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ABSTRACT

The indie survival horror game genre has given rise to some of the most
famous game streamers on YouTube, especially titles likes Amnesia: The Dark
Descent (Frictional Games 2010), Slender: The Eight Pages (Parsec Productions
2012), and Five Nights at Freddy’s (Scott Cawthon 2014). The games are strongly
focused on horror tropes including jump scares and defenceless protagonists, which
lend them to displays of overemphasised emotional reactions by YouTubers, who use
them to build their online personas in a certain way. This paper retraces the
evolution of the relationship between horror games and YouTube personas, with
attention to in-game characters and gameplay mechanics on the one hand and the
practices of prominent YouTube personas on the other. It will show how the horror
game genre and related media, including “Let’s play” videos, animated fanvids, and
“creepypasta” stories have influenced prominent YouTuber personas and resulted in
some changes in the common processes of persona formation on the platform.
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INTRODUCTION

Marshall & Barbour (2015, p. 7) argue that “Game culture consciously moves the individual into
a zone of production and constitution of public identity”. Similarly, scholars have studied - with
different foci and levels of analysis - the relationships between gamers and avatars in digital
worlds or in tabletop games by using the concept of “persona” (McMahan 2003; Waskul & Lust
2004; Isbister 2006; Frank 2012). Often, these scholars were concerned with online video
games such as World of Warcraft (Filiciak 2003; Milik 2017) or famous video game icons like
Lara Croft from the Tomb Raider series (McMahan 2008). The list can be extended by including
those scholars who have studied similar issues yet without relying on the concept of persona
(such as Nephew 2006; Lebowitz & Klug 2011; Burn 2013; Papale and Fazio 2018). With some
exceptions (such as Milik 2017; Werning 2017), the notion of persona appears vague (Zagal and
Deterding 2018), due to the complexity of its conceptual origin (Marshall et al. 2019). Moreover,
the relationship between YouTubers or streamers and video games has been sometimes
analysed in performative terms (Glas 2015; Newman 2016; Nguyen 2016; Burwell and Miller
2016) or included into broader analyses of online personas and micro-celebrities (Cocker and
Cronin 2017). Nonetheless, ample space is still available for investigating the construction of
YouTubers’ and streamers’ personas in relation to the video games they play.
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Even the most followed YouTubers remain micro-celebrities with micro-publics:

Personas can tap into a potentially massive audience and can feature tens,
hundreds, thousands and even millions of individual followers, who are all
nodes in a massively personal network. Micro-publics are micro, not in terms
of scale, but with regards to the nature of the network that is regularly and
privately updated by a central identity. (Moore et al. 2017)

Micro-celebrities are still celebrities, and an important object of analysis for studies about
personas:

...how we read celebrity from the position of Persona Studies is that celebrity
represents a powerfully visible exemplification of persona: celebrities are
public presentations of the self and they inhabit the active negotiation of the
individual defined and reconfigured as social phenomenon. (Marshall &
Barbour 2015, p. 9)

Gaming YouTubers are among the most followed micro-celebrities on the platform and,
therefore, it is useful to study the evolution of their online personas with particular attention to
the evolution of their personas’ narrations (Holler and Klepper 2013) diachronically and in
three different types of YouTube video categories: the “Let’s play”, animated fanvids, and
“creepypastas”. These types of videos, which feature survival horror games, show different
connections between gameplay, in-game avatars, and YouTuber’s persona narration.

The diachronic approach employed in this article allows us to see how the perception of
authenticity has changed over time: “As emerging genres develop enough to have their own
norms, tropes, and dedicated followers who become ‘genre experts,” some kinds of posts
become so familiar that they appear unoriginal or inauthentic” (McRae 2017, p. 14). By drawing
research into the evolutionary history of YouTube, the article examines how popular YouTube
personas became linked to horror video games and the survival subgenre in particular. As Rune
Klevjer (2006) pointed out, in video game studies there has been a clear disconnection between
investigations of video games in general and studies on specific games genres. Almost fifteen
years later, the quantitative disparity is still clearly present although the situation appears to be
much more multifaceted. However, when reporting the described lack of studies on video game
genres, Klevjer indicated horror as an exception. Bernard Perron's works on horror games, still
embryonic at the time (Perron 2005), contributed to the expansion of the topic (Perron 2009,
2018) and was accompanied by studies including Ewan Kirkland (2009, 2010, 2011) and Tanya
Krzwinska (2009 and 2013). There is a wider tradition of video game studies on horror than on
other genres, therefore it is easier to retrace how changes in this tradition have influenced
YouTuber persona narration by observing how the analysis of survival horror streaming and
related media has developed over time.

