and 

how that might affect the player. Is it relentlessly chasing the player? Attacking the player? 

How is it attacking the player? How are the attacks by an invisible enemy portrayed? Etc. 

The environment lens focuses more closely on the surroundings of the area the character is 

encountered in. Environmental design is a big part of horror-games, and how the area is 

designed plays a significant role in how the player perceives the mood of the game. How does 

the environment contribute to the fear induced by these characters? 

Similarly to the environment, sound plays a big role within the horror-genre, and is a key 

factor in eliciting fear. What sounds play during each of the reveal scenes? Why are those 

sounds playing? Do they contribute to scaring the player or are they there for a different 

reason? 

Enemy Design Lens: 

• (If applicable) Physical appearance/Visible aspects to the enemy? 

• How is the position of the enemy revealed to the player? 

• Does the enemy make any sounds? 

• Does the enemy leave any other traces of its whereabouts? 

Enemy Behavior Lens: 

• How does the enemy interact with its surroundings? 

• Does the enemy chase the player? How? 

• Does the enemy attack? How? 

Environment Lens: 

• How does the environment contribute to the fear/effect induced by the enemy? 

Sound Lens: 

• How does the sounds of the environment contribute to the overall aesthetic? 

These lenses will help in focusing the close reading of these games. But how will we analyze 

the data these lenses will give us? Bares et al. (2020) conducted a study to investigate whether 

close reading could be a viable method for visualizations. They use an adapted version of the 

‘Close Reading Interpretive Toolkit’ from the University of Texas, Austin, to propose six 

steps for conducting close reading of visualizations (Bares et al. 2020). The six steps are; “A 

summary of the visualization, observations about features of the visualization, analysis of 

features by hierarchizing features based on significance, providing contextual information, 

synthesizing the previous steps and context, reflecting upon the visualization and close 

reading process” (Bares et al. 2020, 31.). 

By adapting this process, it is possible to follow a good step-by-step method for analyzing 

data recorded for each of the analytical lenses. The investigative steps adapted to this 

investigation are: 
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1. Summary of data 

2. Observations of features in data 

3. Analysis of features found in previous step 

4. Providing contextual information, if needed 

Data in this case refers to recorded footage of the two scenes the characters are first found 

in. Recorded footage can be found here: 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1GPgSNTUusN-RgP45IcyYuhi1DSw0xJaF 

In summary, the investigative close-reading method of this thesis includes: 

1. Play through the two games, ‘Amnesia: The Dark Descent’ (Frictional Games 2010), 

’Outlast’ (Red Barrels, 2013), from start to finish at least once. 

2. Record footage of the scene where each of the two enemies, ‘The Kaernk’, and ‘The 

Walrider’, are first revealed to the player. Watch through each piece of footage, using 

the proposed analytical lenses:  

a. Enemy design lens 

b. Enemy behavior lens 

c. Environmental lens 

d. Sound lens 

3. For each lens, go through the four following steps to help with analyzing the scenes; 

a. Summary of data 

b. Observations of features in data 

5. Analysis of features found in previous step (presented in 5.1 and 5.2) 

6. Providing contextual information, if needed (presented in 6) 

This step-by-step process should provide analyzable and discussable data to highlight each 

game on their own, as well as compare them to one another.  

3.1 Limitations 

Both writers of this thesis had extensive knowledge of both Amnesia: The Dark Descent 

(Frictional Games, 2010) and Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013) prior to undertaking this research. 

This not only impacted how efficiently we were able to play through the games, compared to 

someone who might not have any prior experience with the titles; but also reduced the 

effectiveness of fear-factors in both games for the researchers.  

This thesis almost exclusively relies on theory about horror, as well as the researcher's own 

opinions and thoughts. Doing a practice-based study simultaneously would be a great way to 

try and verify a lot of the claims made based on the theory within the thesis.  

For the purpose of this study, the researchers chose to only look at the initial scene where 

each character was revealed to the player. Looking at other scenes featuring these characters 

within both games would be good to see if claims made in the thesis remain true throughout 

the entire game.  
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4 Results 

This study aims to discern what elements are used to convey the character design of the 

Kaernk and the Walrider. The Result section will go through both scenes where these two 

characters are first encountered, starting with the Kaernk and then moving on to the Walrider. 

4.1 The Kaernk 
The player first encounters the creature called the Kaernk in a room named Cellar Archives. 

When first entering the area, at first glance, it is not too dissimilar to earlier areas in the game. 

Just a few steps in, however, the player’s vision is blinded by a white flash, the screen starts to 

shake, as the player’s character lets out a gasp of fear. The floor is suddenly filled with water, 

and all the lights go out, see Figure 8. This immediately marks this room as different from the 

previous rooms the player has traversed in the game. Also conspicuous are the large amount 

of wooden boxes placed around the room, now half submerged in the water. 

 

Figure 8: The Cellar archives before and after being filled with water. 

At first, after this has happened, the room is silent, with the only sound heard being a low 

water ambience. When the player moves their character, Daniel, their footsteps cause a sound 

of the water splashing with each footstep. However, Daniel does not have to take many 

footsteps into the room before another sound is heard from the opposite end of the corridor he 

is in. It is a similar noise to the one Daniels’ footsteps make with each pace, but a bit louder, 

and moving towards him. Also now distinctly visible are the great splashes of water 

seemingly caused by nothing, yet also moving rapidly towards the player, see Figure 9. This 

is the Kaernk, an invisible, water-dwelling hostile creature that will attempt to hinder the 

player's progress through the area. 

The objective of the level itself is straightforward. Essentially, the player has to figure out 

how to go through the area without being killed by the Kaernk. The boxes strewn across the 

floor help with this, since the creature can only hurt Daniel if he stands in the water. By 

standing on the boxes, he cannot be attacked, see Figure 10. 
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Figure 9: Water splashes moving towards the player. 

