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			What Is 
Silent Hill 2?

			Writing a book about any “classic” video game always carries the threat of nostalgia poisoning. Does a specific gameplay cycle work because it evokes fun or because it only evokes memories of fun? Do vintage graphics hold up because of their artful design or because the writer had them on their bedsheets twenty years ago? That is to say, it can be easy to confuse an appreciation of art with an appreciation of an appreciation of art.

			Fortunately, Silent Hill 2 is not a nostalgic game.

			Sure, I remember playing Konami’s survival horror masterpiece for the first time in high school. I even remember the game blowing my dumb high school mind. I wouldn’t be writing this book if I didn’t. But unlike Super Mario Bros. or Street Fighter II or [insert your favorite retro game], playing Silent Hill 2 today resists that feeling of comforting fondness because it is neither comforting nor fond.

			Before we go any further, if you haven’t played Silent Hill 2, go do it now. Unfortunately, unless rumors of a remake become true, that’s easier said than done. Too bad; it’s worth it. Buy a PS2 or Xbox online and hunt down a used copy. The game was also released on PC, but until an online store like GOG puts it up for sale digitally, tracking down that CD-ROM is quite a task too—let alone applying fan-made patches to make it work on modern operating systems. There’s even a Silent Hill 2 “Enhanced Edition” unofficial upgrade to the game. If you absolutely have to, the Xbox 360 version of Silent Hill HD Collection works on modern Xbox systems, even though it butchers the experience by switching up voice actors and losing atmospheric graphical effects. 

			Did you put down the book and play the game? Of course you didn’t, so here’s a quick refresher.

			At its core, Silent Hill 2 is a 2001 survival horror game in the vein of the early entries in Capcom’s Resident Evil series—a third-person action adventure in which the player moves from area to area, blasting through enemies and solving puzzles. 

			Progression through the game is relatively linear; you might get turned around in an apartment building and miss an item here or there, but there remains a relatively straightforward path Konami’s designers expect you to take. Area maps—as well as their helpful automatic markings when you find blocked or locked doors—make it almost too easy to find where you’re supposed to go next. For all the series’s narrative themes of mental confusion and isolation, you as a player rarely get “lost” in Silent Hill 2.

			Combat also follows standard late 1990s/early 2000s survival horror: You can run or fend off baddies with weapons such as wooden planks, guns, or (if you know how to get it) a giant knife. As was, and still is, often the case in the genre, ammo and healing kits are always in short supply. Occasionally, you’ll come across “bosses”—hulking monstrosities that serve more as dramatic bullet sponges than they do actual in-game threats. This is especially true of the ever-popular “Pyramid Head,” a recurring enemy with—you won’t believe this—a pyramid for a head. Meanwhile, combat difficulty is adjustable at the start of each run, making the game both more accessible to fans and easier on writers who have to play this gauntlet of sadness over and over again to try to get every ending. 

			Between all the running and fighting are small puzzles that require logic, items, and paying attention to your environment. These puzzles range from the bizarre to the deeply disturbing—from an in-game trivia challenge to figuring out which of six hanged corpses in the Labyrinth was innocent of a crime. Completing these puzzles rewards you with further game progression or much-needed items. Hints and riddle-like solutions are usually available nearby, and, like combat, the puzzles’ difficulty can be adjusted before starting the game.

			But gameplay isn’t the main reason Silent Hill 2 is so fondly remembered. It’s the tale of James Sunderland and his late wife, Mary, that makes the game truly special. Our protagonist receives a letter from the long-dead Mary asking him to return to their “special place,” i.e., the town of Silent Hill. As James moves through various locations, such as rotting apartment buildings and a moldering hotel, he learns the truth about his marriage. Spoiler alert: The truth about his marriage is that he murdered his wife. So that’s fun.

			While James is the only playable character in the game, he’s far from the only one lying to themself—and us—about their past.

			The seductive Maria just happens to look identical to Mary (and is played by the same amazing actress, Monica Taylor Horgan). Both a romantic interest and foil, Maria alternately flirts with James and taunts him, an echo of his toxic marriage. Maria also repeatedly dies in cutscenes throughout the game, only to later appear alive as if nothing happened at all. Yet the player ultimately has more control over her fate than the game lets on: In-game actions can determine outcomes such as Maria leaving town with James or becoming the final boss monster.