The research phase behind this work followed the principles put forward by Pertti
Alasuutari (1995, p.165) concerning the need to observe a phenomenon as a whole, from
different angles and perspectives, without dwelling on what is considered useful a priori only.
With regard to the more ethnographic components of the research, the general
recommendations of Hine (2000) were taken into account as well. A qualitative approach was
adopted, based on moderate participatory observation (DeWalt & DeWalt 2010). Such
observation, however, was conducted on a group that was sufficiently extensive and varied to
provide an exhaustive image of the phenomenon. The videos were collected and viewed from
the beginning of 2016 to April 2018: notes of varying lengths were taken on almost 2200
(precisely 2173) of these videos. Around that number, a point of data saturation and theoretical

55



Toniolo

saturation was reached (Fusch & Ness 2015; Saunders et al. 2018): further videos would not
have opened new research perspectives, nor would it have added significant elements to
perspectives already identified. In the case of live streaming, since most often performances
were impossible to follow live, they were retrieved later when available. However, an attempt
was made, at least for short periods, to follow that daily or periodic ritualism offered by certain
channels, which influence the temporality of the viewers (Newman 2016, p.286).

The results are presented through a sampling methodology, divided into three main
time periods. The first one, spanning from the birth of the platform (2006) to 2009, constitutes
the embryonic stage of gaming on YouTube that was not fully developed and the first systematic
studies dedicated to this platform (Burgess & Green 2009) hardly mention it. A second phase,
between 2010 and approximately 2014, witnesses the establishment of many well-known
YouTuber gamer personas and the systematisation of the various types of horror genre content.
Finally, the third phase features a process of naturalisation and institutionalisation, in addition
to the growth of streaming practices, especially alongside Twitch.tv, which in some cases
replaces YouTube. In this article, this diachronic partition constitutes the starting point and
remains as a common thread but is not explicit in the subdivision of the remainder of the article.
Instead, the structure of the following looks instead to the three categories of horror game
related content, including Let’s Plays, animated fanvids, and creepypastas. For the emotional
description of the YouTuber persona’s reactions, the emotion categories of Chen et al. (2017)
were adopted as a general basis for analysis and were combined with more theoretical and
video game based approaches (Isbister 2016).

SURVIVAL HORROR “LET’S PLAY” VIDEOS

In the years immediately preceding the success of the YouTube platform, horror video games
witnessed a progressive turn towards action, especially in Western productions (Pruett 2012).
Despite abandoning the action component, these video games obtained a great success and
became a constant presence on YouTube. Three of the most famous are Amnesia: The Dark
Descent (Frictional Games 2010), Slender: The Eight Pages (Parsec Productions 2012) and Five
Nights at Freddy’s (Scott Cawthon 2014). These games were released in a period of growth of
gaming on the YouTube platform, and several YouTubers achieved notoriety thanks to one or
more of them. Amnesia: The Dark Descent, in particular, is closely linked to the career of
PewDiePie (Smith et al. 2013), Markiplier, and Favij (one of the most famous Italian YouTubers;
for the gaming scene of YouTube in Italy see Toniolo 2020).

