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Abstract
This article examines the reciprocal relationship between Japanese
survival horror games of the late 1990s and early 2000s and the tropes of
American horror cinema and literature. Focusing on landmark titles such
as Resident Evil and Silent Hill, the study analyzes how these games adapt
and transform core motifs from Western horror, including the zombie
apocalypse, haunted spaces, and psychological trauma, while embedding
them within distinctly Japanese cultural aesthetics, such as yūrei folklore,
ritual symbolism, and philosophical traditions like yūgen and mono no
aware. Drawing on cinematic hypotexts, including George A.
Romero’s Night of the Living Dead (1968), David Lynch’s Blue Velvet
(1986), and Adrian Lyne’s Jacob’s Ladder (1990), the article explores
how these games function not as mere amalgamations, but as transmedial
hypertexts that proceduralize horror through ludic and spatial design. The
analysis further tracks the influence of these titles on subsequent Western
media, from the cinematic remediation of Silent Hill (2006) to ludic
successors like Dead Space (2008), situating them within a dynamic
feedback loop of genre transformation. Bridging adaptation theory,
transmedia storytelling, and global cultural studies, the article argues that
these games model a global horror ecology: a recursive, affectively
charged system in which narrative, space, and trauma circulate across
national and medial boundaries.

Keywords: Japanese horror games, Silent Hill, Resident Evil, adaptation
theory, transmedia storytelling, global horror, American cinema, cultural
hypertext, millennial horror, ludic narrative
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Introduction

The 1990s and early 2000s marked not only the advent of three-
dimensional environments in video games, opening new avenues for ludic
exploration and diegetic storytelling, but also the emergence of survival
horror as a distinct genre. Characterized by the sparse distribution of
resources such as ammunition, healing items, or light sources, survival
horror amplifies fear and anxiety by immersing players in hostile, often
unknowable environments where vulnerability is the only constant. While
the term is now broadly applied, two franchises stand out as foundational
to the genre’s identity: Resident Evil (1996, known as Biohazard in Japan)
and Silent Hill (2001). Developed in Japan by Capcom and Konami,
respectively, both series can be understood as adaptive transpositions of
American horror, filtered through the interactive and aesthetic affordances
of video games. Resident Evil gamifies the zombie mythology popularized
by George A. Romero’s films, while Silent Hill draws from a broader
range of American sources, including the surrealism of David Lynch, the
psychological horror of Jacob’s Ladder (1990), and even transforming
localities tailored after the comedic Kindergarten Cop (1990) into a vessel
of domestic eeriness. These intertextual references, however, are filtered
through distinctly Japanese aesthetics, incorporating yūrei folklore,
ritualistic symbolism, and cultural codes that inflect Western tropes with
new meanings.1

These games emerged at the turn of the millennium, a moment
saturated with apocalyptic anticipation and cultural fatigue. The waning
days of the 1990s were marked by the anxiety of technological collapse
(Y2K), but also by a broader post-Cold War melancholy, in which popular
culture seemed haunted by its inability to generate new symbolic forms.
Within this atmosphere, the adaptive hybridity of Silent Hill and Resident
Evil found fertile ground, offering both recycled and remixed nightmares
for an age unsure of its own narrative future. While no large-scale survey
exists, player interviews and fan recollections collected on forums such as
Biohaze and early GameFAQs threads (1999–2001) suggest that for many
non-cinema-oriented players, the game did indeed precede their first
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viewing of a zombie film (Biohaze Forums; Resident Evil Message
Boards). Likewise, Silent Hill offered a vision of psychological horror that,
while often labeled Japanese, is in fact a hybrid, transnational form that
complicates easy cultural binaries. This article examines how these games
simultaneously echo and transform American horror traditions, and how,
in turn, they influenced subsequent Western media, including Dead
Space and the Silent Hill film adaptation. These games are not only
marked by medium specificity, employing interactivity, procedural pacing,
and resource management to generate dread, but also by cultural
specificity, embedding established American horror motifs within a
Japanese symbolic and narrative framework. In doing so, they operate as
cultural hypertexts: adaptive, recursive texts that rewrite genre
conventions while circulating across national and medial boundaries.2

Drawing on adaptation theory, transmedia storytelling, and cultural
globalization, this article uses close textual analysis of key game
sequences, cinematic hypotexts, and paratextual feedback loops to trace
the emergence of Japanese horror games as agents of genre transformation.

Adaptation, Hypertext, and Transcultural Flow

Resident Evil and Silent Hill are not straightforward adaptations of
preexisting cinematic franchises into video games. On the contrary, both
series went on to inspire Western-produced film adaptations in the decade
following their release, underscoring not only their cultural influence but
also the capacity of video games to serve as generative sources of
narrative art. This section draws on adaptation theory to map two major
axes of transformation. The vertical axis refers to medium-specific shifts
across written literature, film, and video games – understood here as
forms of ergodic literature, in which narrative is activated through player
interaction (Aarseth, Cybertext 52). The horizontal axis spans cultural
geography: from the United States through Europe to Japan. While this
schema risks reifying national boundaries or essentializing cultural
categories, its utility lies in tracing the cross-cultural migrations and
rearticulations of horror narratives. Both franchises, after all, involve
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American genre motifs reconfigured by Japanese developers and
subsequently repackaged by European film directors – an arc that makes
visible the recursive, transcultural dynamics at work in global media
production.

