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“You see it, too? 
For me… 

it’s always like this.” 
 
 

I have an intimate relationship with fear. 
I was diagnosed with an anxiety disorder that, in retrospect, has haunted my life 

from my youngest years. The things that would trigger it were countless. It always led to 
the same reaction: overwhelming panic, trembling hands, pounding heart, sweating 
head to toe, the irrational and sudden fear of dying. I was subjected to this on an almost 
daily basis throughout my school years.  

Knowing that, it might seem odd – masochistic, even – that I have a powerful 
interest in Silent Hill. I feel enough terror in my everyday life, why seek out more? 

Silent Hill is a game; it presents fear as an object to be conquered. It sets limits 
and outlines how said object is to be conquered and rewards the player for doing so. A 
disorder such as my own, even with medication and therapy, isn’t exactly something 
that can be “defeated” like a final boss. I still live with it and I always will. 

But Silent Hill gives you the tools to defeat fear. It challenges you to do it. It 
rewards you for doing it. Silent Hill embodies fear in a physical being that can be 
stopped, killed, put to an end. There’s something satisfying in being able to kick fear to 
the curb, even in a fictional setting, when you spend most of your daily life dogged by it.  

More than that, this is a universe with a powerful magnetism. Once its claws sink 
into you, it’s impossible to escape. There is a story here, an atmosphere, a concept that 
is mystifying and unique.  If you’ve heard the call of this town as I have, you are part of 
a special group of the willingly damned. Those people who, instead of running away, 
march straight into the darkness. Who received the letter and followed it home.  

Let’s go there together. 
 

A.J. Thompson  
“The Gaming Muse” 
April 2019 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

The start screen fades to black. 
From those shadows, a figure appears, looking at his reflection in a dirty mirror. 

It's dark – all we can see of his eyes are heavy shadows, as he stares into the glass, 
waving a hand in front of his face as if he's not sure he's really there. 

This is the player's first sight upon beginning the game Silent Hill 2, and without 
knowing it, they have already fallen deep down the rabbit hole. SH2 is game about 
deception and illusion. The protagonist, James, is a man who very recently murdered 
his terminally ill wife, and in a dissociative fit, drove to Silent Hill with her body stashed 
in his trunk. It is just after those events that we find James standing in the bathroom – 
and neither he, nor the audience, has any idea what he's done. 

But the game certainly does. The first image we see is James – his face, 
reflected in the mirror. Not his real face, but a flipped image of it, a distorted image – a 
lie. The James we meet in the beginning of the game is not the real James, but the one 
he creates to escape reality. We can't see his eyes, the “windows of the soul”, which we 
typically associate with being able to understand a person or to know if they're telling 
the truth. 

And strangest of all is that gesture, waving a hand in front of his face. It's out of 
place and adds a surreal quality to the scene. James leans away from the mirror, and 
we see him face to face. He takes a deep breath – and then control shifts to the player. 
It's a strange short scene, and without the knowledge that comes from having played it 
before, it is mystifying. Who is this man? What is he doing in this strange bathroom? 
Why does he seem to be psyching himself up for something? Taking a deep steadying 
breath, pausing in front of a mirror to collect himself. 

Presumably, he is setting the scene in his mind. His subconscious is developing 
the falsehoods it will need to keep up the delusion that Mary died of illness three years 
ago, and that James received a letter from her. The death in the past explains her 
absence without implicating James. The letter explains his sudden, inexplicable arrival 
in the town, all without letting his conscious mind know there's a body in the trunk.  

Of course, new players don't know that. They see a grimy, disgusting bathroom, 
and a strange man taking a deep breath, preparing himself for... something. 

Taking control, the player walks James out of the room, and another scene 
begins. Why? Instead of having a long scene continue from the bathroom, why is this 
intro scene, and the scene that introduces the plot split?  

For one, it makes the player take the initiative action. Sure, things start in the 
bathroom but nothing interesting is happening. It's once the player takes a step outside 
that the story starts. So, the player becomes the instigator. It also develops a sort of 
barrier between the two scenes – differentiating them. 