 

Figure 10: The player, standing on the boxes, can not be attacked by the Kaernk. 

The first obstacle of the Cellar Archives is a closed gate that cannot initially be opened by 

Daniel. In order to open the gate, the player needs to find a lever and pull it. This causes the 

gate to open, but it also starts a loud ticking noise, hinting to the player that there is limited 

time before the gate closes again. Should the player make it past the gate, they come to a new, 

more open room, also with boxes placed around it, this time with body parts placed on some 

of the boxes. The gate behind Daniel closes once the player is in the new room, trapping the 

player in the new location. While the Kaernk in the previous room is now unable to get to the 
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player, there is another Kaernk in this new room, as revealed by further splashes in the water. 

Here, Daniel must get to the opposite side of the room, and rotate a valve to slowly open the 

door blocking the passage forward. Complicating this is the fact that, initially, there is no way 

for Daniel to rotate said valve without standing in the water, making him vulnerable to attacks 

from the second Kaernk. It is up to the player to decide how Daniel should solve this. The 

player can choose to throw some of the body parts into the water, which causes the creature to 

go to the body part and eat from it, giving Daniel some time to rotate the valve, see Figure 11. 

Or the player can choose to move some of the boxes and place them close to the valve, giving 

Daniel a safe place to stand while he opens the door. 

 

Figure 11: The Kaernk in the distance, feeding on body parts thrown by the player. 

After rotating the valve, Daniel can go through a wooden door, taking him to a small room 

with more boxes and shelves against the wall. Here, Daniel has to find a Hollow Needle and 

use it on the door in the opposite end of the room, which takes the player out of the Cellar 

Archives’ into another area called Archive Tunnels. 

4.1.1 Character Design Lens 

As mentioned, the Kaernk is completely invisible to both Daniel and the player. The only way 

to visually tell its position in the environment is by looking at the great splashes of water it 

makes as it traverses the water-filled level(s) where it is found, or similar disturbances made 

as it is feeding on body parts the player can have Daniel throw into the water. 

The splashes in the water the Kaernk leave behind are audible, and as such can reveal the 

rough position of the creature even if Daniel is not directly looking towards it. Similarly, the 

Kaernk also makes a distinct noise when eating. 

It is impossible to tell how the Kaernk would have looked if there were means to see its true 

shape.  
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4.1.2 Character Behavior Lens 

The Kaernk displays a rather simplistic behavior in the game, both towards Daniel and in 

general. The Kaernk is limited to a water environment and cannot reach the player if Daniel is 

not physically touching or standing in water. If Daniel is standing in the water where the 

monster can get to him, it will simply rush straight towards Daniel with the intent of attacking 

him. Similarly, if Daniel throws a human body part anywhere in the water where the Kaernk 

can get to it, it will rush there and eat the body part. This hints at the Kaernk possessing a 

rather primal nature. 

If Daniel is standing somewhere where the Kaernk can’t get to him, it will pace seemingly 

randomly around the area, and not necessarily stick close to Daniel. This could be indicative 

of low intelligence, since a higher intellectual creature might stand guard close to where its 

target was last located. It also reinforces the fact that the Kaernk is limited to a water 

environment only and appears to be unaware of the player’s movements when the player is 

not in contact with water. 

 

Figure 12: Roughly where the Kaernk would be located on the Interpersonal circumplex 

model according to the authors. 
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The Kaernk does seem to possess great awareness of the player once the player touches water. 

Even if, based on sound and water splashes, Daniel happens to be far from the location of the 

Kaernk, once Daniel touches the water the Kaernk comes rushing towards the player 

The Kaernk's simple but very aggressive behavior puts it very far to the left on the X-axis of 

the interpersonal circumplex model. It is a hostile enemy whose only goal is to attack the 

player, leaving little room for interpreting where it fits on the model, see Figure 12. Worth 

noting is that the model is a lot more effective when analyzing well-rounded characters. Flat 

characters, or non-speaking characters like the Kaernk, are harder to place as there is not a lot 

of information to go by. 

4.1.3 Environment Lens 

The Cellar Archives is, like many parts of the game Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional 

Games, 2010), exceedingly dark, and built mostly out of stone. Water covers the entirety of 

the floor, and the water reflection dances on the lower walls. Boxes dot the entire area, and a 

great number of bookshelves with books can also be found here, as well as the occasional 

piece of bone and, in the latter half of the area, human body parts. 

Most of the boxes are placed in such a way that Daniel can jump between them to traverse the 

area without having to run through the water, though, on some occasions the gaps are far too 

wide, forcing Daniel to take the plunge into the water. Similarly, Daniel is forced to go 

through the doorways in the water, since there are never any boxes placed here.   

Other than the dispersing of water from the Kaernk’s movement, there is nothing in the 

environment that reacts to the creature’s presence. The Kaernk never casts shadow, interferes 

with or is affected by light sources, or physically interacts with other environmental elements 

such as the boxes or bookshelves. The only clues of its position and movement come from the 

water splashes and sound cues. 

4.1.4 Sound Lens 

When the player first enters the area, it is almost completely silent, a low water ambience 

being the only thing audible to Daniel and the player. This very distinct ambience 

immediately set up a mood of loneliness. After a few steps however, the Kaernk starts rushing 

towards Daniel who lets out a loud, distinct gasp of fear. The splashes of water caused by the 

Kaernk are much louder than the splashes caused by the player's own footsteps, and they are 

heard at a continuous pace as long as Daniel stands in the water, and the Kaernk rushes 

towards him to attack. If the player jumps up onto a box, rendering them safe from the 

Kaernk, there is a distinctive change in the pace of its water splashes, as it roams around as 

opposed to rushing towards the player. As the Kaernk first charges towards Daniel, the area’s 

soundtrack starts playing. The soundtrack consists of what sounds very much like screaming 

in the beginning, followed by haunting female vocals and a drum reminiscent of a beating 

heart.  