Both axes can be understood through structuralist methodology,
particularly the idea of the hypertext. For Genette, a hypertext is a text
“derived from a preceding text (the hypotext) through a process that is not
commentary” (5) – these games will be considered as providing creative
engagement rather than mere commentary. In this model, Resident
Evil and Silent Hill can be seen as hypertexts that derive not from one
canonical source, but from a dispersed network of hypotexts drawn from
American horror cinema, literary tropes, and cultural archetypes.
Genette’s framework allows us to trace transformative relations between
media, emphasizing structural links and intermedial derivations over
fidelity or authorial intent, critical dead ends for our purposes. While
Genette offers a structured and hierarchical model of textual derivation,
Roland Barthes shifts attention away from origin and toward a networked
plurality of meaning, famously declaring that “the birth of the reader must
be at the cost of the death of the author” (Image 148). This move allows
critical analysis to focus not on authorial intention but on the text’s
internal mechanics and its outward relations within a rhizomatic system of
narratives, what Barthes characterizes as “a tissue of quotations drawn
from the innumerable centres of culture” (Image 146). To describe
Japanese video games as authorless is not merely metaphorical, but it
evokes historical literary practices in Japan, where anonymity and
collective authorship were long the norm, in ways that may not be
immediately apparent and continued throughout the 1990s in the area of
video game development. In the realm of games, the 1990s survival horror
landscape was in fact shaped by collaborative, often pseudonymous teams,
yet today figures like Shigeru Miyamoto, Yū Suzuki, Masahiro Sakurai,
Hidetaka Miyazaki, and Hideo Kojima are celebrated internationally as
primary creative authorities. This shift in authorial perception reflects
evolving industry practices and marketing strategies, even as team-based
production continues to resist the Romantic model of the solitary genius.
For the late-1990s titles in focus here, the tension between dispersed
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authorship and emergent auteurism is part of their transnational texture.
Nevertheless, Japanese narrative traditions have long been

characterized by textual multiplicity, anonymity, and the absence of a
speaking “I,” features that destabilize the notion of a singular creative
voice (Karatani 6–9). This resistance to centralized authorship maps
uncannily onto early Japanese game production, where developers often
worked in teams and released games under pseudonyms or collective
aliases (Kohler). These conditions help explain why games like Resident
Evil and Silent Hill, while deeply authored in their aesthetic logic and
narrative design, resist being tied to a single creative authority. Instead,
they emerge from collaborative and intertextual processes more aligned
with Barthes’ model of dispersed textuality than with the auteur model of
film or literature. Decentered authorship also intersects with the way
Japanese games were designed for global markets. As Koichi
Iwabuchi argues in Recentering Globalization, Japanese cultural products,
particularly video games and electronics, often undergo a process of
deliberate de-odorization, a strategic softening or suppression of culturally
specific markers in order to appeal to international consumers (27–36).
Yet in the case of Resident Evil and Silent Hill, this process is far from
complete. While both games draw heavily on American horror hypotexts
and employ settings that mimic Western iconography, rural towns,
hospitals, schools, their affective textures are infused with Japanese
aesthetics, cosmologies, and narrative rhythms. These titles thus function
as what Iwabuchi terms culturally hybrid commodities: products that
circulate globally but still carry residual “odors” of their cultural origins
(43–44). Therefore, the games are neither wholly Western nor
conventionally Japanese, but rather ambivalent texts that oscillate between
cultural registers, embodying the productive tensions of transnational
media flow.

Finally, on the medium-specific side of our inquiry, Espen J.
Aarseth’s concept of ergodic literature will be instrumental. Scholarship in
game studies has since extended and complicated Aarseth’s original
framework. In “The Game Itself?,” Aarseth and Sebastian Möring, for
example, argue for a hermeneutics of computer games attentive to the
interplay of system, interface, and player agency. This perspective aligns
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closely with the survival horror’s design philosophy, as here meaning
emerges from mechanical constraint and spatial traversal. Likewise, Johan
Huizinga’s foundational work on play can be productively supplemented
by more recent accounts that situate games within transnational media
ecologies (Hutchinson, Japanese Culture; Pelletier-Gagnon and
Hutchinson, Japanese Role-Playing Games), challenging any singularly
Western genealogy of ludic form. Aarseth originally defined the ergodic
mode as one that involves a “nontrivial” effort by the consumer to traverse
the text (Cybertext 152). This ties conveniently to the structuralist
understanding as well as to the two franchises in question, as both hinge
on an inextricable connection between hermeneutic engagement
(interpreting riddles, mapping space, deciphering clues) and proairetic
progression, whereby new locations, items, or narrative branches are
unlocked through successful traversal. These games do not simply test the
player’s reflexes against superior enemies; they also necessitate cerebral
investment, often grounded in environmental mapping and puzzle-solving,
tasks that cinema cannot demand, and that literature rarely simulates. This
effect is further intensified through medium-specific mechanics: Resident
Evil orchestrates horror-inducing tension via sudden ontological breaches:
moments when a zombie lurches from offscreen or a Cerberus-like dog
smashes through a window as events that violently intrude upon the
player’s perceptual field. This is a form of mise-en-play, a ludic echo of
cinematic mise-en-scène. Silent Hill complicates this further, turning fog-
drenched suburbia into a disorienting labyrinth of broken radios, occluded
paths, and auditory hallucinations. The world resists mastery.
Disorientation becomes epistemic. Capcom’s game also structures its
horror through epistemic fragmentation exemplified by multiple endings,
unlocked only through opaque combinations of behavior. A canonical
ending may depend on how long players linger with certain characters,
which items they choose, or the order of their traversal. Resident Evil,
while overall more linear, still rewards environmental inquiry, through
scattered diaries, lab notes, and ambient signs that invite interpretive
reconstruction. Linda Hutcheon insists that “an adaptation is a derivation
that is not derivative – a work that is second without being secondary. It is
its own palimpsestic thing” (9). Both franchises exemplify this ethos.
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They are not Night of the Living Dead: The Game or Blue Velvet 2, but
opaque, hybrid adaptations that intensify, distort, and refract their
hypotexts into new cultural machines. Their adaptive opacity affirms the
central claim of this article: that horror narratives mutate meaningfully
across media and national borders, precisely not as imitations, but as
recursive acts of transformation that demand renewed attention to affect,
authorship, and flow.

Haunted by the West: American Horror Tropes through
a Japanese Ludic Lens

The transmedial and transcultural logic outlined finds its most immediate
expression in the narrative DNA of both Resident Evil and Silent Hill.
While neither franchise is an adaptation in the strict Genettean sense, both
derive core affective and aesthetic structures from American horror
cinema. Resident Evil takes as its hypotext the zombie apocalypse model
codified by Romero, particularly Night of the Living Dead (1968) and its
sequels, remediating this tradition through a more tactical, exploration-
based ludic structure. Silent Hill, by contrast, draws on a broader and
more psychologically inflected cinematic archive, fusing the dream-logic
trauma of Jacob’s Ladder (1990) with Lynch’s visual surrealism and even
borrowing set design cues, most notably the Midwich Elementary School
in the first game, from seemingly unrelated Hollywood sources
like Kindergarten Cop (1990). These references are neither hidden nor
accidental; rather, they mark the games as cultural hypertexts, constructed
through deliberate transformation of Western genre tropes and aesthetic
fragments of a partly-fabulated inventory of American life (Toyama and
Sato).
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Fig. 1: Opening full-motion video (FMV) sequence from Resident Evil (1996).
The use of live-action footage featuring Western amateur actors frames the game
as a remediation of American horror cinema, invoking the aesthetics of 1980s
zombie films and B-movie stylings while filtering them through a Japanese
production lens. Source: Capcom.

