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Understanding Senua’s psychosis in Hellblade

Interview with Paul Fletcher

In 2017, Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice, by
Ninja Theory, was released for PC and
PlayStation 4, later making its way to Xbox
One, Nintendo Switch and Xbox Series X/S.
The game was remarkable for dealing mas-
terfully with a difficult topic, psychosis. It
was made by a relatively small team that
counted with advice from specialists in
mental health and by people living with the
condition to properly represent it. The
game received wide acclaim for its por-
trayal of psychosis, the acting of Melina
Juergens (who plays Senua), and also tech-
nical aspects (notably, the voices or “Fu-
ries”).

This year saw the release of the sequel
Senua's Saga: Hellblade II for PC and Xbox

Series X/S. This new game continues
Senua’s story and her struggle with psy-
chosis and, once again, the team at Ninja
Theory (now part of Xbox Game Studios)
relied on a group of experts offering advice
and their experiences.

Among the experts was Dr. Paul
Fletcher, a Professor of Health Neuro-
science at the Department of Psychiatry,
University of Cambridge, UK. Dr. Fletcher
was part of the team in the development of
both games and kindly agreed to an inter-
view. So, we took the opportunity to learn
more about his participation in game devel-
opment, the medical understanding of psy-
chosis and its in-game depiction, and much
more.

Cite this article as: Journal of Geek Studies. (2024) Understanding Senua’s psychosis in Hellblade. Journal of Geek
Studies 11(2): 75-79. https:/ /doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.12637459



https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.12637459

So please read ahead. But do keep in
mind that, while we do not have any major
spoilers here, this interview is best enjoyed
after playing at least the first game.

Before we start talking about games,
would you kindly give our readers some
background on your academic and clinical
work?

I trained in medicine and then spe-
cialised in psychiatry, practising as a full-
time clinician in north London before be-
coming involved in research. My current
role is a mixture of clinical and research
work and I also do some teaching. My main
interest has always been in trying to under-
stand the brain processes that are necessary
to perceiving and making sense of reality
and, in particular, how alterations in those
processes might lead to psychosis.

As a university professor, it must have
been rather surprising to be contacted by a
video game company - and to act as an ad-
visor in a very complex matter on top of
that. How did that happen exactly?

Yes - it happened almost exactly a
decade ago (2014) when the Ninja Theory
team were just beginning to develop what
would become Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice.
They wanted to begin by understanding
more about it and came across my name as
someone in the vicinity who does clinical
work and research in the condition. So, they
just sent me a short email asking if we could
talk a bit and I came along to their studio. I
was impressed straightaway by what they
were trying to do and the care that they
wanted to put into it. So, it grew and devel-
oped out of that.

What kind of advice and information were
you providing during game development?

To begin with, we organised a few meet-
ings in which I talked about the basic neu-
roscience of psychosis, what the symptoms
are and so forth. That led on to more in-
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depth discussions about how, for all of us,
with or without psychosis, the experience
of reality is constructed from within. It’s not
just through the evidence of our sense that
we comprehend the world around us. We
also use our past knowledge to shape real-
ity to our expectations. Recognising this -
and the processes by which the brain con-
structs our model of reality - we can begin
to get closer to understanding what hap-
pens when people experience an unshared
reality, which is what psychosis is.

The term used to refer to Senua's experi-
ence in the game materials is 'psychosis’,
but that term encompasses lots of differ-
ent things. Would you be able to give us a
quick primer on what is psychosis and
what are its most common causes and
symptoms?

In some ways, psychosis is a loose de-
scriptive term. It basically refers to the ex-
perience of an unshared reality - one that
other people don’t concur with and may not
understand because it can seem so bizarre
and lacking in evidence. Importantly, it’s
not just some vague or faint imaginary ex-
perience but it can feel absolutely real and
unquestionable. Doctors typically think of
psychosis as having two main components:
hallucinations, which are altered perceptions
(perceiving, hearing seeing, touching, tast-
ing, smelling) things when there is no exter-
nal cause, and delusions, which are unusual
beliefs, sometimes bizarre and frightening,
which seem to arise without good evidence
and which can be very much out of keeping
with what the person would normally be-
lieve. So, for example, a hallucination might
consist of one or more voices talking to the
person and a delusion might be the belief
that they are being hunted or persecuted by
neighbours.