Most distinct of the sounds here, other than the soundtrack, are the very loud splashes of 

water caused by the Kaernk that can be heard even from a great distance, getting louder when 

the creature draws nearer to Daniel. On occasion, Daniel draws audible gasps, showing his 

fear. Other sound effects of note are the aforementioned ticking that plays after the first lever 

is pulled, ticking much like a clock would to show Daniel is under time pressure.  

4.2 The Walrider 

The initial scene that introduces the Walrider character in Outlast is rather short, at 46 

seconds in length, however the "visual" of the character itself is only a mere 13 seconds. In 
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only those short 13 seconds, there is a multitude of information that is given about the 

Walrider, but most of all, it is immediately made clear that, whatever the Walrider is, it is an 

extremely powerful creature. The scene begins with Miles, the player character, having just 

completed a puzzle in which he is meant to restart the power within Mount Massive Asylum, 

as it was shut off by Father Martin, a mysterious patient of the asylum who appears as a 

priest, preventing Miles from being able to unlock the front doors to the facility which were 

locked during the initial riot. After completing this puzzle, Miles then sits at the security desk 

and begins to input the command to unlock the doors when he is suddenly ambushed by 

Father Martin who attacks him with a sedative-filled syringe. As Miles begins to feel the 

sedative take effect, Father Martin quickly apologizes to him, telling Miles that he can’t leave 

yet, as there is so much yet for him to witness. He then directs Miles’s attention towards a 

security camera, asking if he will see it, but then corrects himself by asking “Can you?” He 

emphasizes the word "can" suggesting further meaning and hinting towards the “appearance” 

of the Walrider. 

 
Figure 13: Soldier being lifted by his feet and carried away. 

On the security camera, what appears to be three soldiers in a lab setting walk into the 

camera's view. They are equipped with assault rifles and flashlights and dressed in tactical 

gear. As they walk further into the room, Father Martin elaborates on what “it” is, "Our lord, 

the Walrider, tearing His truth into the unbelievers." As he speaks, the first soldier on camera 

is suddenly lifted into the air by his feet, by nothing. He is then flung against the wall, while 
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his comrades barely register what is occurring. He is then suddenly dragged off camera by his 

feet. Almost instantly, a second soldier is grabbed and whisked into the air by, again, 

seemingly nothing. However, as he is flung towards the floor, he attempts to shoot at 

whatever is grabbing him, but the bullets hit a fourth soldier that was previously off-screen, 

and is then also dragged away in the same direction that the first soldier was. That fourth 

soldier is also dragged away by the feet, leaving the third soldier shooting wildly at the air 

before turning around towards the exit, however, just as he makes it off-screen, he, too, is 

grabbed and dragged away, all while shooting wildly at whatever has just single-handedly 

decimated his squad, see Figure 13. The camera then goes out and only static remains. 

All while this is happening, Father Martin continues speaking to Miles about how the only 

way out of Mount Massive is through the “truth” and how Miles must accept the gospel and 

all doors will open before him. By this point, the sedative has taken effect and Miles blacks 

out just as Father Martin hoists him over his shoulder. 

4.2.1 Character Design Lens 

The Walrider, to the naked eye, is by all means invisible, however, there are multiple ways 

that the creature can be perceived. To keep the mechanic simplistic, when viewed from the 

player’s/Miles’s eyes, the Walrider is invisible. When viewing through the regular camera 

function, there can be a bit of distortion or “fogginess” seen, along with a black mist, see 

Figure 14. 

 
Figure 14: The Walrider appearing as a shadow as it passes by lockers. 

However, when viewing through the night vision, the Walrider’s full form can be viewed, see 

Figure 15. It is strikingly humanoid in shape, however its face is featureless, despite the shape 

of cheekbones being present, suggesting a humanoid skull. This human visage is only seen 

from a distance, though, as once the Walrider attacks or gets too close, the “skin” seems to 

dissipate and the Walrider appears as a human skeleton with glowing eyes, see Figure 16.  
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Figure 15: The Walrider’s full body through night vision. 

 
Figure 16: The Walrider seen up close through night vision. 

Later in the game it is revealed that the Walrider can actually be viewed with the naked eye, 

but only when it gets very close to the player. 

4.2.2 Character Behaviour Lens 

 

As part of the game’s story, the Walrider is actually a “swarm” of nanites, (or nanomachines, 

a currently prototypal science in the real world) that requires a “host” which was at first 

designated to a patient named Billy. However, Billy was only able to control the Swarm 

during sleep; at the end of the game the player kills Billy in order to stop the Walrider and 
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gain their own freedom. Up until this point, the Walrider chases after the player in an attempt 

to stop them. After killing Billy, the Walrider then takes the player as its next host, finding 

that the player character, Miles, is a much more suitable host. 

Within the initial reveal cutscene, the Walrider is seen attacking the soldiers with inhuman 

speed and efficiency. While you never actually see what the creature does once it drags them 

away, it is implied that the soldiers do not survive. Interestingly, the Walrider, despite being 

invisible, appears to prefer attacking the enemy’s feet, knocking them off balance and then 

dragging them away while they’re vulnerable.  

With this in mind, when encountering the Walrider at the end of the game, it appears in no 

rush to kill Miles and simply chases the player instead of displaying the inhuman speed and 

strength that it did with the soldiers. Throughout the game, the Walrider appears to Miles in a 

very “relaxed” manner despite immediately attacking anyone else that it encounters. Even 

when coming face to face with Chris Walker, an abnormally large man that frequently chases 

after Miles in the game, the Walrider simply picks Walker up as if he weighs nothing, and 

throws Walker around in a strikingly “human” manner before finishing him off, see Figure 

17. 