These cinematic references, however, do not function as mere homage or
aesthetic overlay. Instead, they are fundamentally restructured by the logic
of gameplay, transformed into spatialized, interactive experiences of dread.
Where Romero’s films rely on escalating scenes of societal collapse and
claustrophobic group dynamics, Resident Evil remediates this tension
through inventory scarcity, claustrophobic camera angles, and sudden
shifts in perspective that place the player in a position of cognitive,
emotive, and motoric vulnerability. The player is made vulnerable not
only to the narrative world but to the mechanics that govern it:
conservation of resources, decoding of spatial puzzles, and the
management of psychological stress. Perpetual and subliminal medium
awareness thus adds to the affective profundity. In Silent Hill, the
affective register becomes even more disorienting: the fixed and fog-
obscured third-person perspective, the ambient soundscape of radio static
and inaudible groans, and the perpetual uncertainty about one’s
orientation in space all work to proceduralize psychological horror. The
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hypotexts are thus not simply cited or re-presented; they are performed,
reassembled into what Alexander Galloway calls an “action-based”
cultural form, one that situates the player within the aesthetic event rather
than positioning them as a spectatorial observer (2) – a feat accomplished
by the ergodic nature of experience. Horror becomes habitable.

In the case of Resident Evil, this means that zombie narratives,
especially Romero’s, should be understood as hypotexts with significant
gravitational pull on the game’s conceptual design. The franchise
remediates these sources by adding layers of perpetual stress, procedural
pacing, and punctuated moments of violent release, transforming them
into components of a mutable palimpsest. In his reading of
Romero, Steven Shaviro highlights Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s
formulation of the zombie as a singularly modern myth, one that reflects
the anxieties of capitalist culture, instrumental reason, and contagion
(Deleuze and Guattari 335; Shaviro 82). Shaviro emphasizes the cathartic
intensity produced by cinema’s temporal compression (103–104),
but Resident Evil suspends this catharsis, offering instead what we might
term a walkable cataclysm: a navigable environment in which apocalyptic
affect is extended across hours of spatial engagement and recursive play.
Fascination with the collapse of order and its reinstalment against
apocalyptic aesthetic adds here significantly to the player’s trajectory
from inferiority to epistemic and mechanical mastery. The domestic space
(utilizing the gothic trope of an abandoned mansion) becomes militarized,
the mansion rigged with traps and procedural puzzles, turning architecture
into a survival machine. Resident Evil literalizes the biopolitical regulation
of life: players conserve health, manage limited resources, and move
through areas policed by bioengineered bodies. The undead are not
metaphors of death so much as agents of logistical disruption, breaking
the rhythm of the game and forcing recalibration. Even its infamous
inventory system, managing ink ribbons, healing herbs, and ammunition,
can be read as a logistics simulator under stress, demanding players
internalize scarcity as both narrative theme and gameplay mechanic. This
sensible ludic emphasis on resourcefulness and scarcity has perhaps even
reflected on its own hypotext, as cinematic zombie narratives of the early
2000s seem to utilize the survival toolbox of their ergodic counterparts –



111 Playing the American Nightmare

Romero’s own Diary of the Dead (2007) appears strikingly representative
of this in both its mediation and plot. Where the first Resident Evil had
introduced players to the remote mansion by showing a short film starring
Western amateur actors that is as low brow as it is now iconic, the series
became emblematic of the cultural manifestation of the zombie in just a
few years.

If Resident Evil literalizes the zombie apocalypse as a tense,
navigable system of survival and scarcity, then Silent Hill retools
American psychological horror into something altogether more ambient,
ambiguous, and estranged. While Jacob’s Ladder offers a cinematic
hypotext in which trauma takes the form of a disintegrating reality, Silent
Hill takes this masochistic fascination further and amplifies the affective
dissonance by turning trauma into space itself. The town here becomes a
maze of occluded vision, locked doors, inexplicable architecture, and
sound cues that are often more terrifying than visible threats. The game’s
fog mechanics, radio static, and third-person perspective do not just
convey disorientation, they proceduralize it, placing the player inside a
psychological space that cannot be stabilized. As such, the player does not
simply watch trauma unfold; they must inhabit it, navigate it, and
occasionally succumb to it. Where cinema disturbs, the game adds
dislocation, an immersive effect that hinges on the careful balance
between hermeneutic tension and proairetic progression.

Both Jacob’s Ladder and Lynch’s work, particularly Blue
Velvet and Twin Peaks (1990-1991), serve as hypotexts not merely
because of their visual signatures, but because they construct dread
through temporal dislocation and epistemic instability. In Jacob’s Ladder,
the protagonist’s trauma is not revealed but leaked into the narrative in
fragments, disorienting the viewer’s sense of cause and consequence.
Similarly Dionysian, Lynch’s suburban horrors are haunted precisely by
what remains unseen, with his spaces functioning as affective voids, filled
with narrative excess but drained of stable meaning. These cinematic
logics are proceduralized in Silent Hill: not only is the player forced to
inhabit these conditions, but the game denies them the stabilizing gaze of
continuity editing or narrative exposition. The fog does not simply
obscure, but it aestheticizes absence. Like the filmic inspirations, Silent
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Hill suspends the player in an unresolved epistemological register. In
Barthes’ terms, the text remains open, writerly, and punctuated with voids
that the player must navigate but can never fully close – the triumph of
hermeneutic ambiguity (S/Z 158). The first Silent Hill introduces Harry S.
Mason and his daughter Cheryl into the fog-wrapped town, soon losing
the latter to an esoteric conspiracy rooted in cult activity. The town’s
architectural layout mimics American suburbia, but its symbolic grammar
aligns with body horror, trauma fiction, and dream logic. Silent Hill
2 deepens the epistemological and emotional stakes: James Sunderland,
drawn to the town by a letter from his deceased wife, navigates a decaying
city overlaid with retributive symbolism. The town mutates – both
literally and metaphorically – across the player’s traversal.

