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This thesis inspects how Toby Fox’s video game Deltarune (2019) and its literal and spiritual 

predecessor Undertale (2015) approach the themes of fate and control through both the story 

elements and the unique mechanisms that video games enable as a medium of storytelling, such 

as metafiction and gameplay mechanics. Additionally, the unique potential of video games as a 

storytelling medium for metanarratives is inspected through examples from Undertale and 

Deltarune. Through the inspection of these elements, we can evaluate that the methods of Fox’s 

deconstruction and criticism of video games, and especially the role-playing game genre, are 

effective in both games, and that the methods have developed between them. 

 Undertale is analysed through the concepts of katabasis, predetermined fate, and the 

player’s control over the playable character granting them the power to free the race of monsters 

from their fate through either pacifism or violence. The implications and consequences of both 

approaches are discussed in terms of their appeal to the player, and the criticism Fox is making 

through the metanarrative present in them. This thesis claims that the utilisation of the concept 

of fate and the control the player has over the game’s world are key features that strengthen 

Undertale’s criticism of player violence as the default approach, as they intertwine with the 

metanarrative.      

 The analysis on Deltarune is built upon the core conflict between the player and the 

playable character, who is aware of being controlled. The concept of fate is applied to the game 

world’s Prophecy and how the game characters fighting against a tragic future fit into the classic 

format of a hero’s journey, which includes the finding and development of one’s true self. How 

the player is consistently reminded of their position and power as an extradiegetic puppeteer is 

inspected especially in the context of the violent routes in the game, which utilise numerous 

metafictional elements. The analysis leads to the claim that in its first four chapters, Deltarune 

has established an effective narrative framework within which the commentary and 

deconstruction of the relationship between player and player character can develop, and that the 

themes of fate and control are at their core. The fact of Deltarune being incomplete as of the 

completion of this thesis is taken into account in the analysis involving the game’s story elements. 
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Tämä tutkielma tarkastelee, kuinka Toby Foxin videopeli Deltarune (2019) ja sen kirjaimellinen ja 

hengellinen edeltäjä Undertale (2015) lähestyvät kohtalon ja kontrollin teemoja sekä 

tarinaelementtien, että videopelien mahdollistamien mekanismien, kuten metafiktion ja 

pelimekaniikkojen, kautta. Lisäksi videopelien uniikkia potentiaalia tarinankerronnan muotona 

metanarratiiveissä tutkitaan Undertalesta ja Deltarunesta otettujen esimerkkien kautta. Näiden 

elementtien tutkimisen kautta voimme todeta, että Foxin videopeleihin, ja varsinkin roolipeleihin, 

kohdistuva dekonstruktio ja kritiikki ovat tehokkaita ja toimivia, ja että käytetyt metodit ovat 

kehittyneet pelien välillä.    

 Undertalea analysoidaan katabasiksen, ennalta määrätyn kohtalon, sekä pelattavan 

hahmon kontrollointimahdollisuuksien kautta, kuten pelaajan kyky vapauttaa pelattavan hahmon 

avulla pelin hirviöt kohtalostaan joko pasifismin tai väkivallan kautta. Sekä pasifismin että 

väkivaltaisen lähestymistavan implikaatioita ja seuraamuksia käsitellään niiden 

houkuttelevuuden suhteen, ja Foxin niiden kautta tekemän kritiikin suhteen. Tutkielman väitteenä 

on, että Undertalen sisältämää kritiikkiä pelaajan väkivaltaa kohtaan oletusarvoisena 

lähestymistapana vahvistaa kohtalon ja kontrollin konseptien tehokas hyödyntäminen 

metanarratiivissa.    

 Deltarunen analyysi rakentuu pelaajan ja kontrolloiduksi tulemisesta tietoisen pelattavan 

hahmon välisen konfliktin ympärille. Kohtalon konsepti yhdistetään pelimaailman sisällä 

sijaitsevaan ennustukseen, ja kuinka ennustuksen traagista kohtaloa vastaan taistelevat hahmot 

sopivat klassiseen sankarin matkan formaattiin, johon tyypillisesti kuuluu oman itsensä 

löytäminen ja kehittäminen. Lisäksi tutkitaan, kuinka pelaajaa muistutetaan asemastaan ja 

voimastaan tarinan ulkopuolisena nukkemestarina, varsinkin pelin väkivaltaisen pelitavan kautta, 

jossa hyödynnetään paljon erilaisia metafiktionaalisia elementtejä. Analyysi johtaa päättelyyn, 

että nykyisissä kappaleissaan Deltarune on kehittänyt tehokkaat puitteet, joiden kautta pelaajan 

ja pelattavan hahmon suhteen dekonstruktio ja kritiikki voi kehittyä pitäen ytimenään kohtalon ja 

kontrollin teemat. 
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1  Introduction and Background 

 

Undertale (2015) is an indie roleplaying game (RPG) developed by Toby Fox with 

simple yet whimsical graphics and engaging, humorous dialogue. Undertale’s well-

written characters are one of the main selling points that earned it plenty of love, 

renown, and a devoted fanbase, and as such, they have been the object of plenty of 

independent analysis and speculation. As almost all the central monster characters in 

Undertale are also boss enemies that the player must fight against even in peaceful 

playthroughs, they are naturally at the core of many of the conflicts that are present in 

the game.      