 
Figure 17: The Walrider throws the massive Chris Walker against the wall. 

When viewing the Walrider in the initial reveal scene based on the Interpersonal Circumplex 

Model, it is immediately clear that the creature should fit on the Hostile end of the spectrum, 

as it immediately attacks the soldiers upon entering the area without any real provocation. 

When looking for a specific label, one could argue that with the way that the creature 

immediately attacks, that it could be protecting its territory making it fit towards Punishing, 

but there is no context to support this during this initial cutscene.  

Though, upon further experience with the character beyond the initial reveal scene, the 

Walrider begins to exhibit more of the Commanding role within the Self-Enhancing side of 

the Model as it appears to be guiding the player throughout the game and is itself searching 

for a Host that it can take over, as described in Figure 18. 



30 

 

 
Figure 18: Roughly where the Walrider would fit in the Interpersonal Circumplex 

Model according to the authors. 

4.2.3 Environment Lens 

In the initial reveal scene, the Walrider and the soldiers are located in what, at first glance, 

looks like the lobby of a lab or even a sci-fi building with a strange symbol on the floor. This 

is rather jarring at first because the game is supposed to be taking place inside an asylum. It is 

later revealed as the player progresses that Murkoff, the company that runs the asylum, 

essentially dug what is an underground facility used to carry out their experiments on the 

patients using the “Morphogenic Engine”. It is from here that the Walrider originates.  

Other than the bodies of the soldiers, little else “reacts” to the character environment-wise 

within this first scene. The Walrider casts no shadows and leaves no other traces in the 

environment such as footsteps or trails. 

Outside of the scene and during gameplay, the camera that the player character Miles carries 

reacts to the presence of the Walrider, revealing its appearance through the night vision 

function, as stated above in the Character Design Lens. 
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4.2.4 Sound Lens 

As the scene begins and the player begins to input the commands to unlock the doors, the 

soundtrack is very soft and gives a rather peaceful mood, because this is the point in which 

the player has made their way through the basement and restarted the power to Mount 

Massive. They are able to make their escape out of the asylum. When Father Martin attacks 

the player, there isn’t even a warning to signal him sneaking up on them, and a sudden sting 

from the soundtrack jolts the player, which is then followed by the sounds of a struggle as the 

player attempts to fight off their attacker. When they fail and are struck with the drugged 

syringe, there is a low dissonance of notes sustained on the soundtrack, giving the scene an 

eerie and ominous tone as the sedative begins to overtake the player. At this point the player 

is probably thinking, “Of course it’s not going to be that easy.” 

When Father Martin gestures to the security camera for the player to watch, there is no sound 

that plays from the security camera itself, so the player cannot hear if the creature that is 

attacking the soldiers is making any sound, adding to the concept of the fear of the unknown. 

Even when the creature begins to attack the soldiers, the soundtrack that is playing seems to 

give off no cue or sting when each of the soldiers are picked off, however as the scene draws 

to a close, the dissonant tones being played slightly crescendo, and the sound of string 

instruments become more prevalent over the rest of the orchestra until the scene ends with 

them being hoisted over Father Martin’s shoulder. 

After this cutscene and the player encounters the Walrider themselves, however, it is revealed 

that the creature is accompanied by stereotypically ghostly sounds that simultaneously sound 

like sighs and moans.  
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5 Discussion 

Section 4 presented and described each character in the scene where they were first 

introduced to the player. The discussion will further analyze the scenes in an attempt to 

answer the presented research question “What are the elements used to convey the character 

design of the invisible horror characters the Kaernk and the Walrider?”  

5.1 Analyzing the Kaernk 

The environment where the Kaernk is first encountered is very different from previous 

environments in the game. As previously mentioned, the water-covered floor immediately 

differentiates this locale from previous areas, already hinting to the player that something 

hitherto unencountered will occur. This, already from the first seconds of the player’s visit to 

the cellar archive, when the water appears from nowhere, adds a great deal of suspense for the 

player. It doesn’t take long, however, before the true horror of this area is revealed. 

The Kaernk comes rushing towards the player after only a few footsteps into the room. A 

player with no previous experience of the game could be forgiven for not truly grasping what 

happens in those few moments. The looming darkness and the visual obscurity it brings with 

it already contribute to difficulties in taking in the environment. The sudden great shift in 

atmosphere that takes place once the Kaernk is rushing towards the player hints at the danger, 

however. What was earlier a very distinct ambience where only the sound of water and the 

sounds of the players footsteps could be heard, is now filled with louder water splashes 

caused by something else in the room. The quietness is also suddenly filled with a distinct 

soundtrack, and the player’s character lets out a very audible gasp of fear as he realizes that he 

is not alone, even though no other character can be directly seen.  

Horror characters are often first revealed through sound cues or visually not fully seen. So it is 

for the Kaernk as well, the player will hear the splashes in the water caused by the creature 

before even seeing them, and said splashes are, of course, the only visible manifestation of the 

Kaernk as the creature itself is completely invisible. This builds up suspense, tension and fear 

as the enemy the player encounters is totally unknown to them. After all, we humans tend to 

be scared of the unknown. 

It is hard to say whether or not the Kaernk’s introduction constitutes a sudden event, i.e 

jumpscare, or not. It takes roughly five seconds from its first reveal until it reaches the player, 

not exactly sudden, and plenty of time to jump onto one of the nearby boxes. However, this 

very different method of keeping the player character safe would forgive most players who 

fail to realize this is the way to survive the encounter. Thus, many players probably 

succumbed to the Kaernk on their first playthrough of the area. Leading to the game revealing 

the secret to avoiding the beast, through a loading screen tip, see Figure 19. 