Fig. 2: Christina Aguilera at the 1999 Teen Choice Awards (left) and Maria from
Silent Hill 2 (right). The visual resemblance underscores the reverberance of
Millennial culture in the series – adding to it the abject quality of physical
degradation and the contamination of physical desire. Source: Getty Images /
Konami.

Each environment, from the hospital to the prison to the infamous
Lakeview Hotel, functions as an externalization of internal collapse. In
this, the game echoes Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment (1866),
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an influence explicitly acknowledged by art director Takayoshi Sato in an
interview, “Silence Is Golden.” The game requires players to inhabit
moral ambivalence rather than resolve it, as James’s guilt is not told but
architecturalized. And yet, only through successful hermeneutic and
proairetic navigation can the truth of James’s act, mercy killing or self-
pitying murder, fully emerge. Narrative closure is contingent, not given.

Both games were released into a millennial moment primed for
their reception. Silent Hill appeared alongside The Blair Witch Project
(1999), which also mobilized analogue horror, disorientation, and
epistemic fragmentation. Resident Evil and its immediate successors
emerged into the height of Y2K paranoia, where fears of algorithmic
failure echoed deeper cultural anxieties about apocalypse and
obsolescence. Francis Fukuyama’s “end of history” thesis (1992) had left
a void of cultural dialectics: a suspended present in which trauma and
repetition replaced narrative teleology. These games, especially Silent Hill,
resonate powerfully with that temporal disjunction. Even the game’s
aesthetic and cultural references participate in this feedback loop. Maria,
the spectral doppelgänger of James’s wife, seems to be modeled on
Christina Aguilera’s appearance at the 1999 Teen Choice Awards. Eddy, a
deranged character whose narrative includes themes of bullying and
murder, can be read as echoing American school shooting anxieties. These
are not incidental inclusions; they are evidence of reverse documentation:
Japanese developers inscribing a Western cultural moment through eerie
distortion. Who, then, is the documentalist of these fractured American
dreams?

Indigenous Hauntings: Japanese Aesthetics

As should be expected, millennial anticipation and Y2K anxiety were not
confined to the United States. In Japan, whose rapid postwar consumer
electronics expansion has long shaped both domestic and international
perceptions of technological modernity, the fear of algorithmic
malfunction alone was perhaps sufficient to trigger apocalyptic
speculation. One need only look at another game released at the same
cultural moment, The Legend of Zelda: Majora’s Mask (2000), whose
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developers have frequently described the project as shadowed by a
pervasive sense of dread and ontological finality, as well as overbearing
crunch during the fast-paced development (Nightingale). While not a
horror game in the conventional sense, Majora’s Mask is brooding,
cyclical, and fatalistic, offering a haunting parallel to the themes we have
explored so far in Resident Evil and Silent Hill. This ambient
apocalypticism also finds cinematic form in the horror films of director
Kiyoshi Kurosawa that were so influential around the turn of the
Millennium, and whose Pulse (2001) depicts spectral invasions through
the internet, and in Hideo Nakata’s Ringu (1998), where analogue
technology, specifically the VHS tape, serves as the vehicle for contagion
and spiritual corruption. These films crystallize the millennial fear that
outdated, or poorly understood, media might harbor uncanny forces just as
it is about to be replaced by new technologies, a concern echoed in the
haunted radios and corrupted recordings of Silent Hill. In both Japanese
horror cinema and games, the uncanny emerges not just from monsters,
but from media systems themselves, now experienced as unstable,
contaminated, or alive. The world into which humans are thrown here
suggests, rather than explicitly displays, a phantom agency outside of the
realm of epistemological awareness. Strikingly, ecological
miscommunication here makes a trajectory from the natural (as in
Romanticism and the Gothic) to the man-made (technology and a world of
consumer-products with unexpected interiority).

Interestingly, a recurring trope across these millennial horror media
texts is the endangered or absent child. In Ringu, it is a child’s trauma that
drives the curse forward; in Majora’s Mask, the world is threatened by a
childlike figure wearing a mask that channels planetary destruction;
in Silent Hill, both the first and third games center on missing girls
manipulated by cults or cosmic forces. Even Resident Evil’s sequels
include cloned or mutated children as symbols of genetic trespass. This
fixation suggests a deeper cultural unease with legacy and reproduction,
whether biological, technological, or narrative. As the millennium turned,
Japanese horror became a site for staging anxieties not only about the end
of a historical cycle, but about what kind of future, if any, might be
inherited by the next generation.

Beyond transmedial exchange and ludic form, both Resident Evil
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and Silent Hill are legible through the lens of Japanese aesthetics and
cultural history. Classical concepts such as yūgen (profound, mysterious
depth), mono no aware (a poignant sensitivity to impermanence), and
wabi-sabi (an appreciation of imperfection and transience) originate in
medieval poetics and Noh theatre (Keene; Juniper). Far from being
antiquated categories, these aesthetics have undergone a sustained
resignification in modern Japanese culture. As Susan Napier has shown,
mono no aware has become a structuring affect in contemporary anime,
where it expresses melancholy, fragility, and the beauty of loss (253–254).
Similarly, wabi-sabi has been embraced in design, architecture, and media
arts as a counterpoint to Western ideals of permanence and symmetry
(Koren 9–10). Yūgen, once central to Zeami’s Noh treatises, remains a
touchstone for articulating atmospheric ambiguity and depth in
contemporary media (Keene 214–216; Berque 137–140). Even if these
concepts are not consciously applied by developers, they persist as
cultural refrains, refracted into new forms.