 What was particularly unique and interesting about Undertale during its 

initial release was the fact that it was advertised as an RPG where you did not have to 

kill anyone, with sales pitches such as “The friendly RPG where nobody has to die” and 

“UNDERTALE! The RPG game where you don’t have to destroy anyone” plastered 

over its Steam store page and the video trailer therein. This was particularly curious, 

since role-playing games, especially digital ones, as a genre are typically built upon the 

somewhat mindless slaughter of lower-level enemies in order to level up and advance in 

the story. Ernest Adams defines RPGs as follows: “A role-playing game is one in which 

the player controls one or more characters, typically designed by the player, and guides 

them through a series of quests managed by the computer. Victory consists of 

completing these quests. Character growth in power and abilities is a key feature of the 

genre. Typical challenges include tactical combat, logistics, economic growth, 

exploration, and puzzle solving. Physical coordination challenges are rare except in 

RPG-action hybrids” (Chapter 15 Roleplaying games). Furthermore, role-playing games 

do occasionally have game mechanics that evaluate the number of violent versus non-
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violent choices the player makes via a morality system of some kind, such as the Grand 

Theft Auto games’ (1997-)  wanted levels, or the paragon-renegade system in the Mass 

Effect Series (2007-), but playing violently rarely locks the player out of as much 

content as Undertale. Though José P. Zagal and Roger Altizer claim that “Reputation 

systems reflect the impact of player character’s actions in the game world. However, 

they are not indicative of changes and growth in the characters themselves. Rather, they 

reflect the perception that others have of a character” (6), in Undertale’s case this 

perception extends beyond the playable character to the player due to its metagame 

elements. 

Deltarune breaks the standards of role-playing games in quite a few ways, 

for example by separating the player from the character they are playing as, hindering 

the performance of role-playing. David Simkins writes about traditional role-playing 

games: “An RPG is a game, not a game system or product, but a game experience that 

that a player plays, in which the player portrays a character in a setting. Each player’s 

portrayal of their character must include three components: immersion, experiencing the 

character; acting, performing in character; and gaming, obeying and manipulating rules 

and goals in character” (qtd. in Zagal and Deterding 25). However, since the player does 

not know the character they play as very well and thus has no good reference point to 

any progress they may or may not make, the process of immersion is disrupted. 

Additionally, character progression in terms of strength and skill is nullified in a lot of 

ways in Deltarune: the playable character does not experience any significant increase 

in stats even when playing violently, and a lot of the characters’ and items’ stats are 

nonsensical and inconsistent, such as “Dogness” and “Fluffiness”. Furthermore, when 

starting the Deltarune equivalent of a violent route in chapter two, the killing of 
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enemies happens via another character, and thus the playable character themself does 

not gain combat experience directly.  

 Undertale is set in a fantasy world and follows the story of Frisk, a young 

human child, who falls into a cave while wandering alone on Mount Ebott. The cave is 

inhabited by the race of monsters, who used to live alongside humans on the surface, 

but were imprisoned there by the humans after losing in a one-sided war caused by fear 

and misunderstandings, as is revealed throughout the story via dialogue with NPCs 

(non-playable characters), books and mural-like wall writings within the game. The 

only way for Frisk to get out of the cave is by travelling through the Underground, the 

kingdom of the monsters, and at the end of their journey, the magical barrier created by 

the humans to keep the monsters inside awaits them. The barrier requires immense 

power to break, and the player has to make a choice: make Frisk kill the king of 

monsters, Asgore Dreemurr, and use the combined power of a human SOUL and a 

monster SOUL to let Frisk alone pass through the barrier and exit the Underground or 

allow Frisk to die by Asgore’s hand and submit their stronger human SOUL to him, so 

that he can break the barrier completely and free the monsters from the Underground. 

 The above is a condensed version of the story available in a Pacifist or a 

Neutral Route, where the player does not kill any monsters, or kills any number of them 

from one to all but one. The Genocide Route, on the other hand, demands the tedious 

extermination of every single encounterable monster in the Underground, including 

strong “boss enemies” and innocent bystanders. This behaviour is called “grinding” in 

the context of video games, and Zagal and Deterding define it as follows: 

“Grind/Grinding: Repetitively performing the same task, such as killing enemies, to 

improve character development or acquire items. When applied to item acquisition, it is 

interchangeable with the term ‘farming’” (117). When it comes to Undertale’s 
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Genocide Route, however, the typical benefits of grinding, such as obtaining currency 

dropped by enemies, become quite moot, since most store vendors have abandoned their 

posts and left their items behind to grab for free (steal) for fear of the murderous freak 

of a child threatening them or killing them.   

 The three different routes, Pacifist, Neutral, and Genocide, were named by 

the fan base but have seemingly been acknowledged and accepted by Toby Fox and are 

a standard part of the vocabulary in fan-created content, such as wikis and discussion 

forums, and thus I will also be utilising them in my analysis. The clearly defined routes 

and the diverging dialogue branches that change depending on how many and 

sometimes which specific monsters the player has killed create an experience where the 

player quite easily is left wanting more and wondering what would happen were they to 

do some things differently in their next playthrough. However, Undertale is quite a 

devious game in the sense that it will remember which of the monsters the player has 

killed and when, and an unsuspecting first-time player reloading their save after 

accidentally killing the tutorial boss, for example, will have to face the choices made in 

a past save eventually.     