			Then there’s Angela, a suicidal woman who was physically and sexually abused by her family. We first come across Angela in a mental fog, searching for her mother in a graveyard. Later, we learn that Angela murdered her father and possibly her brother—adding guilt to the intense shame of her abuse. Her story ends with her ascending a flaming staircase into—well, we don’t know what! Let’s talk about it later!

			Meanwhile, Eddie is an awkward man-child who spent his life being bullied for his weight. This once led to Eddie allegedly lashing out by severely injuring a tormentor and killing their dog. Throughout the game, Eddie’s paranoia and rage only grow: He eventually accuses James of bullying him and becomes the only boss battle against a regular human being in the game. Unlike Angela or James, Eddie relishes his rage, unconvincingly bragging about his body count to impress others around him.

			Young orphan Laura, however, seems wholly unaffected by the town. She skips and laughs through locations filled with monsters, spending less energy on escaping than she does taunting James. Yet Laura’s anger seems to be justified. Mary was set to adopt her before she was murdered by James, which itself hides an even greater mystery: If Mary died years ago, as James believes, how is Laura the same age? Spooky. Not as spooky as a tragic murder, granted, but still.

			Some of these questions are left entirely up to the player’s imagination. Others are somewhat clarified by the game’s multiple endings, which themselves are again realized through mostly minor, seemingly inconsequential decisions made by the player. It’s very possible for those delving into the game without a guide to find themselves at an ending and have no idea how they got there—or think it’s the only one.

			But that’s not to say that gameplay is just window dressing until the end. As critic Ewan Kirkland puts it in his paper, “Restless Dreams and Shattered Memories”: “Silent Hill is a town populated with traumatised protagonists struggling to deal with repressed memories, often externalised in the form of monsters and boss creatures which must be battled in order to complete the game.” Forcing players to confront trauma through gameplay makes Silent Hill 2 a deeply unpleasant experience. 

			It also makes the game one of the first mainstream titles to seriously deal with trauma, bullying, depression, abuse, and suicide. And it’s still one of the best; Silent Hill 2 remains as compelling an experience today as it did nearly twenty years ago. The game exists on its own terms. Its characters and monsters and themes beg for continued play and critical consumption—hence the book you’re now reading. 

			While obviously not the first game to tell a story, Silent Hill 2 was a primordial prototype of the two decades of narrative-driven exploration games that followed. Playing it never feels nostalgic, and outside of the game’s slightly dated controls, it never comes off as a “throwback.” If anything, the game feels more at home today than it did in 2001. 

			Whereas critics at the time expected big action and hard jump scares in their survival horror, many games today—especially indie horror games—have taken cues from the slow build and discomforting sense of loss in the Silent Hill series and especially Silent Hill 2. Even beyond straightforward survival horror, echoes of Silent Hill 2’s slow breakdown of complicated relationships can be seen in games such as Layers of Fear (2016), themselves more exploratory horror titles. 

			Silent Hill 2 remains a vital experience because it respects itself and its audience. The game isn’t long—yet it tells an emotionally complicated story within just a handful of hours. We’re never overfed exposition on characters—there’s no “evil plan” to reveal, no dossier to pick up that explains everything.

			Less is more here, and Silent Hill 2 nails that mantra at every step. The fog, woefully removed in the HD remake, hides enough of the town to keep it feeling both vast and claustrophobic. The voice acting perfectly hints at each character’s place in their own psychological nightmare—Eddie’s anger, James’s denial, Angela’s trauma. The light music, industrial sounds, and the intermittent radio static that warns of nearby danger all paint a world that somehow both exists outside of us as players and entirely in James’s head. Even what we hear shows instead of tells.

			It can be insulting to a game to say “the story is all that matters,” but Silent Hill 2 drives its story through the gameplay. The more we play, the more hesitant we are to continue playing. Without the ability to get bigger or stronger, each step is more worrisome than the last. With each discovery that James isn’t what he appears, we’re less compelled to want to help him. The game makes us question ourselves and our role in a cycle of violence.