This refracted aesthetic lens clarifies why Silent Hill’s fog-laden
town, its ambient soundscapes, and the gradual unraveling of memory and
trauma embody an ethos of melancholic uncertainty as absence becomes
more charged than presence, and disorientation acquires a quasi-spiritual
quality. In stark contrast, Resident Evil invites comparison not only with
Noh-derived suspense but also with the deeper historical traumas of
Japan’s twentieth century. Its preoccupation with mutation, contagion, and
bioengineered monstrosity, unleashed on civilian populations, inevitably
echoes the biopolitical horrors of Hiroshima, Nagasaki, and Minamata. As
Napier argues, the atomic bomb and its aftermath remain foundational for
understanding postwar Japanese cultural production (253). Resident Evil
is thus more than a remediation of Western zombie mythos but functions
as a technogothic meditation on exposure, contamination, and survival,
filtered through a national consciousness shaped by catastrophe. Both
games, then, while borrowing liberally from American horror, are equally
shaped by Japanese philosophies of beauty, trauma, and ambiguity, which
they proceduralize through their world design and affective atmospheres.

While Silent Hill makes its Japanese cultural encoding more
explicit through ritual symbolism and affective tone, Resident Evil is no
less rooted in Japanese narrative and aesthetic logic. Its procedural design
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and haunted domesticity echo the kaidan tradition, where horror often
emerges not from sudden violence but from the slow revelation of a past
wrong that lingers within space (Iwasaka and Toelken 45; Kawamata 87),
a culturally relevant chronotope that is no less relevant than its Western
gothic counterpart. The Spencer Mansion, like the haunted houses of
Japanese ghost stories, is, overall, less a combat zone than a narrative
labyrinth, filled with revenant documents, ambient dread, and spatial
memory. Moreover, Resident Evil's recurring obsession with
contamination, mutation, and bodily rupture aligns closely with Shinto-
Buddhist notions of kegare (ritual impurity).3 The player does not simply
face external threats; they navigate a space spiritually and biologically out
of balance. Thus, Resident Evil is not merely a gamified Western zombie
film, it is a techno-organic ghost story, where infection serves as both
narrative device and metaphysical condition. This resonance is heightened
by the series’ emphasis on hybrid monstrosity: creatures like the Tyrant or
Nemesis are not just grotesque, they are products of scientific hubris, a
theme that overlaps with Japanese atomic-age anxieties and postwar
bioethics, as well as the male gothic excess of Western counterparts. Thus,
even as Resident Evil seems to reappropriate Western iconography, it
reconfigures it within a Japanese aesthetic framework that values slow
unveiling, architectural dread, and the persistence of spiritual pollution.

The idea that these games’ architecture oscillates between the realm
it is fashioned after and the environment it was crafted in is perhaps most
potently displayed by the public buildings players visit in the first two
Silent Hill games. This resonance extends most vividly to the use of
schools, particularly Midwich Elementary, modeled after the school
in Kindergarten Cop (1990). While this architectural mimicry was a
pragmatic design choice, the school’s cultural charge far exceeds its
Western referent. In Japan, schools are not only one of the most
significant fulcra of societal integration and the most major abode during
life’s first two decades (even much more strongly than in the United
States), they are also deeply imbricated in psychic development, folklore,
and ghost stories – from Hanako-san to countless manga and anime series
featuring nocturnal explorations of the local school.4 This anxiety finds a
contemporary echo in the forthcoming Silent Hill f, which situates its
horror in a Japanese high school setting, intensifying the cultural
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resonance of the school as a liminal and haunted space. The schools’
nocturnal emptiness, long corridors, and fluorescent flicker have become
aesthetic shorthand for spiritual intrusion. In Silent Hill, this results in a
dual encoding: Western architecture haunted by Eastern codes, realism
overlaid with ritual. Mark Fisher’s theorization of “the eerie,” that
unsettling feeling “when there is nothing present where there should be
something, or something present where there should be nothing” (61), is
especially apt here. The school becomes a semiotic void, a heterotopic
hall of mirrors where both presence and absence destabilize the subject. In
the case of the first game, this manifests once more through sonic and
visual distortions, such as the shrieking of enemies outside the field of
vision and a strange, impure debris that could be read as snow-turned-
kegare, a transformation of something usually associated with purity into
a sign of ritual pollution and ontological imbalance.

Indeed, Silent Hill as a whole is best understood as a Foucauldian
heterotopia: a site that reflects, distorts, and displaces multiple orders of
space simultaneously. As Michel Foucault notes, heterotopias are
“counter-sites,” real and imagined at once, layered with temporal and
symbolic multiplicity ( 4). The school in Silent Hill initially manifests as a
heterotopia of crisis, reserved for those in states of transition or cultural
instability, especially adolescents. But as the game progresses, it becomes
also a heterotopia of deviation (housing the insane), of ritual (requiring
symbolic purification), of time (looping trauma), of illusion (warping
perception), and, most poignantly, of compensation – a mirror-world
constructed to make visible what is absent or disavowed in “normal”
space. James Sunderland’s interior masochistic descent is enabled
precisely by the town’s strange oscillation between the familiar sites of
public rapport and their distortion – urging reflection on the very
heterotopic nature of the very real site in the non-diegetic world. This
extends both to the portrayal of the game’s technically American
infrastructure, as well as the Japanese odor it gains in the cultural
translation. As Foucault argues, heterotopias are not merely other spaces
but reflective distortions – they mirror, compress, and reconfigure the
wider cultural norms and symbolic orders of the society that produces
them. This structure synthesizes the transcultural position of Silent
Hill itself. It borrows American architecture, repopulates it with Japanese
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mythic logic, and generates a spatial affect that is neither fully Eastern nor
Western. In doing so, it does not just juxtapose cultural codes; it creates a
third space, a playable palimpsest of cross-cultural hauntings. The town is
not a simulation of America by Japan, nor vice versa, but a procedural
hallucination of both, filtered through trauma, ritual, and melancholic
aesthetics. It is a heterotopia of transnational anxiety, where the sacred
and the profane, the personal and the cultural, the American and the
Japanese, are rendered inoperable as binaries, and instead, fused into a
shifting, haunted middle. Ultimately, Silent Hill functions not only as a
heterotopia but as a transtextual space, where psychic and cultural debris
accumulate across interwoven narratives, rendering the gameworld a site
of affective and epistemic instability.