It's a description, not a diagnosis, and it
can have many different causes. Typically,
people think of it occurring in the context of
a serious mental illness like schizophrenia.
But it can also be found in neurological and
physical illnesses. Isolated symptoms of
psychosis (like hallucinations) are thought



to occur, in relatively mild forms, in healthy
people under certain conditions (stress,
trauma, sleep deprivation, sensory depriva-
tion) and, of course, it can occur due to
drugs.

Besides yourself, there were also further
advisors who brought in their personal ex-
periences with psychosis. So, there was an
interplay of both science and lived experi-
ence informing game development, plus
all the narrative and gameplay as-
pects, and actors. How was your experi-
ence in working with that group?

From a very early stage, the Ninja The-
ory team wanted to involve people with ex-
perience of psychosis, and this has been a
commitment that they have honoured
throughout the past 10 years. We ended up
having fascinating meetings in which per-
sonal experience, neuroscience, clinical ex-
perience and art, acting and gameplay were
all brought together. These meetings would
lead to design and creation by the Ninja
Theory team, which would then be shown
and discussed at subsequent meetings. The
whole process was iterative, and the lead
designers made sure that everyone had a
voice that was listened to.

Hellblade

It is clear that everyone involved put in a
lot of effort and attention in the games and
treated the topic with care and respect. So,
how good a representation of psychosis
does Hellblade offer?

From my perspective, the games have
deeply embedded certain principles of un-
derstanding how we make sense of the
world and construct our own realities into
the story, gameplay, and audiovisual de-
sign. They have also done some truly re-
markable things in representing individual
symptoms (like auditory and visual halluci-
nations), to the extent that I have found
them enormously helpful in communicat-
ing my work to students and the public.
More than that, and viewing the games as a
whole, they have created a deeply empathic
representation of what it might be like to
live in an uncertain, unreliable, frightening
and confusing world and to have to battle
through it, which is what the individual
with psychosis may have to do every day.
More importantly, the people who contrib-
uted their own experiences of psychosis to
the game have been explicit that the game
really does convey the experiences in a way
that is compelling, honest, and respectful.
That means a huge amount and it’s been in-
credible to see this view echoed by those
who weren’t involved in game design but
have their own experiences of mental ill-
ness and distress, in themselves or in loved
ones.
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In Senua’s Saga, it feels like Senua is on
another “stage” of dealing with her psy-
chosis in comparison to the first game. Is
that something real, in the sense that is
based on real-world data?

Yes. One of the earliest principles of the
story was that there would be no “miracle”
recovery but, at the same time, Senua
would come to terms with her experiences
and learn to live with them and manage
them, just as people may have to do in real
life. As the story moves into Senua’s Saga,
there has been a change in her outlook. She
still has the voices (“the Furies”) with her
and she is still experiencing a reality that
differs from the ones experienced by those
around her. But she has more agency. She
isn’t deeply enveloped by the Darkness that
she was forced to battle through in Senua’s
Sacrifice. She can recognise and integrate
with the realities of others around her. This
is a known experience in the evolving expe-
rience of psychosis. People may come to in-
habit a dual reality and to have to somehow
balance what they experience with the idea
that others may reject that reality and may
have very different perspectives on the
world. This can be uncomfortable and dif-
ficult, and I think that Senua’s Saga has done
some very interesting things to represent
that and explore it. For example, at a simple
level, sometimes Senua’s voices will chal-
lenge or argue with the voices of the people
around her, urging her to distrust them.
This is a very real experience in psychosis
and can be very hard to deal with.

Interview

The two Hellblade games reached a wide
audience and brought people in contact
with several aspects of psychosis. Do you
think Senua’s story might help the public
to understand better what psychosis en-
tails and perhaps remove the stigma and
prejudice from it?