We are about to see two different James Sunderlands, and we won't see the first 
one again for a while. In the bathroom, he is developing the lie, become the James we 



will know for the first half of the game. Outside the bathroom, overlooking Toluca Lake, 
we meet the protagonist who will take us into the town. 

It is, of course, a foggy, dismal looking place. A voice over from an unknown 
woman begins, after which James explains the letter and the circumstances of his 
arrival. It sounds grim and haunting to a new player, but it is even worse than they could 
imagine. 

 
This is how Silent Hill 2 begins – 

not with a bang, but a heavy, all too telling sigh. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



A Quiet Town on a Lake 
 

I was late to the game when it came to the Silent Hill series. Silent Hill: 
Homecoming was on its way to release by the time I started playing the games for the 
first time.  

It was early on during college that I first beat Silent Hill 2. My friends and I were 
on vacation, staying at a small resort town called White Lake.  
 
 

 
 
 

We were obsessed with the series, but I was the only one who could stomach 
playing the games. I was compelled by them - they were fascinating and had such 
depth to them that I could tear into them and pull out meaning almost endlessly. (Which 
is literally what I have been doing ever since). 

We beat the game that week, and received the ‘In Water’ ending and, needless 
to say, I wanted nothing to do with swimming in White Lake for the rest of the trip. 

Silent Hill 2 is the most famous, and arguably the most influential of the games in 
the Silent Hill series. So much of its success lies in the subtle, yet powerful literary and 
artistic elements the game employs. 

In a medium that rarely develops story as much as it does firepower or graphics, 
SH2 is timeless because the story has such gravity. I play it again and again despite the 
awful combat because of the story. You aren't meant to fight, and you'll usually die if 
you try too often. Even movement is clunky and difficult, making it harder to run away. 
As a game, as 
pure mechanics, Silent Hill 2 is not fun. The atmosphere, story, and style are what make 
it so engrossing and that's something most game developers today forget about. 

The game is a novel. It's a horror thriller. It's a visual story that conveys so many 
layers of subtle meaning through a dozen or so hours of exploration, puzzle solving, and 



terrifying cutscenes. Its complexity is itself a work of art, and I want to dive into that 
artwork here, break it apart, and examine what is really at work in this game. 

As always, no one is required to agree with my interpretations – and as is 
obvious by my years of internet experience, not everyone will. I will ask that, for those of 
you coming into this having played the game and already having strict ideas of what 
certain things mean, that you open your minds a little. 

Yes. I know Pyramid Head is James' guilt. I know he represents his murder of 
Mary. I know that is a common interpretation. But interpretations of stories are not set in 
stone – and the existence of one does not in any way erase the possibility of others. In 
fact, those who examine stories with a finer eye are encouraged to explore as many 
interpretations as possible. It's fun. It opens up the conversation and can help bring to 
light things that may have been missed. 

So please, no more comments or emails about how something must be 
interpreted one way simply because that's how the community has always interpreted it. 
Video games needs to learn something from literature: that there are always multiple 
interpretations. Symbolism is not a question with a concrete answer. 
 

Symbolism is an open-ended conversation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



What's in a Name? 
 

I think I've become somewhat known for over-analyzing the names of characters. 
For some, it's a disappointment when I don't do it; on the flip side, I've gotten comments 
complaining about it as unimportant. The truth is somewhere in-between. 

Yes, a lot of fictional names are usually chosen for random, strange, or 
completely unimportant reasons, but they still influence the audience. We grow up with 
a certain connotation and understanding of what names mean, even subconsciously, so 
the choice of a name can greatly influence how an audience sees a character. 

Many of the names in Silent Hill 2 have origins that are biblical. James and Mary 
are – James was the brother of Jesus, and Mary was his mother, as well as the name of 
Mary Magdalene – as is Maria, since it is a derivative of Mary. Angela means “angel”, 
and Rachel, the name of the nurse who cares for Mary in the hospital, appears in the 
Bible as well. 