			Silent Hill 2 remains popular because its self-contained ambiguity gives us space to think, to imagine, to discuss. We play again and again to learn more about what happened to Angela and confront Eddie’s response to bullying. We want to figure out just what Maria is, or why Laura is safe from monsters. We relive the game, just as James relives his punishment over and over again—each time trying to unlock the experience a little more. The fact that Silent Hill 2 only tells you just enough to move forward is what makes it worth returning to every time.

			So turn on your radio, grab a crowbar, and take a trip with me through the worst little town in America. 

			Also, play the game. For real.

		


		
			The Survival Horror Bandwagon

			Silent Hill wouldn’t exist without Resident Evil (1996). Not because it was great, but because it was successful. Capcom’s horror classic inspired many companies to look at its interesting story, terrifying monsters, and survival-based gameplay and think: “We could make some money off of that!” 

			True, Resident Evil didn’t invent scary games; 1992’s Alone in the Dark featured many of the same horror elements we now associate with the genre. And Resident Evil itself is a spiritual successor to Capcom’s own Sweet Home (1989) on the Famicom. But Resident Evil did coin the term “survival horror” in 1996, and it was the first successful console title to pull together disparate elements to create a far grander experience.

			Resident Evil may feel slow and plodding now, but it’s a damn jet engine compared to Alone in the Dark. Resident Evil has puzzles like those in horror games such as The 7th Guest (1993) and Phantasmagoria (1995), but doesn’t focus the entire experience around being a master of unlocking. The game’s graphics don’t quite hold up, but at the time they captured a cinematic B-movie quality that would make George Romero proud. In fact, George Romero even wrote a script for the Resident Evil movie, although it was eventually rejected. 

			The immediate success of the newborn franchise led to sequels, merchandise, novelizations, and movies. Almost overnight, Resident Evil became a multimedia empire. It also led other companies to flood the market with their own survival horror titles. As Silent Hill director Keiichiro Toyama explained in an interview with the Official U.S. PlayStation Magazine, the original inspiration for his game was less David Lynch and more Merrill Lynch: “The original concept actually came from the corporate side; they said we should try our hand at making a horror game.”

			But while Toyama and his team tried their hand at horror, another team at Konami was readying the next entry in their biggest spooky franchise: Castlevania. Castlevania games were packed with zombies and vampires and werewolves—seemingly the perfect fit for the burgeoning 3D horror craze. So Konami released Castlevania (1999), an atrocious Nintendo 64 game plagued by poor controls, level design, and pacing. With one foot in the past and another foot in the future, the old guard of scary games suddenly lost its scary.

			Silent Hill, on the other hand, was a brilliant subversion of the Resident Evil formula before that formula was even stale. Resident Evil and Resident Evil 2 both featured elite police officers blasting away massive monsters with increasingly large and more explosion-y weapons. Silent Hill swung the pendulum the other way. As Ewan Kirkland explains in his article “Masculinity in Video Games”: “The Silent Hill series is notable in this respect: a commercial franchise that works within generic and industrial constraints, yet manages to challenge traditional models of masculinity and their implication in conventions of video-game characterization, representation, and play.” There are no battle-hardened super police in Silent Hill, just regular people having a really bad day.

			Playing a regular Joe blew my mind as a teenager. The hero of the first game, Harry Mason, got tired. He was weak. He was a scared dad on the run, not a super soldier. His fear translated to my fear. As a bullied, tired kid, I immediately connected with the exhausted, sad character on the screen. 

			So did critics. Famitsu gave the first game a 34/40. IGN scored it a 9.0, calling the game a “much more cerebral approach to the horror genre.” Meanwhile, GameSpot gave Silent Hill an 8.2, saying it “establishes a very unsettling atmosphere that at once puts you off and creeps you out,” although they did criticize the game’s story as lacking a solid “payoff.” Audiences nevertheless paid Konami plenty, with the game going on to sell 1.6 million copies.