A Transcultural Feedback Loop

The reciprocal influence of Japanese survival horror on Western media
becomes especially evident in Dead Space (2008), a title that does not
merely borrow aesthetic techniques from Resident Evil and Silent Hill but
proceduralizes their logics anew. Developed by EA Redwood Shores and
set aboard a derelict mining vessel orbiting a dead planet (in a clear nod to
certain Ridley Scott and James Cameron movies), the game reconfigures
survival horror tropes (resource scarcity, claustrophobic architecture,
epistemic fragmentation) within a sci-fi idiom that renders visible the
mechanics of genre mutation. The influence of Resident Evil 4 is overt:
the over-the-shoulder camera, diegetic HUD, and limb-targeting system
are directly inherited. Yet it also intensifies Silent Hill’s fascination with
perceptual instability, embedding fragmented holograms, corrupted audio
logs, and hallucinatory imagery that disorients player cognition and
world-comprehension. If Resident Evil taught players how to regulate fear
through tactical conservation, and Silent Hill taught them to question their
own sensory field, Dead Space fuses these epistemologies into a design
paradigm grounded in relentless tension and spatial distrust. The result is
not simply aesthetic borrowing, but what Jay David Bolter and Richard
Grusin describe as remediation: a process by which new media refashion
old forms while acknowledging their historical presence and affective
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charge (45–46). Accordingly, the game’s necromorphs, like previous
zombies, are not just adversaries; they are haunted genre forms, spectral
and visceral palimpsests that point to an intermedial horror tradition
spanning film, games, and literature. As before, Dead Space does not
adapt Silent Hill or Resident Evil directly; rather, it re-enacts their
anxieties in a new register, one helped by the technical prowess of a new
hardware generation (Xbox 360/PS3). The genre loop becomes legible as
feedback: a system in which ludic, cinematic, and narrative logics are no
longer nationally contained, but globally reprocessed, technically iterated,
and affectively reamplified in both directions, with Japanese and Western
media continually absorbing, reshaping, and reinserting each other’s
horror grammars into new works.

If Dead Space reimagines the ludic inheritance of Japanese survival
horror, then Christophe Gans’s Silent Hill (2006) represents a more overt
attempt to remediate Japanese horror aesthetics within a Western
cinematic framework. Unlike most Hollywood horror films, which adapt
literary hypotexts or reboot familiar franchises, Silent Hill derives from a
Japanese-developed video game series that was itself already a cross-
cultural collage. Gans indeed preserves much of the game’s symbolic
architecture: there is the fog-drenched suburbia, fractured timelines,
environmental storytelling, and even Akira Yamaoka’s original score.
Sound design (metallic groans, ambient drones, and radio static) operates
as both diegetic effect and narrative driver across the ludic and filmic
Silent Hill, translating player dread into cinematic immersion. But this
fidelity is paradoxical: the film does not return to an origin but mirrors an
earlier transformation. It is not an adaptation of a text, but an adaptation of
an adaptation, a recursive Western attempt to reproduce a Japanese
interpretation of American horror. This is where Henry Jenkins’s concept
of “transmedia storytelling” applies: “A transmedia story unfolds across
multiple media platforms with each new text making a distinctive and
valuable contribution to the whole” (97). The film by no means clarifies
nor expands the game’s lore in linear terms. Instead, it amplifies the
original’s affective logic, particularly its atmosphere of loss, repression,
and perceptual instability, through cinematic form. It performs a kind of
aesthetic recursion: a Western cinematic structure haunted by a Japanese
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ludic form, itself already derived from American hypotexts. What results
is not a return to source, but a genre mirror held up to the recursive
circuits of global media flow, a process in which remediation is the rule,
not the exception. This formal recursion also highlights a critical
difference in medial affordance. Where films must constantly negotiate
the tension between actor and character, image and signifier, video games
– like animation – circumvent this doubleness by allowing players to
inhabit the diegetic world directly. Horror games, especially those in the
survival genre, engage what we might call the psychic location of the
thing itself: a direct, visceral confrontation with dread that does not rely
on the metaphorical mediation typical of live-action film. This immediacy
may explain why attempts to adapt horror games into films, such as Silent
Hill (2006), often feel necessarily estranged from the affective core of
their source material: the cinematic form is once removed, caught in a
semiotic loop of representation, while games activate horror through
bodily interface, navigational uncertainty, and sustained immersion.

The most compelling expression of this loop may be found in The
Evil Within (2014), directed by Resident Evil creator Shinji Mikami.
Developed by the Tokyo-based Tango Gameworks and published by the
American company Bethesda, The Evil Within embodies yet a new
transnational configuration: a Japanese auteur working within Western
production infrastructures to create a globally oriented horror text. The
game fuses Resident Evil’s over-the-shoulder shooting mechanics
and Silent Hill’s psychogenic spaces with American-style pacing and
design modularity. It borrows the symbolic grammar of Japanese and
American cinematic horror and the narrative compression of Western
action games but reshapes them through a Japanese lens of aesthetic and
procedural dread. The resulting hybrid is not a postmodern pastiche, but a
strategic cultural synthesis: a horror grammar that loops recursively
through national, medial, and affective registers.

Thus, Jenkins’s model of transmedia storytelling intersects
fruitfully with Arjun Appadurai’s theorization of “mediascapes,” cultural
terrains shaped by the global circulation of narratives, genres, and affects
(33–36). The flow of horror aesthetics across platforms and national
borders does not form a linear trajectory, and arguably never has. Rather,
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it constitutes a circuit, a feedback loop in which each node (film, game,
franchise, or fandom) modifies and amplifies what came before,
consummating the palimpsestic process of creation. This dynamic recalls
the rhizomatic model invoked earlier: influence is always already
recursive, multiplicitous, and non-hierarchical. The horror genre thus
becomes a transmedia ecology: recursive, adaptive, and haunted not by a
single origin but by a shifting constellation of global imaginaries.