 Names and evolving identities are a central element of Undertale’s story. 

The playable character adopts the name given to them by the player at the beginning of 

the game for the duration of most of the game, but towards the end, it is revealed that 

they have their own name: Frisk. I will be using this name for the playable character for 

the sake of clarity. However, it is worth mentioning that the playable character, Frisk, 

and the player cannot be entirely separated from each other, as Undertale also has a 

meta-commentary present in it that occasionally addresses the player themselves and the 

actions they perform via Frisk directly. This is especially prevalent in the Genocide 

Route, as some in-game characters, such as the main antagonist Flowey and the 
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mysterious Sans, point out that the player is killing their friends and family out of 

boredom and morbid curiosity. Due to this, some of the analysis may refer to Frisk and 

the player nearly interchangeably at some points, but a distinction will be made each 

time it is relevant to address them separately.  

 Undertale is an example of an unlikely success story, as it is the first video 

game produced by Toby Fox, who was before Undertale’s release mainly known as a 

video game music producer. Undertale was a crowdfunded project, meaning that there 

was no studio or company funding the project, but rather early fans of the game concept 

presented by Fox donated money to fund the game’s development. The 

www.engadget.com website recorded a total of 2,398 supporters for the Undertale 

Kickstarter campaign, amassing a total of 51,124$, surpassing Fox’s goal by a long 

shot. This outcome is in a way any indie producer’s dream, and the massive popularity 

and cult classic status that followed not long after the game’s release were sufficient 

proof that the funding had not gone to waste.    

 A few years after Undertale’s release, in October 2018, Toby Fox 

published the first chapter of his suddenly announced new game project, Deltarune. The 

chapter’s release was veiled in questions and mystery, as it was preluded by some 

untypical activity on Undertale’s official Twitter account, @UnderTale. Fox posted on 

the account on Oct 30th and 31st through an ominously speaking persona, who is 

awaiting the player’s arrival and subsequent cooperation. The second chapter was 

released two years later in September 2021, and the currently freshest chapters three and 

four were released together in June 2025. Each subsequent release after the first chapter 

was similarly accompanied by mysterious tweets in the same style as the first ones. This 

mysterious persona appears to be someone who can influence the fate, development, 

and perhaps overall reality of Deltarune’s universe, and also likely the voice that guides 
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character creation at the start of Deltarune, continuing the metanarrative themes present 

in its predecessor.      

 So far, Deltarune has toyed with the concept of character autonomy in 

numerous ways, but mainly through the morally blurry and vague relationship between 

the player and the playable character, Kris. The player controls Kris via a SOUL, a 

concept that is central in Undertale as well, though we cannot say for certain whether 

the SOUL is originally Kris’s but hijacked by the player, or someone else’s SOUL, 

inserted into Kris in order to use their body to achieve something against their will. 

Regardless of the current ambiguity regarding the reasons why Kris is, in-universe, 

being controlled and aware of it, they have expressed time and again through the four 

chapters that they do not appreciate many of the choices the player makes in Kris’s 

name. Furthermore, it appears that Kris’s physical body is not able to sustain itself 

without the SOUL for long periods at a time, which presents additional points of interest 

for analysis. Through the currently available four chapters, the gameplay and story of 

Deltarune consists of Kris living their life as a teenager, going to school and dealing 

with family drama, until they stumble upon an alternate world with their classmate 

Susie. These alternate worlds, Dark Worlds, threaten to cover the “real” world, Light 

World, in darkness, and with the help of a new Darkner friend, Ralsei, they embark on 

the journey to fulfil the Prophecy and seal all the Dark Fountains sustaining the Dark 

Worlds. The tug of war between the player and Kris is a central to this main plot, as 

Kris has been shown actively working against the player during the brief moments they 

are free of the player’s control. This struggle is connected to the game’s broader themes 

of autonomy, power, and fate, which relate to the Prophecy and its supposed 

inevitability, and the structures of power between Lightners and Darkners. 

 The worlds of both Undertale and Deltarune include the interactions 
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between two races as a core source of tension and conflict. In Undertale these races are 

humans and monsters, and the dynamic between them is one shaped by war and distrust. 

Deltarune also has humans and monsters in it, but their relationship is not as strained 

and not as central as it is in Undertale. Instead, Deltarune centres the complicated 

relationship between the Lightners and Darkners, monsters and humans who inhabit the 

“real world,” the Light World, and the dwellers or the Dark Worlds. Their relationship 

is one-sided in the sense that most Lightners do not know the Dark Worlds or Darkners 

exist but can still unknowingly affect them via their actions.   

 Monsters in various forms of media have been utilised throughout history 

to represent plenty of concepts, fears, and features of humanity itself, and a rich field of 

research and theoretical viewpoints has formed around these depictions. Sarah Stang et. 

al. broadly introduce the concept of monstrosity as follows: “Monstrous beings embody 

our fears, anxieties, and prejudices, while also being irresistible figures whose forms 

and stories are continuously re-envisioned, remediated, and even sometimes redeemed. 