  

Figure 19: Loading screen tip revealing how to avoid the Kaernk. 
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This is perhaps a rather unfortunate hint to the player. As the Kaernk’s shape is completely 

unknown to us, not revealing how to avoid it could have kept the buildup of suspense and fear 

going for longer, even after the player dies. The player may assume that the enemy they are 

encountering is of a humanoid shape, especially considering the traces the Kaernk leaves in 

the water is not a continuous trail, but multiple circular ripples, much like those a two-legged 

creature would leave behind when traversing the water. If the player believed that the creature 

was humanoid like the other enemies in the game, they might not think that standing on top of 

the boxes would keep them safe. Failing to realize this would, again, contribute to a longer 

continuous build up of suspense and fear in the player. Worth noting is that the game does 

allow for the player to turn off hints like this in the options-menu. 

Even so, after learning that the player must stand on the boxes, the area hardly becomes less 

scary. The boxes are placed in such a way that the player occasionally will have to jump onto 

the ground. Most notably, whenever they need to go through a door frame, since there are 

never any boxes placed here; but there are also gaps between the boxes too large for the 

player to jump in other places in the environment. This is a way for the designers of the game 

to take away from the player’s agency. Had the area been designed in such a way that the 

player could always reliably avoid the water and thus always remain in control of their 

avatar's safety, there wouldn’t be much suspense. By making the player force their character 

to take the occasional plunge into danger, their agency over Daniel’s safety is infringed upon. 

These moments, save maybe for the beginning of the area, are the most terrifying, as the 

player knows the moment they try to go through a door frame, the Kaernk will come rushing 

towards them, and if they aren’t quick enough to find new safety, they will be attacked.  

This is not the only thing hindering your progression through the area, however. The player 

will soon find a closed gate opened through a lever close to the beginning of the area. This 

further continues the suspenseful atmosphere, as the player now has to backtrack the level, 

where they know the Kaernk is. In essence, the player is forced to lead their character back 

into danger, another removal of player agency. The lever opening the door only does so for a 

short time frame, in which the player has to get back to the gate before it closes again. After 

the lever is pulled, while the gate is open, a distinct ticking noise is heard, a hint to the player 

that they are under time pressure.  

This ticking, in tandem with the prospect of having to get back to the gate, leads to a great 

amount of stress building up for the player. Thus far, the player has been able to navigate the 

environment in whichever pace they deemed fit. Now the game is taking away this control 

and telling the player that they have to do it quickly, else they will fail. Furthermore, being 

under time pressure and elevated stress increase the likelihood of making mistakes when 

getting back to the gate, mistakes that in this case might lead to the player falling into the 

water, making them a vulnerable target for the Kaernk. As the player has to rush to the gate, 

the Kaernk will most likely be somewhere behind them, making each mistake even more 

terrifying, as they are never quite sure how far back the Kaernk looms.  

Should the player make it back to the gate, they will be able to enter the next room of the area. 

The gate will close behind the player, rendering the player safe from the Kaernk encountered 

in the previous environment. However, this new room features yet another Kaernk and, as the 

player is forced to go through the door frame on the floor, this second Kaernk is already 

coming towards the player alerted by Daniel’s forced presence in the water. The second 

Kaernk enemy here is revealed to the player much like the first one was, there are very visible 

water splashes in the water, and they are coming towards the player, each one causing a 

distinct sound.  
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The effectiveness of this second creature will depend a bit on the player. If they weren’t 

expecting it, the reveal of another one rushing towards the player character might indeed elicit 

fear as the player is now forced to jump up on a box to keep their character safe. But even if 

they were prepared, this new room is different enough to keep the suspense up. For one thing, 

this second area is quite a bit smaller, shortening the time frame the player has between 

touching the water and the Kaernk reaching them. Furthermore, the way to get out of this 

room is by turning a valve, a valve the player can only operate by standing in the water, i.e. 

directly placing themselves in harm's way. When turning the valve, the player is unable to 

look around at the same time to see where the second Kaernk is, as this causes them to stop 

their action of turning the valve. This is another way the developers use to remove a great deal 

of control and agency from the player.  

This room features a number of body parts, and by throwing them into the water, they can 

distract the Kaernk for a limited time, since the Kaernk will go to feed on the body parts. This 

is, however, not a guarantee of safety since the creature sometimes attacks the player even 

though they have thrown the bait to the Kaernk. It is unclear if this is a fault in the enemy's 

artificial intelligence, or if it is intended behavior to further add stress onto the player as they 

try and open the door. If it is the latter, it is a very effective method. Unpredictable outcomes 

are one of the ways to add suspense. Had the bait been a guaranteed way to remain safe from 

the Kaernk throughout the entire sequence, this area would hardly be as scary.  

Players have also discovered that there are movable boxes in this area, which can be placed in 

such a way that it is possible to rotate the valve without placing the character at risk. It is 

unknown whether this is intended or not, though it likely is.  

When the player gets through the door, they come to an even smaller room. Here, all the 

player has to do is find a hollow-needle, and use it on yet another door, and they will have 

successfully traversed the area where they first encounter the Kaernk.  

Throughout the level, the Kaernk(s) display, as previously mentioned, a rather simplistic and 

primal behavior, whose only goal seems to be to feed. It is also possible that the Kaernk views 

the water as its own territory, and thus immediately comes charging for the player whenever 

they set foot in the water. Many animals tend to defend their own territory against intruders 

viciously. The threat the Kaernk poses to the player is largely diminished by its inability to 

attack anything not in the water. Even so, the masterfully crafted environment the Kaernk is 

first found in, and the obstacles the player has to get through, turns even the Kaernk into a 

frightening monster, in no small part due to the player often having to force their avatar into 

harm's way. 