Amnesia: The Dark Descent is not the first survival horror created by Frictional Games, as
it follows the trilogy Penumbra: Overture (Frictional Games 2007), Penumbra: Black Plague
(Frictional Games 2008), and Penumbra: Requiem (Frictional Games 2009). During the
Penumbra trilogy release period, gaming on YouTube was still at an embryonic stage. Channels
specifically dedicated to “Let’s play” were emerging and videos on the topic were growing.
Nevertheless, critical mass had not yet been reached, and the platform was dominated by other
types of videos, such as vlogging (Burgess & Green 2009). A diachronic retrospective of the
videos related to Penumbra shows hints of the change that would come shortly afterwards with
Amnesia: The Dark Descent. In addition to trailers, in 2007 some videos belonging to the "how
to" category (such as jazzkomp 2007 and KPIQA 2007) appeared, alongside videos of trolling
(KirmiZ 2007) and short videos on certain parts of the game (such as I13ks1 2007 and Altraum
2007). Apart from a low visual quality, what can be detected immediately is a complete absence
of vocal commentaries: whenever the YouTuber inserted thoughts and opinions, these were in
the form of superimposed words or text boxes. Two years later, the situation was already very
different and videos from 2009 related not only to the two subsequent chapters of the saga but
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also to the first Penumbra are much more numerous and differentiated. There still were short
videos aimed at showing specific elements (such as Easter Eggs), accompanied by episodic
gameplay with an audio commentary by the YouTuber horror game personas including
TheScarlettears 2009, ColdTrix8 2009, and Helloween4545 2009. These first vocal
commentaries sound more surprised than frightened, repeating sentences like “What the hell is
that?”, in a puzzled tone of voice when monsters appear. However, in other videos, comments
remained textual or absent (such as Captain Perfect 2009). However, the majority of gameplay
videos dedicated to Penumbra followed the release of Amnesia: The Dark Descent. MarKkiplier's
2012 gameplay video, for example, features a more energetic and varied audio commentary, in
which the YouTuber reacts to the first appearance of the monster in a defiant tone of voice
(2012a), then keeps screaming in a frightened way while the monster chases him (2012b).

In a gameplay video from the following year, the YouTuber FavijTV (2013), showed his
live reactions in the corner of the screen via webcam. At the beginning of the video, Favij said
that he already knew the initial part of Penumbra: Black Plague, because the previous year he
had played it on another channel (NiKyBox 2012, in which his reactions were not visible) to
start his series “Giochi nel Buio” (Games in the Dark). Therefore, he said that he expected not to
experience “exaggeratedly incredible heart attacks during this first episode” (FavijTV 2013,
minute 1:42). At the monster’s first appearance, he has a moderate reaction, and he says he did
not remember that moment. However, at the second appearance, despite being prepared, he
begins to cry out. Comparing this performance with his previous gameplay of the same game
(NikYBoX 2012), his reactions are louder and more blatant. It can also be noted that, in line with
the most frequent curses of Italian YouTubers (Kurpiel 2016), he often uses the expression
“cazzo!” and other forms of swearing (Fagersten 2017). Literally, “cazzo” is a swear word for
“penis”, but it can also be used similarly to the English “fuck!”. Following another recurrent
practice (Kurpiel 2017), he also assigns a nickname to the monster, calling it “Piff”. As this
example shows, reactions to horror video games tend to be increasingly spectacularised over
time.

Horror genre YouTuber personas look for the most frightening video games and record
their first playthrough on video to capture what they call “natural” reactions. Amnesia: The Dark
Descent, which helped the development of this horror desire on YouTube, is part of this
evolutionary phase. As the game’s creators pointed out, the relationship between YouTube and
Amnesia: The Dark Descent has been particularly beneficial for both sides: not only did the game
contribute to the birth of many successful YouTubers and increase its sales thanks to them, but
also contributed to the evolution of the survival horror genre and the “Let’s play” video format:

“I think Amnesia got a lot of free PR because of “Let’s Play” videos, but [ also
think that Amnesia opened people to a new style of ‘Let's Play,”” Frictional
Games creative director Thomas Grip told me. “Normally, games are very skill-
based. You need to be concentrated and play a certain way to play ‘properly.’
But with horror games, the aim is not to win, but rather to get immersed. That
gives a lot more space for ‘Let's Players’ to put on a show, either by being very
scared or just fooling about. On top of that it is really fun to see someone
scared for some reason. (Maiberg 2015; see also Suvilay 2018:88 for the focus
on narrative immersive elements in Amnesia: The Dark Descent).

And:

Speaking to VICE Gaming in October 2014, The Dark Descent’s creative
director, Thomas Grip, explained that there’s ‘a lot to be done in making
horror more personal and thought-provoking’, and that ‘a game could be
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terrifying with a bare minimum of features’. And that’s something indies have
been doing while the more publicized, more predictable alternatives take their
turns at being the open-world game of the moment: maximizing impact while
maintaining modest budgets, development mirroring the gameplay of
survival-horror games themselves in using few resources but delivering chills
aplenty. [...] The popularity of horror in the indie-games field owes much to
YouTube, to gamers posting footage of themselves getting terrified in the
company of these low-budget, one dare say more intimate experiences - the
first-person perspective certainly encourages a deeper bond between player
and protagonist. (Diver 2016, pp. 56-57)

Other commentators, however, would see this fruitful relationship between YouTuber and
horror video games as harmful for the genre:

Everyone and their mother wanted to craft a masterful horror game that
would catch the attention of the likes of PewDiePie or Markiplier (and
possibly get them rich in the process!). This led to the quality of these games
deteriorating rapidly as desperation and saturation set in, coupled with the
fact that these designers knew nothing about horror game design except that
“jumpscares get views on YouTube, and views on YouTube get me popular!” It
became rare to see horror games that were genuinely well-crafted and gave
you an unsettling feeling that something was wrong. (Mathur 2016)

A few years after Amnesia: The Dark Descent, another horror video game had a strong
impact on the YouTubers’ performances, Five Nights at Freddy’s (Scott Cawthon, 2014). This
video game was born practically by chance from the encounter between a video game for
children and a YouTuber, and, thanks to YouTube, spread very quickly. In May 2014, the critic
and YouTuber Jim Sterling published a video in which he analysed the trailer for Chipper & Sons
Lumber Co. (Scott Cawthon 2013), a children’s video game starring a beaver. Sterling (2014)
harshly criticised the character design, which appeared uncanny and disturbing instead of being
cute and attractive. In the beginning, apart from this video, nobody paid much attention to this
video game. However, in the August of the same year, Scott Cawthon published Five Nights at
Freddy’s. The video game, which obtained a wide and immediate success, presented some
frightening animatronics as enemies. These iconic figures constitute one of the most interesting
elements of the video game, thanks to the YouTubers' reactions to the unexpected assaults of
the creatures. In an interview, when asked about the origin of these scary animatronics, Scott
Cawthon answered:

I'd made a family friendly game about a beaver before this, but when I tried to
put it online it got torn apart by a few prominent reviewers. People said that
the main character looked like a scary animatronic animal. | was heartbroken
and was ready to give up on game-making. Then one night something just
snapped in me, and I thought to myself- I bet I can make something a lot
scarier than that. (Couture 2014)

From the beginning, Five Nights at Freddy's “Let’s play” videos gained a large number of
views. Markiplier’s first gameplay dedicated to this video game (Markiplier 2014) was
published just four days after the release of the first version of Five Nights at Freddy’s on August
12th, 2014. In his gameplay “he screams 94 times in a 17-minute-long video, not articulating
words properly, and he often gets perplexed, verbalizing 10 no's [sic] in a row, when most
startled” (Pietruszka 2016:64). The YouTuber highlights from the title how scary Five Nights at
Freddy’s is (“WARNING: SCARIEST GAME IN YEARS”, all in capital letters).
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PewDiePie's video (2014), published a few days later (on August 22nd), shares several
traits with the one by Markiplier (including the title in capital letters). During a particular jump
scare (at minute 5:20), the YouTuber abandons English for a moment and expresses a Swedish
curse. For a moment he seems to break character, returning to being Felix Kjellberg, because a
few days before he had declared (Kjellberg 2014) that his use of English was closely linked to
his online persona, PewDiePie. So, the use of Swedish appears as a sort of guarantee of the
authenticity of his fear. Authenticity is particularly important for YouTubers because they and
other micro-celebrities sometimes struggle to appear authentic in their formats (Jerslev 2016;
McRae 2017; Cunningham & Craig 2017). However, jumpscares become predictable quickly, and
at the second or third video on the same game, YouTubers tend not to react as much as before,
shifting attention to other elements, if possible. In this perspective, Five Nights at Freddy’s does
not rely entirely on jumpscares and has proved to be popular in the long run. The game hides
several secrets and suggestions about events that have never been fully clarified and are
discussed by its fans in articulated theories on the lore. The YouTube channel, The Game
Theorist, has made numerous videos in which the mysteries of Five Nights at Freddy’s are
analysed and discussed. Moreover, the lore of Five Nights at Freddy’s returns in the other two
categories presented here: fanvids and creepypastas.

The existence of another phenomenon is also noted: some video games directly mention
YouTubers, either with internal references! or by referring directly to them on the product
description page2. Although these direct references are not necessarily much effective, some
video games continue to use these kind of elements.

ANIMATED FANVIDS

Between 2006 and 2008, several YouTube channels were born that made music videos and
animated parodies featuring the characters from Resident Evil as protagonists: not only the
heroes of the saga but also - and sometimes above all - their antagonists. Among those first
channels was ShadowLeggy, by an American YouTuber and animator.