The concept of monstrosity itself is a form of chimera, defying classification and 

categorization, morphing and mutating to fit all kinds of analytical moulds. This is 

perhaps because monsters themselves are ambiguous and often contradictory figures” 

(7). Frankenstein’s monster, for example, has been read from the viewpoint of race, 

gender, and familial relationships. Monsters typically embody the concept of otherness 

(Peyo Karpuzov 109), and Undertale is no exception, as the whole race of monsters has 

been forcefully separated from the rest of society, from humans, and are quite likely 

doomed to extinction, as the Underground they have been confined within is not an 

optimal living environment with its trash heaps, lava lakes and lack of sunlight. In 

addition to their non-human appearance potentially being a reason for discrimination, 

the monsters in Undertale also possess magic that most of the humans do not, which 
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adds another layer to the differences and tension between them. However, as Jaroslav 

Švelch points out, the player should realise quite early into the game that the monsters 

in Undertale are not “the other” as strongly as they may be in other games but rather 

have “quirks and concerns that are not monstrous at all” (Player vs. Monster 116-117). 

This method of “humanising” the monsters via learning small things about them 

through simple conversations and interactions is likely another feature meant to guide 

the player towards completing the game non-violently. Furthermore, Gabriel Elvery 

connects the fact that the monsters in Undertale are not stereotypically scary or strange 

to the potential for the player to become the true monster: “Whilst the human player has 

the option of becoming threatening and fear-inducing, Fox’s ‘classificatory misfits’ are 

misfits in the colloquial sense of the word: they are dorky” (483). Thus, the concept of 

monstrosity is used to reflect the player’s actions within the game back at themselves.

 In contrast to Undertale, the setting and story of Deltarune appear to 

approach the tensions between the fantasy versions of humans and monsters from a 

different viewpoint, especially when it comes to the playable character, Kris. Unlike the 

setting of Undertale, where humans appear to be more hostile, dominant and adept in 

combat than monsters, in Deltarune, Kris is the lone human in their Hometown, and is 

considered an outcast and a weirdo, and is often the subject of probing and more or less 

innocently asked questions about what it is like to be a human, such as “Does it hurt to 

be made of blood?”, as one monster child asks them from behind a closed door. 

Furthermore, they are a human child adopted into a monster family, which has caused 

them problems while trying to fit in and feel included. This dynamic, while including the 

same racial groups as Undertale, is quite different due to the domestic and personal 

nature of Deltarune’s story; instead of having to convince monsters that they, a human, 

are not a threat, they instead must find their own place in their society. The dynamic is 
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prone to change, however, since the story of Deltarune is not complete yet, and we do 

not know what the relationship between humans and monsters is on a broader level.

 As Deltarune’s chapters have been slowly but surely released, fans of 

Toby Fox and his work have received more information on the development timelines 

of the two games. Interestingly, Fox has shared that some of Deltarune’s concepts and 

story points are approximately as old or even older than those of Undertale, which 

presents the possibility that they share inspirations and elements further than we yet 

understand due to Deltarune’s incomplete status. The games share a lot of their 

characters, such as the central parental figures to both Frisk and Kris, Toriel and 

Asgore, but Deltarune is not a direct continuation of Undertale, and thus analysis on the 

games will be kept separate. In addition to shared characters, both games also share the 

concept of a Prophecy about a hero(es) appearing to save the world. Undertale’s 

Prophecy is linked to the players of the game having the power and role to save the 

game-world and characters, and the available option of choosing violence over 

benevolence. Deltarune’s Prophecy, in contrast, is one that the characters want to stop 

from happening and take fate into their own hands.    

 Video games have developed into a media format with its own strengths 

thanks to the dynamic combination of narrative and gameplay. Toby Fox’s Undertale 

and Deltarune are examples of games that utilise the strengths of video games in their 

commentary on the nature of the relationships between game and player, and playable 

character and player, and the need to reflect on these relationships. Chapter 2 is 

dedicated to how the concept of fate within Undertale’s world interacts with the player 

and their power to affect that fate. Chapter 3 focuses on how Deltarune utilises the 

dissonance between player and playable character to build an engaging narrative and to 

reflect upon the nature of player avatars in games. Finally, chapter 4 is dedicated to how 
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metagame elements are used in both Undertale and Deltarune to encourage self-

reflection in the player.      

 This thesis inspects how Toby Fox’s video game Deltarune (2019) and its 

literal and spiritual predecessor Undertale (2015), approach the themes of fate and 

control through both the story elements and the unique mechanisms that video games 

enable as a medium of storytelling, such as metafiction and gameplay mechanics. Thus, 

this thesis claims that the critique of role-playing games and video games as a medium 

present in both games is accomplished through the interactive framework of the themes 

of fate and control, the metanarrative, and the gameplay elements.  
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2 The Katabatic Journey of Self-Reflection and the Struggle against 

Fate in Undertale   

 

When opening Undertale, an introductory cutscene plays, where a human child appears 

to be wandering on Mt Ebott, gets their foot caught on a plant root, trips, and falls into a 

cavern opening. While the child looks very similar to Undertale’s playable character, 

they are not the same. However, we can comfortably assume that the playable character, 