5.2 Analyzing the Walrider 

 

Before beginning this analysis, it is to be noted that while the purpose of this thesis is to 

analyze the first encounter with each character and their relation to the player/main character, 

the Walrider is going to be a bit of an exception as the first encounter with the Walrider is not 

in relation to the player at all. The player is merely watching helplessly from another location 

as the creature interacts with other characters. That being considered, this analysis will also 

include the first time the player is able to interact with the Walrider, which is at the very end 

of the game. 

The game Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013), while being a survival-horror game on the surface, has 

heavy allusions and references to religion, with the Walrider arguably being portrayed as the 
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equivalent to the Christian God. The Walrider is introduced rather early in the game and, up 

until this point, the player has only seen the game taking place inside the Mount Massive 

Asylum with more mundane horror elements and enemies. However, when the Walrider is 

introduced, it is rather shocking as the game suddenly introduces a more supernatural element 

with the creature’s invisibility and with having it being revealed within a location that appears 

more lab-like, or even sci-fi-like. 

While most horror enemies are revealed gradually, with small glimpses here and there, the 

game Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013) goes about this in a slightly different manner. The Walrider 

is revealed in a dramatic sequence with its power and ability shown directly as it quickly 

decimates a squad of soldiers armed with assault rifles. The entirety of the Walrider’s reveal 

is displayed in a rather chaotic manner as leading up until this point, the player has been 

trying to escape an asylum for the criminally insane they initially entered to find evidence of 

abuse carried out by the company that owns it, Murkoff, and now has just been attacked and 

drugged by a patient that refers to himself a priest, and suddenly they are now witnessing a 

supernatural creature that appears to be invisible. It is also promptly made clear that, despite 

the soldiers’ best attempts, the creature is impervious to bullets, and cannot be destroyed by 

“conventional” means, if it can even be destroyed at all. After showing the player this 

something, the game goes about revealing the creature’s true, and shockingly humanoid, 

appearance in a way more typically found in media by gradually showing more and more of 

the creature as the player progresses throughout the game. 

Without the camera, the location of the Walrider is revealed by a distinct ghostly sound, 

sounding like a mix of breathy sighs and whooshing. Which then tips off the player that they 

need to bring up their camera because there is something important to see. 

When the player finally does encounter the Walrider, the chase music that plays is very heavy 

on percussive sounds mixed with high-pitched screeching that almost sounds like the creature 

itself is screaming at its target. This cacophony of sounds along with the alarm system going 

off in the underground lab creates feelings of anxiety while the player is being chased by it.  

Interestingly enough, even though the Walrider is introduced as a dangerous enemy, and 

throughout the game experienced immediately attacking anything it meets, it is not an actual 

enemy or threat to the player until the very end of the game. Even to the point of it seemingly 

ignoring the player and instead opting to attack other characters off screen. These attacks 

often take place in a particularly gruesome manner, with sounds of characters screaming and 

shrieking and what can only be described as the sounds of them being ripped apart. The fear 

factor of the Walrider is diminished once the player learns that the creature isn't actively 

seeking out the player like the rest of the enemies within the game do, but it is somewhat 

maintained through these “reminders” of what the creature is capable of, and at least one 

jumpscare of the creature appearing to attack the player, but then pulling back at the last 

second, dissipating into nothingness. The Walrider not being an active threat to the player 

through these encounters from a design standpoint, implies a certain level of agency and 

intelligence within the creature. An agency that is debated on even within the story by 

Murkoff scientists through the documents that the player can find scattered throughout the 

game. Because as the Walrider is merely a mass of several tiny nanites in a seemingly 

indiscriminate search for a suitable Host, the fact that the mass seems to almost “decide” not 

to attack the player until the end leans towards at least a slight level of agency because it only 

ends up attacking when the player makes their attempt to kill the Walrider’s current host, 

Billy. This potential to be a threat, yet hesitance to attack the player immediately, can also be 

interpreted as another reference towards Christianity and how God is seen as something to be 
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feared because of what He is capable of and how He merely chooses not to kill every last one 

of His followers, as interpreted by one of the authors of this thesis having come from a 

Southern Baptist background.  

Until that particular point at the end, the Walrider instead serves more as a guide to the player, 

seemingly leading the player towards their next goal. Even the end interaction is still more of 

a “guide” to the end goal instead of a normal enemy chase mechanic. Because while the 

player can be killed by the Walrider if they do not avoid it well enough, the chase only 

officially ends because it ushers the player towards a particular door, which upon opening, the 

player is met by a room full of soldiers who immediately open fire on the player, killing them, 

thus completing the game.  

From the story perspective, this is likely because the Walrider is thought of as a “God” to the 

remaining patients of Mount Massive, and to one patient in particular, Father Martin. This 

character meets the player’s character, Miles, and instantly deems him an integral part of his 

“gospel”. As the Walrider can only be viewed through the camcorder that the player holds, it 

could be a reference to Christianity where God only shows itself to those deemed “worthy”. 

That is, until “your time has come”, as the Walrider can actually be seen with the naked eye, 

but only when it is extremely close, and by that point, it is too late. Father Martin tasks Miles 

with “spreading his gospel” about the creature the patients seem to worship as their God. Just 

like Paul the Apostle, who the player is also often referenced as within the game, Miles can be 

paralleled as witnessing the “revelation of the resurrection of Jesus” when he is chosen by the 

Walrider to be its next host immediately after killing its previous host, Billy.  