Japanese Horror as Cultural Hypertext

These games do not exist in isolation but operate within vast and evolving
paratextual networks that include films, forums, wikis, walkthroughs,
modding communities, and fan fiction. Their storyworlds become
collaborative architectures in which players do not merely interpret but
actively co-construct narrative meaning across media boundaries. As
Jenkins notes in Convergence Culture, transmedia storytelling encourages
a form of distributed authorship, where “each new text makes a distinctive
and valuable contribution to the whole” (97). While Jenkins’s focus often
lies with Western movie franchises, the conceptual scaffolding is equally
applicable to horror games such as Silent Hill and Resident Evil, which
have produced multi-authored ecosystems of meaning that far exceed their
initial textual frames. Marie-Laure Ryan has similarly described
transmedia storytelling as a practice that fosters “cognitive engagement”
and “participatory world-building” across diverse platforms (366). Even if
horror games initially appear as closed aesthetic systems, they exist within
what Genette terms a transtextual ensemble of texts, paratexts, intertexts,
hypertexts, and what he calls architexts: generic and discursive
frameworks that govern textual classification and expectation ( 1–2). This
participatory ecology not only plays a pivotal role in sustaining these
franchises over decades but also positions them as dynamic cultural
hypertexts: fragmented, nonlinear, and co-authored across national,
medial, and affective lines. Silent Hill 2 exemplifies this hypertextuality in
both form and afterlife. The game’s multiple endings, achieved through
subtle behavioral variations and epistemic cues, complicate the very
notion of a definitive or canonical narrative. Players who exhibit empathy
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toward other characters, collect key items, or trigger specific cutscenes
may receive profoundly different conclusions, including the now-iconic
“Leave,” “In Water,” “Maria,” or even the absurdist “Dog” and “UFO”
endings. This structural openness encourages not only replayability
but theorization, spawning decades of discussion on forums like Silent
Hill Heaven5 and Reddit threads that attempt to reconstruct the full
narrative through inference, speculation, and interpretive labor. The
canonical status of any one version remains deliberately unstable, and
authorial intent is supplanted by community consensus, if not outright
disagreement. In this way, Silent Hill 2 does not just tell a story; it invites
players to collaboratively narrativize and contextualize trauma, guilt, and
redemption. Barthes’s “death of the author” is here literalized in code. The
game relinquishes control to the player, who reconstructs meaning
through fragmented data, affective memory, and repeated traversal. The
game becomes a procedural archive, its truth contingent upon user
interaction. While Resident Evil may seem more linear at first glance, it
too sustains a rich paratextual afterlife that turns players into archivists
and critics. From speedrunning communities analyzing optimal item
routes to fan-created lore timelines attempting to reconcile decades of in-
game chronology, the fictional universe operates as a massive ludic
hypertext. Much like Genette’s notion of hypertextuality, where a later
text derives from an earlier one without directly citing it, many
subsequent Resident Evil entries, including remakes, prequels, and spin-
offs, build on implicit hypotexts (e.g., Resident Evil Zero, Code: Veronica)
without asserting narrative closure. The community here acts as a
stabilizing force: fan wikis track mutations in lore, continuity debates rage
in comment threads, and modders rework classic titles to fit new aesthetic
sensibilities. These processes illustrate that the horror franchise is no
longer the exclusive domain of its creators. It becomes a networked object:
persistent, adaptive, and increasingly governed by transnational,
participatory interpretation. Perhaps most compelling is the way both
franchises have created digital rituals and interpretive practices that mirror
spiritual or religious inquiry.

Silent Hill's lore, as we have seen rooted in occult symbolism,
cosmic ambiguity, and dream logic, has given rise to exegesis-like reading
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cultures, where players pore over apocryphal content as if deciphering
scripture. Resident Evil's emphasis on documentation (files, lab reports,
memos) lends the game a forensic quality: survival becomes dependent on
the archival act – the diegetic and non-diegetic realms engage in a
reciprocal genesis seldomly seen with movies. These dynamic displays
properties of ludic ethnography: players are not just surviving,
but collecting, interpreting, and preserving meaning under duress. These
games are not linear horror experiences with fixed endings but evolving
cultural artifacts whose horror is as much in the data as in the blood. To
read these games as cultural hypertexts is to recognize that their true
horror lies not in their monsters, but in their capacity to fragment, diffuse,
and replay trauma endlessly – perhaps a primary reason for their longevity
in the global cultural consciousness. As Huizinga famously argued,
“civilization arises and unfolds in and as play” (101). Understood this way,
the survival horror games analyzed in this article do not simply represent
dread, they proceduralize it as cultural memory and ludic infrastructure.
They preserve the imprint of Millennial malaise, staging ontological
collapse as an interactive system; they explore trauma not as narrative
endpoint but as epistemic terrain; and they embody cultural hybridity not
as metaphor but as playable logic. If Resident Evil and Silent Hill emerged
from a global mediascape, they return something more profound to it: a
walkable archive of affect, form, and memory in motion, and horror
becomes not just what is played, but how culture plays itself into being.
As the concluding section will show, this recursive horror logic
positions Resident Evil and Silent Hill as foundational nodes in a global
horror ecology: a system of media, memory, and affect that naturally
transcends genre and geography alike.

Conclusion: Toward a Global Horror Ecology

As this study has shown, the Resident Evil and Silent Hill games from the
late 1990s and early 2000s are emblematic of a cultural conception of
horror as palimpsestic form and transcultural hypertext. Protean in
structure and open to recursive interpretation, these ludic texts invite
reflection in two directions: back toward the cultural and narrative
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infrastructures from which they draw (American cinema, Gothic fiction,
even 19th-century Russian literature), and forward into the speculative
contributions of Japanese developers embedded in a radically different
historical and aesthetic tradition. The question posed earlier – who is the
documentalist? – resists resolution, and this should be understood not as a
failure but as an emancipatory virtue. American nightmares, while born of
specific anxieties such as contagion, technological loss of control, and the
fragility of epistemic boundaries, have been remixed into procedural
meditations that no longer require a singular point of origin.

That both series are legible through American and Japanese cultural
grammars testifies to the durability of horror as a medium of shared affect
and narrative plasticity. More importantly, it calls into question the
stability of cultural authorship itself. Barthes’ notion of the “cultural
code” (Barthes, S/Z 21) becomes especially apt here, not just in the
citation of motifs, but in the profound instability of the frameworks used
to interpret them. Resident Evil’s biopolitical and architectural logic,
developed by Japanese creatives steeped in postwar trauma and techno-
capitalist anxiety, restages, revises, and contaminates a Western genre
infrastructure inherited from Cold War-cinema and the Gothic
tradition. Silent Hill, by contrast, offers a spatial and affective critique of
America from the outside in: its vacated schools, pathologized bodies, and
overgrown hospitals are not simply imaginative excesses but distorted
mirrors of a national psyche. What they capture is not unreality, but a kind
of lateral reality, accessible only through spatial displacement, aesthetic
intercession, and recursive feedback.