That has been our hope throughout. It's
important to know that the initial aspiration
of the game, as I understood it, was not to
serve as some documentary or “edutain-
ment”. Rather it evolved to represent an un-
usual and frightening experience as truth-
fully and respectfully as the medium and
the art could allow. I think that, in telling a
story with these principles in mind, Ninja
Theory have created an experience that of-
fers a powerful urge towards empathy for
people in the throes of psychosis. By treat-
ing Senua as a complex, frightened and con-
fused, but wultimately heroic character,
they’ve created a perspective on psychosis
that resonates with my clinical experience
of the courage, grace and dignity of people
dealing with this condition. Telling stories
in this way and with this level of care seem
to me crucial in fostering empathy and ulti-
mately challenging stigmatising attitudes.

Has people dealing with psychosis con-
tacted you because of the Hellblade
games? And if so, do you know if the
games have helped them to understand
themselves better?
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Yes - people have contacted me and, in
much greater numbers, have directly con-
tacted the studio. I have been really touched
by how positive they have been about the
validating effect the game may have on
their views of themselves and their experi-
ences. People have spoken of having experi-
enced a sense of shame and of trying to
keep things secret and have found that the
game challenges that by recognising and
representing their struggle. One of the very
consistent messages is that, by creating this
representation, and representing inner ex-
periences and struggles in a way that can be
seen, heard and shared, they have experi-
enced a sense of relief in being able to show
it to others and say, “this is what it can be
like for me”.

Now going the other way around, what do
you think about using video games as part
of the treatment of mental health issues?

I think there is a huge, and as yet largely
untapped, potential in what video games
can bring to clinical sciences. We could use
games to replace the standard (and boring)
psychological tasks that measure cognitive
function, we could develop much more so-
phisticated and precise measures of how
people approach problems and challenges
in different ways. Ultimately, gameplay has
a big learning component and I envisage
that games can provide a setting in which
psychotherapeutic tools could be offered in
ways that are creative and effective. Indeed,
I have been working with Ninja Theory to
look at ways in which gameplay could help
people to learning to regulate their re-
sponses to stress and this is an exciting pos-
sible avenue.

Besides raising awareness, do you think
Hellblade is a good tool in teaching? Do
you use it in your classes?

In the past, my lectures tended to be re-
stricted to describing psychosis and giving
examples of first-person written accounts.
Over the last decade, my teaching has much
improved by incorporating segments from

Hellblade

Hellblade to convey much more vividly
what the auditory and visual experiences
might be like. It has been extraordinarily
useful to me in my classes.

Do you have any final words for the
gamers out there who want to learn more
about the topic?

With the release of Senua’s Saga, Ninja
Theory created a 20-minute video docu-
mentary talking about psychosis. It in-
cludes the voices of people who have expe-
rienced psychosis as well as of the artists
and writers who worked so hard to incor-
porate these experiences into the game. I
would strongly recommend it. In it, I talk
about the neuroscience of psychosis and of
how we construct our reality all the time -
you can always fast forward through those
bits but make sure you listen to the artists
and those with experience of psychosis as
that is really powerful and interesting.

ABOUT THE INTERVIEWEE

Dr. Paul C. Fletcher lives in Cambridge and
spends his spare time reading novels and po-
etry, playing video games, and long distance
running with a ridiculously fit Springer spaniel
called Idris and an even fitter wife called Nicky
- both of them can run further and faster than he
can. He used to play a lot of football (the British
kind) but is getting too old now, so he watches
it and pretends that he used to be better at it
than he actually was. He’s played both Hellblade:
Senua’s Sacrifice and Senua’s Saga: Hellblade 11
and finds them immensely powerful and emo-
tional experiences. He feels incredibly fortunate
to have been a tiny part of a team that is so in-
credibly talented, motivated and inspired.
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Press Kit of Senua's Saga: Hellblade II (Ninja The-
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game.
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