Mary’s last name, Shepherd, has particular importance, given how Jesus is often 
referred to as the Good Shepherd. The combined name, Mary Shepherd, references 
two very important religious figures in Christianity. Both Jesus and Mary are holy 
figures; as the “virgin mother”, Mary is someone viewed as chaste and almost divine, 
particularly to some branches of Christianity. She is one of the most important wives of 
the Bible. 

This reflects back on James: his wife is a divine figure, someone pure, which 
further demonizes his sexual desires and his murder of her. James’ name is an old one, 
from ancient Hebrew, a form of Jacob which means ‘supplanter’, - someone who usurps 
or takes something that doesn’t belong to them. His name is that of a criminal, and 
that’s our first sign that he’s done something wrong. But it's also interesting when 
compared to Maria; if anyone is taking something that doesn't belong to them, or 
supplanting someone else, it's her. 

James’ last name, Sunderland, has its roots in the Old English word which 
means ‘separate or divided’ (which makes sense given the English word sunder). This 
is the first instance in which this game references duality: people who are divided and 
incomplete. 

Mary’s full name, Mary Shepherd-Sunderland, is divided, and the extra meaning 
of the last name may reflect upon Mary’s change from someone holy to someone 
devastated by illness. The illness itself divides her; the hallway conversation at the end 
of the game shows Mary having two different reactions to James, one in which she 
pushes him away and the other in which she wants him. Her illness has created conflict 
and division within her. 

James is divided as well - between the reality of what he did and the delusion he 
clings to. This is symbolically reflected in the very first scene the player sees him in: the 
mirror in the bathroom, in which we do not see his real face, but his reflection, his false 
face, first. This duality appears throughout the game. In the article about the Walter 
Sullivan murderer, for instance, the criminal is quoted as saying,  

 
 
 



James' appearance is as strange as he is. He wears the M-1965, olive green 
Vietnam army jacket, a reference to the film Jacob's Ladder. It was a 
cold weather jacket meant for the harsh weather high up in the mountains. This jacket 
poses a few questions about James. 

For one, he’s likely too young to have earned it. It is more likely to have been his 
father’s. For another, James is wearing a winter jacket along with two more layers 
underneath It's unlikely its actually cold enough to need those layers, but James has 
them on. Wearing layers can often mean a person feels vulnerable, uncomfortable in 
anything revealing – like Angela – it might also refer to the many layers of James 
psyche, and his hidden memories, the 
many layers to his personality. 

Something else we should look at are the badges on the jacket. Usually cloth 
badges like these might represent awards or honors given or perhaps teams the owner 
served with. James’ badges, besides the American flag, don’t match up with any real-
world badges. But there are some interesting correlations to be found. 

The yellow and red badge on his shoulder might relate to the Vietnam Veteran 
ribbon given to soldiers – the colors for these ribbons were green, yellow, and red – just 
like the green jacket, with the yellow and red badge. 

The ‘East End’ badge probably refers to the world’s most famous East End, the 
East End of London, which is near where Jack the Ripper was active. Originally some 
inspiration was drawn from the legend of Jack the Ripper for the story of Silent Hill 2. 
James himself was going to have a split personality named Joseph, which was the 
name of one man suspected of being the Ripper. 

The last badge is much vaguer: it just says ‘frontier’. It could refer to the wild 
frontier, to the unknown, which James is certainly entering in Silent Hill. 

The name which stands out as very different from the others is Eddie 
Dombrowski, who not only has no Biblical or religious connection but is also different in 
origin and sound. This name was created as an amalgam of actor and comedian Eddie 
Murphy and a character from the show Twin Peaks. 

Eddie stands out in quite a few other ways, too: he is the first human being in a 
Silent Hill game to be an enemy, without being possessed or turned into a monster. 
Eddie's behavior is outright vilified, and his end is not at all ambiguous like the other 
characters. 

Various other names which appear from time to time in notes and side quests 
have their place in biblical history, including Joseph and Joshua, two of the three 
hospital patients, and David, mentioned in the apartment buildings. 
 
 
 
 