Where, then, does global horror go from here? What emerges from
these transnational cycles is not a singular aesthetic trajectory but a
shifting ecology, adaptive, non-linear, and reflexively aware of its own
hybridity. Since the early 2000s, we have witnessed a profound exchange
of mechanics and atmospheres between East and West: Western shooters
incorporated survival horror mechanics (inventory stress, pacing, map-
based navigation), while Japanese games began to reassert indigenous
aesthetic systems with growing confidence. Persona 5 (2016), set
explicitly in Tokyo high schools and structured around the dialectic of the
mundane and the metaphysical, found unprecedented global success not
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despite its cultural specificity, but because of it. Its world is playable
Japanese everyday life, rendered uncanny through ritual, repetition, and
memory. Likewise, The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild (2017)
and Tears of the Kingdom (2023) abandon Western fantasy templates in
favor of a visual and spatial grammar rooted in yūgen, ma, and mono no
aware. These are not just aesthetic flourishes; they are structuring
principles, shaping how players perceive time, loss, and transience. At
times, these games feel like walkable ukiyo-e, evoking the world-as-flow
in the tradition of Hokusai or Hiroshige, and resonating directly with the
“walkable cataclysm” theorized earlier in this article. Meanwhile, the
Silent Hill series appears poised to complete its own cultural loop. The
forthcoming Silent Hill f returns the franchise not just to Japanese
production but to a Japanese setting, with historical references to the
Shōwa-era, ritual suicide, and cultural contagion. The gaze turns inward,
but the architecture of transnational horror remains: recursive, uncanny,
affectively fractured. This evolution does not signal a return to purity or
origin. Rather, it confirms what these games have always embodied: a
global horror ecology in which affect, form, and myth circulate without
fixed borders, carried forward by players, remediators, and ghosts alike.
And yet, part of the intercultural charm that proved so foundational for the
influence and popularity of the series could go missing, precisely because
a return to a more culturally specific and domesticated setting may temper
the franchise’s earlier transcultural ambivalence.

Seen in this light, the transnational horror ecology traced
across Resident Evil and Silent Hill is not only formal or cultural; it is also
historical, tethered to the anxious temporality of the millennial turn. These
games emerged at a moment when digital media had reached a new
threshold of immersion, and yet popular culture found itself in a state of
imaginative exhaustion. Fukuyama’s “end of history” may have been
premature as prophecy, but it perfectly captures the ambient malaise of the
period, an era haunted not by imminent futures but by stalled temporalities,
deferred catastrophes, and recursive narrative loops. Silent
Hill and Resident Evil, for all their monsters and mechanics, offered
players a means of inhabiting this melancholy: to explore the decaying
architectures of a dying century, to walk through trauma without
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resolution, to manage survival in the absence of meaning. Their recursive
narratives, affective ambiguities, and paratextual afterlives did not just
reflect the cultural psyche of the time, they shaped it, offering the
grammar for how to be haunted when no future seems forthcoming. In this
sense, survival horror at the millennium was never just a genre. It was a
worldview, encoded in code, waiting to be replayed. As Iwabuchi reminds
us, the global circulation of media does not erase cultural specificity; it
merely reconfigures it. While games like Resident Evil and Silent Hill may
appear deodorized to suit international tastes, they remain saturated with
what Iwabuchi calls the “cultural odor” of their origin: embedded
aesthetic sensibilities, historical anxieties, and affective rhythms that resist
total translation. Their horror is not just imported or exported but refracted,
recursively shaped by both global imaginaries and local ghosts. And if
these games defy singular authorship or stable origin, it is because
meaning itself has migrated from the intentions of a creator to the
performative, intertextual assemblage experienced by the player. Their
worlds are not authored in the traditional sense, but rather staged,
inhabited, and unfolded within heterotopic drift, where dread emerges not
from a central voice, but from the layered structures of space, history, and
affect that the player must traverse. These games, like the hypertexts
Genette describes, are haunted by deferrals and spectral structures;
meaning emerges not at the center, but in the recursive gaps between
returns. In a media ecology where authorship dissolves and stories
multiply across platforms and borders, horror games like Resident Evil
and Silent Hill offer more than just affective simulation – they model the
unstable architecture of global meaning-making itself.

Notes:

1 In Japanese folklore, yūrei are restless spirits of the dead, often bound to the
world of the living by unresolved trauma or ritual impurity, recurring as central
figures in literature, theatre, and modern horror.
2 Gérard Genette defines a hypertext as any text derived from a
prior hypotext through transformation rather than commentary, emphasizing
structural and intertextual relationships rather than fidelity to an original (5).
3 In Shinto thought, kegare refers to a state of defilement caused by contact with
death, blood, or corruption, conditions that disrupt the balance between the
human and the sacred. Such impurity requires ritual purification (harae) to restore
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harmony (Nelson 73–75). In a Buddhist inflection, kegare also resonates with
attachment to the body and the impermanence of form, marking the flesh itself as
a locus of spiritual pollution. The valuable connection to Resident Evil lies in the
fact that the proliferation of viral infection literalizes these ideas: the
contaminated body becomes both threat and signifier of imbalance, demanding
not only combat but symbolic purification.
4 Hanako-san, a yūrei said to haunt school toilets, is emblematic of the school as
a liminal site in Japanese cultural imagination, a place where order falters and
hauntings emerge. The motif recurs across anime and video games, from Chibi
Maruko-chan and Detective Conan to Persona 3, where the school becomes a
stage for nocturnal rituals, psychic dislocation, and uncanny visitation.
5 Silent Hill Heaven, a long-standing fan forum, has functioned since the early
2000s as an evolving archive of fan theories, modding projects, and exegesis. It
not only tracks the franchise’s transmedia development but exemplifies the
hypertextual afterlife of horror games in participatory culture.
See: https://silenthillforum.com.
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