			Naturally, Konami believed that the game’s fascinating, unique world could be the jumping off point for more wonderful art. And by art, I mean money. Development soon started on Silent Hill 2. Once again, Konami subverted expectations. Whereas Capcom had made Resident Evil 2 a bigger, badder, extension of the first game, Konami kept the creepy town of Silent Hill and basically threw out everything else.

			For a wonderful, brief period of time, Silent Hill appeared to be an anthology series like Black Mirror or The Twilight Zone. Characters would change. Stories would change. In an interview with IGN, Silent Hill 2 producer Akihiro Imamura said, “The stories [in the series] aren’t really linked. Silent Hill 2 is the story of another man that takes place in the town called Silent Hill. Basically the setting itself that is the town of Silent Hill is the same. But it’s a different area of the town.”

			Imamura later goes on to draw a rough map of the city, marking the different areas where Silent Hill 1 and 2 take place. This drawing isn’t canon; it’s a metaphor for the differences between the feel of the two games. It’s like saying, “This part of Silent Hill is evil because of a cult, while this part represents the purgatory of a man who murdered his wife.” Judging from this interview, Imamura and Konami appear slightly anxious about the audience’s response to Silent Hill 2 not being a real sequel. True, Silent Hill 2 includes minor references and symbols to the cult from the original game, and later entries in the series retconned a much stronger connection. But at the time, Inamura wanted the game’s audience to know the new game’s experience would be different than they might expect.

			Of course, unrelated game sequels were common by the time Silent Hill 2 was released. Outside of a few spin-offs, the Final Fantasy games’ stories rarely connect in any meaningful way. The Legend of Zelda games also barely overlap, confusing multi-dimensional timelines notwithstanding. This is true: I worked at Nintendo for a couple years, and I still don’t understand the Zelda timeline.

			The first two Silent Hill games get the best of both worlds by centering the setting. As Kirkland puts it, “There are suggestions that the town of Silent Hill represents a beacon to particularly troubled individuals, for whom the landscape and the creatures within it assume a reflection of their own inner turmoil.” The town connected the first two games, not their stories. 

			At least for a while.

			It’s bittersweet to imagine a future in which the Silent Hill series stuck with this innovative path. Almost all of the series’s sequels and prequels, including Silent Hill 3, do their best to tie themselves to the narrative of the original game. Some of the games even do it well! Silent Hill 3 is a pretty great survival horror game! But in my opinion, it lacks the heaviness and sorrow that define the first two games. You can find me online for your hate mail regarding this opinion.

			Only 2009’s Silent Hill: Shattered Memories comes close to the level of experimentation found in Silent Hill 1 and 2. A re-imagining of the first game, Shattered Memories refocuses the story on psychology and player panic, replacing all combat in the game with powerless fleeing. It’s a strange, highly enjoyable take on the series that sold a fraction of what the first game did, which is a real shame.

			Meanwhile, if you went by all the merchandise and cheap spin-offs, you could say that the basic blueprint of the series is that it takes place in Silent Hill and there are undead nurses with boobs. Besides the eight games in the main series, there’s been a Silent Hill light-gun game, a Diablo clone, and a pachinko machine—all of which are more interested in the game’s gruesome monster design than in atmosphere or story. But original game director Keiichiro Toyama detailed a narrower approach to the series in a 1999 interview with PlayStation Magazine.

			It will be easy to outline Silent Hill’s characteristics if we look into the two main concepts that we focused on from the start. One is that the game was supposed have a “modern American novel” type of atmosphere. A traditional town in the countryside is the setting for the game, where it creates the weirdness and the eeriness in the ordinary world. […] [W]hat the team was most inspired by were the cult movies from the 70s and the 80s and maybe the Science Fiction movies from the 50s, more than the modern horror novels, actually. There are some cult icons that appear in the game, but those were just some added points to build a frightening feeling.

			It’s important to remember that Silent Hill is a game series designed by a Japanese team but largely inspired by American art. As Silent Hill series composer and producer Akira Yamaoka put it, “The original Silent Hill was our attempt at making classic American horror through a Japanese filter.” Silent Hill 2 producer Akihiro Imamura especially noted the work of David Lynch and, in particular, his television show Twin Peaks. Like 
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