However, the game merely ends with Miles being shot to death by soldiers, to which the 

screen goes black with the words from one of the characters being spoken, “Gott im Himmel, 

you have become the Host.”, followed by the sounds of men screaming and being ripped 

apart. The full fate of Miles is not revealed until the game’s DLC, Whistleblower, when the 

seemingly resurrected body of Miles is seen exiting the asylum surrounded by the same 

ghostly black mist that the Walrider also emits, see Figure 20. The DLC ends with this 

revelation, suggesting that Miles is now “free” to spread the word of the gospel just as he was 

instructed to do. 
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Figure 20: The seemingly resurrected body of Miles surrounded by the same black mist 

that the Walrider emits. Outlast: Whistleblower 

The game having a secondary focus and drawing inspiration from Christianity would put the 

game at a mix of the material and referential level, based on Bosman’s five levels at which 

religion occurs in games. There are certainly religious commentaries found from the main 

character Miles, especially in a more cynical tone, even going as far as mocking Father Martin’s 

death as being worse than Jesus’s, but there is no definitive evidence from the developers to say 

that Outlast is a commentary on religion as a whole, unlike its sequel, Outlast 2. However, one 

can certainly still interpret this conclusion based on various clues found throughout the game. 

The patients and even the staff of Mount Massive Asylum were under incredible stress with the 

Project Walrider experiments performed by Murkoff staff, and oftentimes in such duress, 

humans tend to turn towards religion as a means to try and do something about their 

circumstance, hoping that maybe some higher power is out there to hear them. Father Martin’s 

character is never confirmed to have been an actual preacher before being admitted to Mount 

Massive and, through various documents that can be found in-game, is implied to have turned 

towards religion after being admitted, potentially having seen the Walrider during the 

experiments and, having witnessed such a powerful creature, could only be interpreted in his 

mind as something godlike. This is also further supported by a document found at the end of 

the game of an email sent out to Murkoff scientists, warning them to not be tempted or 

persuaded into viewing the Swarm, the Walrider, as any sort of godlike being and worshipping 

it.  

Another interesting topic is the decision to make the Walrider appear as a humanoid figure 

despite it being a swarm of nanomachines. From a religious perspective, and as the creature is 
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referred to as God, this could also be a reference towards how God created humans in His 

image, however one could also take it a step further in that despite being considered a god, the 

Walrider was actually created by humans in a lab, and instead the Walrider is the one taking on 

the image of its creator, just how God in a sense, was created by humans when they created 

religion. 

5.3 Comparing the Kaernk and the Walrider 

From a functionality standpoint, there is a major difference between the Kaernk and the 

Walrider inside their respective games. The Kaernk is intended to be a hindrance to the 

player, preventing the player from completing puzzles. The Walrider, however, does not play 

an actual gameplay role as an enemy until the very end of the game. When the character is 

introduced in the beginning, it is immediately clear that the character is far too powerful to be 

something that the player could realistically confront. Instead, the Walrider is mostly used to 

help guide the player towards their next objective, while simultaneously reminding the player 

that if the character really wanted to, it could rip them apart without a second thought.  

As such, the Kaernk serves as a more traditional horror-game enemy in Amnesia: The Dark 

Descent (Frictional Games, 2010); it is there to further reinforce the horror elements already 

in place within the game. The Walrider is primarily a means for the narrative of Outlast (Red 

Barrels, 2013) to progress and develop as the player makes their way through the game.  

The Kaernk is a monster with no perceived intelligence or thoughts behind its actions, driven 

only by the simple goal of trying to hinder the player as they make their way through the 

area(s) where it is found. The Walrider can be argued as having some level of sentience, 

however it's difficult to really say for sure. The creature is a mass of nanites stuck in search of 

a host, and those not compatible or “worthy”, from the religious point of view the game has, 

are ripped apart. It appears to attack indiscriminately, but hesitates when it meets the player, 

suggesting agency. 

One interesting fact is that the Kaernk was not originally intended to be invisible, and instead 

the game developers described the intention that “if there had been a "super big budget," the 

Water Lurker easily could have had tentacles squirming all the way out of the water, as if they 

were trying to grab the player.” (McCarthy, 2019). Instead, it was left model-less due to time 

constraints.  

Both Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 2010) and Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013) 

take place from a first-person perspective, making both games truly immersive experiences. 

For the player, this means an increased sense of presence within the environments featured in 

both games. 

 The player's encounter with the Kaernk is greatly heightened by the player’s inability to see 

what goes on in their vicinity all around them. The player never truly knows just how far 

behind them the Kaernk is, greatly adding to the suspense. As for the Walrider, the gameplay 

mechanics regarding the camcorder allow for more visual information to be given to the 

player, however the end chase scene is set inside a well-lit lab so using the camera's night 

vision is not practical because, one, the environment is much too bright to see anything, and 

two, the Walrider is much faster than previous enemies. So much like the Kaernk, looking 

behind the player as they run reveals no real visual cue as to how far behind them the creature 

is, only a vague haziness that shows that it is. This creates a heightened sense of urgency and 

panic within the player. This as a concept somehow makes this scene far more frightening in a 

sense, because up until this point, the player has been afraid of what could be lurking within 

the dark, but now, the light that the player has longed for throughout the game is also working 
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against them. A visual can be made of the creature without the camera, but only once it is too 

late and the Walrider is grabbing the player to kill them. 

It is rather difficult to compare the character designs to each other, as the Kaernk does not 

have a design at all featured in the game. Instead, the only thing the player sees of the Kaernk 

are the water splashes its movements cause on the water's surface. The Walrider has a rather 

interesting design, it is actually a mass of nanites also referred to as the "Swarm", yet the 

creature takes on a rather human shape despite this. This could be an attempt from the 

developers to give the enemy a sense of familiarity and something that tips slightly towards 

the uncanny. As the game has a religious overtone, it is also possible that the creature's design 

is a reference to the Christian God and how humans are merely "created in his image". 

Both the Kaernk and Walrider utilize the use of sound cues as a way to have their locations 

revealed in game, and both have some form of visual cue for the player to see. The Kaernk 

has a distinct splashing sound that the player will hear, almost constantly, while in the same 

environment as the Kaernk. This helps the player deduce roughly where the creature is, even 

in those moments where the visual splashes in the water are not visible.  