Her first videos (ShadowLeggy 2006, 2007) combined popular songs - such as the
English version of Dragostea Din Tei (0-Zone 2003) or I'm So Excited (The Pointers Sisters
1982) - and animated drawings depicting Resident Evil characters performing actions according
to the lyrics of the song or simply dancing and singing. The characters followed the joyful
atmosphere of the songs, while maintaining their role, at least in part: zombies tore apart the
living and heroes shot monsters, but blood could be used to draw hearts on a wall and calls to
secret agents were declarations of love. Progressively, other content creators emerged who
made similar videos, combining characters from Resident Evil (and sometimes other series, such
as Silent Hill) and popular songs. In some cases, for example, the characters reinterpreted
famous Disney songs (like in DirectorBen92 2007), in others there were bizarre pairings (like
the Dutch version of the song Barbie Girl in jeanetteRyokuX 2007) or popular memes of that
year (ShadowLeggy 2009). There were also choral videos such as heeminhyman (2008), in
which several people animated different parts of a story in which Leon Kennedy from Resident
Evil was the protagonist of “Weird Al” Yankovic’s song Albuquerque (1999).

Resident Evil was an established series long before the creation of YouTube. However,
many of the most successful horror video games of the following years - like those mentioned
above - were also used in a similar way by some YouTubers, who also included themselves as
characters in their animated videos. The most popular animated videos dedicated to Amnesia:
The Dark Descent contain the character of PewDiePie and constitute a sort of expansion of his
“Let’s play” videos. Similar patterns are equally traceable in the period that preceded the rise of
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the most successful gamers’ channels. Since those years, several creators, such as ShadowLeggy
and DirectorBen92, had been including their drawn alter egos as short cameos in several videos.
Their videos showed new connections between the characters of a series (like protagonists and
antagonists from Resident Evil), and between those characters and the YouTuber’s personas.
Moreover, unlike “Let’s play” players, these content creators neither show themselves nor speak
in their videos: it is through the animated versions that they build and perform their online
personas on YouTube. The relationship between their YouTube personas and villains in
animated videos seems to have anticipated a trend (of connections with survival horror
enemies) that grew later with video games like Five Nights at Freddy’s.

The evil animatronics in Five Nights at Freddy’s are numerous, all different in
appearance and personality, immediately recognisable and distinguishable from each other, as
iconic as many famous cinematic monsters (Bycer 2015). Their uncanny appearance places
them somewhere between scary and friendly, either of which can be easily developed.
Sexualised versions of animatronics are also easy to find, even on platforms such as YouTube or
DeviantArt. This fact, however, seems hardly surprising. Several other characters from products
for children or teenagers have also been sexualised in online communities, and the animatronics
of Five Nights at Freddy's, as robotic animals, are easily linked to “furry” fandom and the erotic
aspects of that animal costume play. Analysis of “friendly” videos, many of them (animated in
two or three dimensions) with millions of views, show animatronics as kind and welcoming (for
example Typhoon Cinema 2015 and FURR Animations - FNAF School of Animatronics 2015).

In some cases, new formats were born from the idea of a particular channel, which set a
standard imitated by others. An example of a new format is the series of videos “My Dear
Friend” (such as Blu’s Studio 2018; Smoke the Bear 2018; Jaze Cinema 2018). Many videos tell a
story of friendship between an animatronic and a little girl (more rarely a boy), often linked to a
temporal element: sometimes, the child finds the animatronic damaged and, remembering the
happy days spent together, tries to fix it; in other cases, it is the animatronic who remembers
the child and driven by those memories, goes to look for her, bring her a gift or save her from
some danger. Even when these robots are presented as dangerous, they do not harm the
children who have been their friends. Similar videos existed prior to the games release,
however, their popularity increased over the following four years.

Returning to “Let’s play” players, in many cases they start developing their relationships
with the enemies in their “Let’s play” videos: they assign nicknames to monsters, talk directly to
them (asking them to be good, to go away, to try to be friends) and they perform a series of
other in-game actions to familiarise themselves with these opponents. Later on, if their interest
for one of the video games persists, the YouTubers tend to upload other types of content
including animations and music videos in which they develop a different relationship with the
monsters. For example, YouTuber Jacksepticeye (2015) confronts a sexy version of the
animatronic Toy Chica, Game Grumps (2018) appear as characters in Doki Doki Literature Club!
(Team Salvato 2017) and PewDiePie (2016) takes a selfie with a dead body in Outlast 2 (Red
Barrels 2017). This pattern repeats for many horror video games and games with horror
elements, including Doki Doki Literature Club! to Granny (Dvloper, 2017), Baldi's Basics in
Education and Learning (Micah McGonigal 2018), Hello Neighbor (Dynamic Pixels 2017),
Spooky's Jump Scare Mansion (Lag Studios 2014), and Bendy and the Ink Machine (TheMeatly
Games 2017).
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CREEPYPASTAS AND VIDEO GAMES