Frisk, fell into the Underground in a similar way. After this cutscene, the player gains 

control of Frisk and can begin playing the game and moving around. While it is unclear 

whether the “descent” is purposeful or an accident in Frisk’s case, it is implied at the 

end of the Pacifist Route that at least one of the human children that fell into the 

Underground before Frisk did so on purpose, due to their hatred towards and desire to 

escape from humanity. This child is the one in the introductory cutscene, Chara, and 

their role in the game is one of “consequences,” and they have the strongest presence in 

the Genocide Route. As the story of Undertale does not provide the player with very 

much information on the overworld and the kind of life humans live in this world, this 

revelation allows the player to form a more nuanced understanding and opinion on the 

humans of Undertale. The implication that living conditions were so dire for some 

human children that they would rather climb a mountain where no-one is rumoured to 

come back from informs the interpretation that Undertale’s version of humanity may 

not be so different from our own. After all, children are the ones who suffer the most as 

the consequence of tragedies such as war, and our world is rife with tragedies. 

Ultimately, regardless of whether Frisk was actively seeking to enter the world of 

monsters or not, for unsavoury reasons or not, they experience the rather abrupt fall into 
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the Underground, from where there is no returning through the way they entered, 

locking them onto a specific path, a journey through the Underground. 

Undertale is a game about an underground excursion during which the 

playable character controlled by the player and their perceived morality, specifically 

regarding the topics of death and violence within the game’s world, is addressed and 

assessed. Due to this, the game fits quite neatly into the ancient Greek story format of 

katabasis. The origin of katabasis as a literary concept is the Greek word “κατάβασις, a 

going down, descent,” as it is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary. Katabasis as a 

descent and an underground journey, were it literal or metaphorical, is typically 

followed by an anabasis, the definition of which in the OED is as follows: “ἀνάβασις, 

ascent, going up.” Rachel Falconer describes katabasis in more depth: 

“…metaphorically, katabasis (or in Latin, descensus ad inferos) was used by the Greeks 

more particularly to refer to a story about a living person who visits the land of the Dead 

and returns more or less unscathed” (2). In Undertale’s case, this specification of “more 

or less unscathed” is relevant, since a player who completes the game will either 

complete the katabasis by achieving anabasis through emerging from the Underground 

with Frisk alive, or fail to complete the journey, were they to play the Genocide Route 

instead of the Pacifist or Neutral ones. This is due to the Genocide Route ending 

without Frisk or the player reaching proper katharsis, as they will, in a prototypical 

scenario, be spiritually weighed down by their actions, maybe even “morally dead” and 

thus not unscathed. This “weight” that Frisk and the player may carry is of course 

subjective, but the game is built upon the assumption that the player is open to 

reflecting on their actions within a video game.   

 In this chapter, the connections between the themes of fate and control, the 

metanarrative elements, and the game mechanics are inspected in order to establish 
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Undertale’s effectiveness in delivering its commentary and critiques on the role-playing 

genre of games. 

 

Katabasis, and the Themes of Death 

The fact that the method of entering the Underground is a dangerous free fall, luckily 

cushioned by some flowers, suggests a lack of control, fatality, finality, and more 

positively, new beginnings. Katabasis and anabasis by the literary definition often 

include some of these themes, and some additional ones, such as death, rebirth, 

metamorphosis, and a spiritual cleansing. This is due to the nature of the underground in 

Greek mythology as a place akin to afterlife, which naturally involves topics of life and 

death. David L. Pike writes on the fluid meanings and associations of the underworld: 

“The ancient motif of descent to the underworld, while it has never lost its defining role 

of exploring the passage between life and death, has over the millennia gathered around 

itself an ever-increasing constellation of meanings” (2). The Underground in Undertale 

incorporates these themes into the story and the Underground realm itself as well, 

though in a more subtle way that is in alignment with current trends, such as the cloaked 

Charon-like “River Person” who ferries Frisk from place to place for free while sharing 

cryptic tips about the Underground and its inhabitants. Suzanne Lye describes the 

traditional Greek katabasis as follows: “The Underworld scene, therefore, becomes an 

individual’s chance for closure—to resolve outstanding issues from the past, putting 

both people and fears to rest, so he can move forward to his future and the completion 

of the story. The hero who exits the Underworld, therefore, is not the same person who 

entered, at least from the point of view of the audience, who now knows more about 

him than it did before” (40). However, in the journey of Undertale, it would be more 
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appropriate to say that instead of Frisk, it is the monsters and the player who are 

allowed a chance for introspection, development, and closure. 

Due to death and rebirth, or more often, the reversal of death, being a 

staple of nearly all video games with combat, Frisk would naturally also meet their 

tragic fate at the hands of some monster or other during their time in the Underground. 