The Walrider, however, functions a bit differently. The player can never see the Walrider 

when not using their in-game camera. Without the camera, the player only has the audio cue 

to let them know that the creature is near and that they need to use their camera if they want to 

know exactly where it is.  

Both characters in both games utilize similar concepts to one another to elicit fear, playing 

into concepts of the unknown and the supernatural to frighten. The Kaernk’s rather primitive 

behavior, including its inability to harm the player outside of the water, diminishes the 

effectiveness of the horror it protrudes, especially after the player has gained some experience 

with it. Instead, it is the environment where the player first runs into the Kaernk, and the trials 

the player has to go through while actively being hindered by the beast, that set the scenario 

apart as truly scary.  

With the Walrider, the developers decided to show just how powerful the creature is right 

away with the security camera footage, however the inherent fear factor of the creature wanes 

gradually as the player realizes the Walrider is not used as an actual threat to them, despite the 

various audio and visual "reminders" of the creature's capabilities. That is, until the final 

chapter of the game when suddenly the creature is now an actual threat and the player is 

reminded of just how powerful the creature is through the remains of Murkoff staff, 

increasing the fear level towards the Walrider once more. 

5.4 Summary 

This thesis have looked at the Kaernk from Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Frictional Games, 

2010) and the Walrider from Outlast (Red Barrels, 2013) and attempted to analyze and 

discuss how these games use sound, the environment and other game elements to convey the 

design of the enemies to the player.  

The Kaernk, being completely invisible at all times to the player, have its location revealed by 

cues in the environment, splashes on the water-covered floor where the creature is first 

encountered, and the distinct sounds they create. This lets the player see where the Kaernk is 

located when it is moving. The sound cues also hint at the rough position of the Kaernk, even 

if the player is turned away and cannot see the ripples in the water. The Kaernk is portrayed as 

a very simple creature, whose only goal in the game is to serve as a hindrance to the player.  
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The Walrider, which mostly serves as a guide to the player towards their next goal, has its 

own location revealed to the player by sound cues. Eerie ghostly sounds which signal to the 

player its approximate location and that there is something important for them to see, however 

in order to see what exactly they are meant to, the player must use their camcorder’s night 

vision to determine its exact location and watch where it leads them.  
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6 Conclusion 

While invisible characters are not unique to the games analyzed, there are surprisingly few 

horror-games that make use of completely invisible enemies. Indeed, when sampling such 

characters for them for this thesis, the Kaernk and the Walrider were the only ones we could 

find from well-known games. This is perhaps surprising since the use of these invisible 

enemies, we would argue, is a great way to further reinforce the scariness of horror-games. 

Invisibility, as a concept, plays straight into the fear of the unknown. The unknown scares us, 

and not being able to grasp the shape of the enemies placed before the player makes the 

scenes they are featured in even scarier.  

From a gameplay perspective, these two enemies also demonstrate that the unseen can 

contribute greatly to the suspense. The Kaernk turns an environment featuring light puzzles 

into a terrifying encounter, in large part due to its air of danger and unpredictability. The 

Walrider, while only serving as an enemy towards the later parts of Outlast (Red Barrels, 

2013), still contributes to the narrative and sense of danger by being revealed so early and 

seemingly being of a supernatural nature.  

The ways in which the developers of both games convey to the player the whereabouts of the 

characters is highly interesting. For the Kaernk, the use of visual cues within the environment, 

the splashes on the water-covered floor, alongside the distinct sound these make as the 

monster chases after the player, makes the Kaernk a very memorable encounter. 

The Walrider, through the utilization of audio cues, signals its presence to the player in a 

rather eerie manner to let them know that they need to search with their camera to find the 

creature. 

The creators behind both games made the decision that neither game would feature any 

combat-system, meaning the player never had the ability to outright defend themselves 

against either of the enemies. Instead, the player is forced to rely on evasion and outrunning to 

escape the Kaernk and the Walrider. This makes the encounters with both of them all the 

more unforgettable, since it’s significantly harder to avoid that which can’t be seen. 

Both games stand as good products for evoking fear, and their relatively unique use of unseen 

enemies serve both games well. It is, therefore, surprising that not more games have followed 

suit, especially considering how well regarded both games are, many citing them as some of 

the scariest games ever made. Perhaps it’s the reliance on combat-mechanics other survival-

horror franchises have that make them unwilling to use invisible enemies. In a game where 

the player cannot defend themselves, an invisible adversary does not make you play the game 

any differently, the player just does not know what it is they are avoiding. In a game featuring 

combat, where the player is expected to defend themselves, invisible enemies might serve 

more as an annoyance than a fearful encounter. How do you defend yourself against 

something that you cannot see?  

It would make for an interesting topic for future research to conduct player studies to attempt 

to verify some of the claims in this thesis. Does, for example, the fact that the enemy is 

invisible and as such an unknown entity to the player increase the levels of anxiety in the 

player, as this thesis claims based on theory? Amnesia: The Dark Descent (Fractional Games, 

2010) features mod-support, and it could make for interesting research to compare the cellar 

archives with an invisible enemy versus the cellar archive with a completely visible enemy.  

Other future research that could be of worth is looking at other invisible enemies, if you can 

find them, in horror games that have built in combat-mechanics, and compare it to games 
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without them, and see if the theorized effectiveness of the invisible enemies remains true if 

the player can fight back; or do the enemies simply become an annoyance for the player? 

Since designing and animating enemies in games is both costly and time-consuming, 

researching this topic could help serve developers well for the development of future horror-

games, as they could potentially save both time and money developing their games, even if 

they only use an invisible enemy in a smaller portion of their games’.  
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