Creepypastas are horror-related stories that are spread via the internet and are combined with
survival horror video games by YouTuber personas in two ways: video games as creepypastas
and video games about creepypastas. Video games as creepypastas are disturbing stories based
on pre-existing video games. A famous example is Ben Drowned (also known as Majora's Mask
Creepypasta), a scary story behind a particular ROM cartridge of The Legend of Zelda: Majora's
Mask (Nintendo 2000). The story of this “corrupted” copy was originally posted on 4chan’s /x/
(a message board dedicated to the paranormal) and included links to YouTube videos (the first
of which is Alex Hall 2010) to support the claim of truthfulness of the story, and a text about the
disturbing repercussions that the game was said to be having on the real life of its player.
Creepypastas of this kind, including the NES GodZzilla Creepypasta (based on the video game
Godzilla, Monster of Monsters, Compile 1988) and the Slender Man case, use different media to
provide ‘evidence’ of their authenticity such as screenshots and YouTube videos. The YouTuber
personas that make use of this form of creepypasta are often built using voice-overs that narrate
the events in a slow and theatrical manner Many YouTubers have made videos dedicated to pre-
existing horror-themed stories, sometimes also translating the original text into other
languages. In other cases, the creepypastas appeared directly on YouTube. However, many of
these stories talk about video games that are not actually playable.

Playable creepypastas are video games about creepypastas and accompanied by an
external narrative. Video games about Slender Man, for example, and other characters such as
Jeff the Killer were created by pre-existing horror stories. Slender Man is a popular user-
generated internet phenomenon from 2009 when a Something Awful (2009) user posted two
modified images in response to a “create paranormal images” contest. In these black and white
images depicting a group of children, a silhouette of a tall, thin, and faceless man had been
inserted in the background. The creature, called “Slender Man”, spread via 4chan’s /x/ and then
other sites and platforms (see Chess 2012, 2015; Freitas and Amaro 2016; Smith 2017; and
Peck 2017). These playable creeypastas, such as the Slender Man video game, are included
under the label of “indie games”, which is a type of video game development that is linked to
experiential design practices (Marshall et al. 2019, p.167-168), which leads to another group of
YouTube videos.

Over the years, a large number of YouTubers have talked about creepypastas through
“Let’s play” videos, stories, theories, and crossovers. For example, the first traces of Sad Satan
(anonymous 2015) appeared on YouTube in 2015 as a “Let’s Play” video (in a channel named
Obscure Horror Corner), and presented a new way to exploit the potential of gaming videos for
creepypastas and horror stories in general (Peters 2018). According to the (no longer present)
description of the video, this video game would have been downloaded from the deep web via
an onion link that was reported there. The video lacks voice-over commentary, and the game is
almost incomprehensible. In a first-person view, the player moves along several almost
completely dark corridors in which sometimes images appear, including the Japanese serial
killer Tsutomu Miyazaki, Margaret Thatcher, and a statue of Lady Justice. The musical
soundtrack is intermittent, sometimes interrupted by footsteps, and where present, it is made
up of repetitive and disturbing sounds, alternating with dialogue played backwards. In a few
days, news of the game spread, and the onion link (a deep web URL) provided proved to be a
fake. A 4chan’s anonymous user posted on /x/ a link to download what he/she defined as the
“Real Sad Satan”, different from the one shown on Obscure Horror Corner. However, the “Real
Sad Satan” proved to contain gore, child pornography, and malware.3 The Obscure Horror
Corner video about Sad Satan was a silent creepypasta on YouTube, which relied on external
elements (like its onion link) to build an aura of its own. However, it soon evolved into a more
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accessible experience, as a new version of the game spread first through 4chan and then Reddit.
Along with the “Real Sad Satan” came more traditional “Let’s play” videos, in which a YouTuber
would try the video game, comment about it, and show his reactions. However, the result
differed from many other “Let’s play” videos and creepypastas. Sad Satan hinders the activity of
the player and the commentator in every way: it is an experience of emptiness and nothingness
(Rodriguez Serrano 2017).