However, Toby Fox has done what not all game creators are able to do, which is 

including an in-world, story-appropriate reason for the playable character being able to 

respawn after death. The humans in Undertale’s world possess, under specific 

circumstances, the power to alter reality by rewinding their own death or by resetting 

the world, though it is unclear whether this power is only available within the isolated 

environment of the Underground, as the story is almost entirely contained within the 

Underground. This power of undoing Frisk’s death whenever necessary does what 

revival mechanics in video games typically do, which is making the game reasonable to 

play and complete, but it could potentially also represent the world’s, or the creator’s, 

desire for the story to be completed, for the prophesied end to be reached. Bonnie 

Ruberg discusses video games’ life- and death mechanics through a queer lens wherein 

the so called “permalife” mechanic, the inability to die in a game or even the absence of 

death, is linked to biopolitics and necropolitics: “It [permalife] also shifts the political 

implications of living within video games and pushes us to think more broadly about 

how in-game biopolitical systems can reflect identities and desires, which can be 

located as meaningfully in the structures of a video game as in the characters or 

storylines it represents” (161). In the case of Undertale, the fact that only humans have 

this mysterious ability to affect reality and reverse death and the state of the world could 

also be called “permalife,” though we can intuit from the lore that only the most 

determined humans have this ability. Thus, in addition to the difference in strength 
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caused by monsters being made of magic in contrast to humans’ physical forms, this 

ability to SAVE and LOAD within the logic of the game’s world is another element that 

adds to the power dynamics between humans, monsters, and the (presumably also 

human) player. Furthermore, like one of the books in the monsters’ library, or 

“LIBRARBY,” tells the player, the odds are heavily stacked against the monsters, 

especially during the Genocide Route, where the player certainly has the desire to kill:  

 

Because they are made of magic, monsters’ bodies are attuned to their 

SOUL. 

If a monster doesn’t want to fight, its defenses will weaken. 

And the crueller the intentions of our enemies, the more their attacks will 

hurt us. 

Therefore, if a being with a powerful SOUL struck with the desire to 

kill… 

Um, let’s end the chapter here… 

Orange book in Snowdin’s library 

 

The biological reality of monsters being significantly more vulnerable in battle than 

humans, even while they possess offensive magic that humans do not, provides context 

for why most of the monsters that Frisk randomly encounters attack them as their first 

course of action. Furthermore, it appears that after having been separated from humans 

for so long, most monsters do not know enough about humans to recognise Frisk to be 

an approximately five to eight years old child. With the player’s guidance, Frisk can 

survive their battle encounters with the various monsters, were it through peaceful 

communication or combat. 

 

Fulfil the Prophecy, One Way or Another  

Undertale is in a way a game about fulfilling a Prophecy, at least from the point of view 

of the game-world itself and its inhabitants, since the two main paths that the story can 
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take can both be interpreted from the point of view of the Prophecy explained by the 

turtle-like vendor NPC (non-playable character), Gerson Boom, during Pacifist or 

Neutral routes. He explains that the Delta Rune (not to be confused with the other game, 

Deltarune, though likely related) is the emblem representing the Kingdom of Monsters, 

with three triangles on the bottom and a circle with wings on top. Its original meaning 

has been lost to time, but the triangles are understood to represent the monsters, and the 

circle an “Angel” of some kind. The citizens of the Kingdom of Monsters are quite 

divided on the nature of this Angel, however, as some of the more optimistic ones 

interpret it as a saviour meant to free them from the Underground, which aligns with the 

storyline of the Pacifist Route. In contrast, some of the monsters that have been jaded by 

the experience of being banished to the Underground without access to sunlight or fresh 

air see the circle as an Angel of Death, specifically. This pessimistic or perhaps realistic 

interpretation, considering their circumstances, predicts that the emblem means that an 

Angel of Death will come from the surface to “free” the monsters from the 

Underground and their grim fate by killing them all. Similarly, this interpretation aligns 

with the storyline of the Genocide Route, with the player dooming an entire race of 

beings to oblivion by wiping out most of them, and with the understanding that those 

few that are left alive due to semi-successful evacuation procedures were unlikely to 

survive for long or live peacefully even after the player has exited the Underground. 

Gerson himself is surprisingly dismissive when answering Frisk’s query about the 

Prophecy during the Pacifist and Neutral Routes: 

 

Oh yeah... The prophecy.  

Legend has it, an 'angel' who has seen the surface will descend from above 

and bring us freedom.  

Lately, the people have been taking a bleaker outlook...  

Callin' that winged circle the 'Angel of Death.'  



 

17 
 

A harbinger of destruction, waitin' to 'free' us from this mortal realm...  

In my opinion, when I see that little circle...  

I jus' think it looks neat! Wahaha! 

   

This prophecy, and both of the ways to fulfil it, play on the classic 

dynamics between heroes and monsters in fictional adventure stories. As Dom Ford 

concludes in their book about myths, heroes, and monsters: “We have heroes because 

we have monsters to banish. If anyone could banish them they wouldn’t be threatening 

enough to be monsters, so we need extraordinary people – heroes – to step in. In this 

way, they define each other” (308). Indeed, the monsters and heroes of Undertale define 

each other in the sense that the player can, through their violent actions, become the true 

monster, and the monsters, such as Undyne of the monsters’ Royal Guard, the true 

heroes. Undyne’s battle music even changes from “Spear of Justice” to “Battle Against 

a True Hero” in the Genocide Route, where she is the final frontier protecting the 

evacuating monsters. Additionally, the monsters have already been banished to live in 

the Underground, thus a player going on a “righteous rampage” to kill the monsters, in 

addition to that not clearly being the setting of Undertale, is saving no-one, but rather 

raging redundantly.    

 Intriguingly, Gerson himself refrains from taking sides while explaining 

the two interpretations of the Prophecy contained in the Delta Rune to the player. Via 

his other interactions with the player, we can get the sense that in Gerson’s eyes the 

multiple human children that have fallen into the Underground are innocent until proven 

guilty (though likely proven guilty sooner or later), but he is certainly wary about 

sharing too much information with them, often pretending to not remember, and veiling 

his intellect behind his “senile old man” act. During the Genocide Route, however, 

when the player interacts with him, he drops the act and finally reveals a bit about his 
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own worldviews: he believes that the humans would have slaughtered the monsters 

anyway, even if they were ever freed from the Underground and allowed on the Surface. 

This pessimistic view likely stems from his experience fighting in The War of Humans 

and Monsters that lead to the monsters being imprisoned. During the Genocide route, he 

shares no significant information or lore with the player, but stays at his shop to spite 

the player, even throwing in a fourth wall-breaking meta joke about the nature of 

Undertale’s monster encounters, and specifically the vendors’ shops:  

 

[When choosing the “Threat” dialogue option] 

I’ve lived too long to be afraid of something like you. Try it, kiddo! … I 

know you can’t here. Wah ha… Knowledge like that is the only reason 

I’ve survived so long. 

 

These sudden deeply aware remarks thrown by some of the Undertale 

characters, many of them infinitely more significant than Gerson’s, showcase their 

views about the Prophecy, the player, and Frisk. Gerson’s quip above reflects his 

opinion on Frisk in the Genocide Route; they are called “something”, not “someone”, 

since they have lost their humanity by engaging in mindless violence. Undertale 

sprinkles these interactions throughout the game, subtly hinting to the player way before 

the actual meta-game reveals at the end of the routes that the game’s world and 

characters are aware of the humans’ influence on their fates, whether it happens through 

Frisk or the player. When the player loses in a battle, as in when Frisk’s health points 

(HP) are depleted, the “GAME OVER” screen presents them a line from Asgore, the 

King of Monsters, encouraging the player to not give up, though a first-time player 

would not recognise his sound font before meeting him for the first time towards the 

end of the game. These lines are, save for a few exceptions: “You cannot give up just 

yet…”, “Our fate rests upon you…”, “It cannot end now!”, “Don’t lose hope!”, or 
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“You’re going to be alright!” One of these is chosen upon death, followed by “(name 

given by the player)! Stay determined…”, which implies that these lines are not being 

said to the player or even Frisk, but are instead what Asgore said to the first human 

child as they were dying, since the player unknowingly names this first child at the start 

of the game, not Frisk. Regardless of the origin of these lines, a first-time player will 

assume that they are being encouraged to continue playing, and that the monsters, the 

game’s world, or the game itself want the player to continue the journey and free the 

monsters. A game where multiple characters are aware enough of their situation that 

they can plead to the player to save them or to let them live in peace is bound to create 

some interesting interactions and interpretations about the relationship between the 

player and the game. This pleading happens mostly during the Genocide Route, but 

even at the end of the Pacifist Route, Flowey, the primary antagonist of the game, asks 

that the player not play Undertale again, to not reset their world, but rather let the 

monsters have their happy ending.  

 

Irreversible Decisions, Consequences Aplenty 

Undertale does not stop at hinting to the player that their actions within the game are 

being observed and evaluated by the game and its characters, but instead, another layer 

to the metanarrative elements exists; the “hidden” game mechanic of “permanent 

consequences.” The game’s commitment to this approach is fortified by there being 

only one save slot available in the game. Certain choices made in previous playthroughs 

of the game will carry over to the next one, with the most critical and interesting one 

being the fact that any playthrough done after a completed Genocide Route will have 

what the fandom calls “soulless Frisk.” In this scenario, the usually happy ending of a 

Pacifist Route, where Frisk is living with the monsters on the Surface, is tarnished by 
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the ending scene where it is shown that Frisk has had their SOUL and will replaced by 

those of “Chara,” and will end up killing the monsters regardless of the player’s will or 

intentions. This game mechanic implies that once the player has allowed violence to 

guide their actions by completing the Genocide Route, they can never escape the 

consequences of that choice.    

 Then, who even is Chara to have the power to overwrite Frisk and the 

player’s will? Chara was the first human to have fallen into the Underground and is one 

of the central characters of a Genocide playthrough. As the first fallen human child, they 

were welcomed and adopted by the King and Queen of monsters but died due to 

poisoning (self-afflicted) and subsequently caused the relations between monsters and 

humans to get worse, prompting the hostility towards the human children that fell into 

the Underground after Chara’s death. In the end, Chara was buried in a patch of flowers 

around the entrance to the Underground, the very same spot onto which the following 

human children are implied to have landed after falling into the Underground, Frisk 

included. Within the game, “Chara” has the name the player gives to the playable 

character at the beginning of the game, creating an interesting link between the player’s 

will and Chara’s. The player ends up unknowingly naming Chara (with Chara being a 

placeholder name), and their actions within Undertale decide Chara’s fate alongside the 

fates of the monsters. During Pacifist and Neutral Routes, Chara is not explicitly 

present, as they have passed away before the story of Undertale happens, but during the 