After Sad Satan, YouTube-related creepypastas returned to more narrative forms.
Perhaps, the most relevant case that emerged after Sad Satan is Petscop, a game specifically
made for a series of videos. The first video of Petscop was uploaded on a channel with the same
name (Petscop 2017) by “Paul”, who was the voice of the “Let’s play” videos. The persona
created by Paul was not the typical YouTuber who addresses an audience at large, but someone
speaking directly to a single person, a friend, to whom he intended to show the strange video
game he had found. In so doing, Paul generated a different kind of intimacy where audience can
enjoy overhearing a conversation and have to perform further interpretative work to decipher
Paul’s references to facts likely to be known to his alleged interlocutor only (Peters 2018).
These videos were born as a source of information about Petscop, an unfinished PlayStation
video game from 1997 made by a fictional company called Garalina. Petscop’s narrator, “Paul”
hides himself to fake authenticity, to convey the idea that he has no interest in showing himself,
because he is making those videos for a friend only. The preparatory work of the anonymous
creator to make Petscop is remarkable; after all, fabrication can be considered a form of work
(Marwick 2013). Building on and surpassing the lesson of Sad Satan, Petscop is one of the most
peculiar examples of revolutionising and revitalising a YouTube format centred on one kind of
persona.

The vitality of the creepypasta model is also shown by the success achieved by video
games that recover the modus operandi of these stories such as Undertale (Toby Fox 2015), Doki
Doki Literature Club!, and Pony Island (Daniel Mullins Games 2016). These games depict horror
linked to technology, the suffering or death inflicted on friendly and innocent characters, the
corruption of the code (and of the graphic), the insertion of photorealistic elements, the direct
interaction with the player, and the general idea of an obscure truth beneath the surface.

CONCLUSION

The role played by YouTuber personas in the evolution process of horror games emerges from a
series of elements that have been examined in the diachronic investigation of this article. To
summarise, we first examined the link between the construction of the YouTuber personas and
the survival horror video games genre.

In general, survival horror and YouTubers can constitute a combination capable of
generating good performances even outside the cases of instantaneous and explosive success.
The creator of Emily Wants to Play (Shawn Hitchcock 2015), for example, has publicly
Acknowledged the contribution made by YouTubers and streamers to the success of his video
game: “They played a major role in the success of Emily Wants To Play and it’s a “win-win”
situation. Emily brings new viewers, a larger view count, and more “likes” to their channel and it
brings new fans to Emily” (Tisdale 2016). In addition to the direct increase in sales, the
popularity has allowed the game to see numerous ports made on consoles in a short time.

The YouTuber’s activity is a creative work, linked more to performance than
representation (Lee 2015), and is a form of the gameur’s practices of exploring and presenting
indie games (Marshall et al. 2019, p. 171-172). Their activity leads to a continuous negotiation
for the search for authenticity (Jerslev 2016; McRae 2017; Cunningham and Craig 2017) in
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which the desire is to offer the most advantageous representation of the YouTube persona.
Their practices are characterised by a very strong spreadability (Jenkins, Ford, and Green
2013): they are adaptable and reconfigurable according to the needs of various users. They
structure a co-creative, participatory persona who is actively promoting themselves and the
video game: a synergistic spreadability, therefore, in which developers, YouTubers, and players
/ spectators can participate. This synergy is not always realised, and sometimes is hardly
achievable, but rhetorically is often presented through youtubers strategies and discourses.
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END NOTES

1. For example: One Night (Rinat Mirzasalikhov 2014) contains a collage of
YouTubers including the Russian Kuplinov, and Epsilon corp. (Alexandr Kataev
2016) has an image of PewDiePie inside a locker. Run Rooms (IDALGAME 2017),
instead, has placed on the wall of a room the photos of YouTubers who have
already recorded one or more videos about the game. Even the trailer on Steam is
a group of clips from various YouTube channels.

2. The Steam page of Insanz - Retro Survival Horror (SimplexGameStudio 2015), for
example, says that: <«THE GAME CONTAINS SCENES MAY BE KEPT AND CRAZY TO
BRING LAUGH. MAY Become a YOUTUBE VIDEO CREATE. When side effects,
contact your doctor or pharmacist!» [sic].

3. For a more detailed summary of this story, see the related Reddit thread
(u/BrokenLink100 2015).
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