Genocide Route, the player’s violent actions reawaken Chara. From then on Frisk 

becomes a vessel of sorts for Chara’s spirit, with Chara seemingly influencing the 

dialogue options available and mirroring the presumed attitudes of the violently playing 

player. This mirroring includes a disinterest in lore, worldbuilding, and game mechanics 

other than combat, such as puzzles or minigames. Because Frisk, and subsequently 
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Chara, are the ones who provide the narration when the player inspects the game’s 

environment, Chara’s disinterest in anything other than killing is what locks the player 

out of the vast majority of dialogue and interesting worldbuilding in the game. Thus, a 

player playing violently that expects to be provided gameplay and interactions outside 

of combat is locked out of those possibilities due to Chara. It is revealed at the end of 

the Pacifist Route that Chara hated humanity and escaped to Mt Ebott for “not a nice 

reason.” Their hatred towards humanity is likely the reason they are able to be 

awakened by the player’s violent actions, and this awakening is primed by Frisk falling 

on top of Chara’s flower-covered grave at the start of the game. As such, a player 

completing the Genocide Route not only massacres an entire race of monsters, but also 

prevents Chara from resting peacefully, and dooms an innocent child, Frisk, to be 

forever controlled by them.    

 Similarly to Chara’s significance and role in the game, Flowey, the 

primary antagonist of Undertale, is a character that holds up a mirror to the player in all 

routes, but especially in the non-Pacifist ones. Flowey’s existence is complicated, as he 

is originally the Monster King and Queen’s biological child, Asriel, and is thus Chara’s 

adoptive sibling. After Chara’s intentional death (suicide) via buttercup-poisoning, 

Asriel absorbs their SOUL, an ability unique to monsters, passes through the barrier 

with the strength of their combined SOULs, and brings Chara’s body to their home 

village. However, the human villagers see Chara’s, a child’s, body and think that Asriel 

was the one who killed them and attack him. It is revealed all the way at the end of the 

Pacifist Route that Asriel and Chara’s SOULs actually shared control over Asriel’s 

body after their fusion, and that Chara wanted to wipe out the humans, while Asriel 

resisted. In the end, the humans wound Asriel’s body badly, after which he retreats to 

the Underground, and dies. Due to monsters turning into dust when they die, his dusty 
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remains spread over some flowers in the King’s garden. This tragedy is what sets into 

motion a chain of events that will lead to all of the significant conflicts that Frisk and 

the player will face during the events of Undertale. Due to Asriel being a part of the 

Royal Family, and thus a part of the subspecies of “Boss Monsters,” his SOUL persisted 

for a while even after death. As if losing two children in one day was not enough, the 

King of Monsters, Asgore, unknowingly causes Asriel’s remains to turn into the game’s 

primary antagonist, Flowey. In his desperation to free the monsters from the 

Underground, Asgore, together with the Royal Scientist Alphys, begin researching the 

nature of SOULs, as the barrier locking them into the Underground could be shattered if 

enough SOUL power could be gathered and preserved. In their research, they discover 

the power that allows the human SOULs to persist after death instead of perishing like 

those of monsters, and name it “DETERMINATION”. Alphys manages to isolate this 

element of DETERMINATION, and runs trials, where DETERMINATION is injected 

into dying monster patients in the hopes that monster SOULs could persist long enough 

to help break the barrier without outside help. The result is horrific, with the monsters’ 

physical forms unable to withstand the amount of DETERMINATION, causing them to 

melt and fuse into amalgams, or amalgamates, as they are called in the game. This 

failure removed the only non-violent option the monsters had for escaping the 

Underground, leaving the gathering of the fallen human children’s SOULs as the only 

option. After the failed experiments, Alphys moves onto the next best option; living but 

non-sentient things, such as a flower: 

 

I've chosen a candidate. 

I haven't told ASGORE yet, because I want to surprise him with it... 

In the center of his garden, there's something special. 

The first golden flower, that grew before all the others. 

The flower from the outside world. 

It appeared just before the queen left. 
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I wonder... 

What happens when something without a SOUL gains the will to live? 

(Entry Number 8 in the True Lab) 

 

 

This excerpt is from a log in Alphys’ lab that describes how Flowey came to be: the 

flower that grew from Asriel’s ashy remains was injected with DETERMINATION. 

This caused Asriel to reanimate as Flowey, but without his SOUL or original memories. 

The final line foreshadows the future tragedies caused by Flowey, as something with 

DETERMINATION (i.e. the will to live) but no SOUL has no limits, no boundaries, no 

empathy. Lost and scared, Flowey slowly learns who he used to be and what happened 

to him, but ultimately, feels nothing. He calls out to both Asgore and Toriel, his parents, 

but they do not hear him, which likely leads to his repeated insistence that the player 

call for help at multiple points throughout the game, only to be told “but nobody came.” 

This phrase gains further significance in the Genocide Route, in which “but nobody 

came” is the message that confirms to the player that a specific area of the Underground 

has been emptied, and that they can move on to massacre the monsters of the next area. 

“But nobody came” is then a core idea of the game that could translate to the monsters’ 

collective fear of dying out in the Underground, of Asriel’s plight that was turned 

outwards with time, and on the metalevel, it is also a message to the player that 

communicates that they have exhausted everything this world has to give to them. 

This element of power over a whole world breeding an increasing desire to 

experiment and seek entertainment is the reason Flowey is meant to be an 

uncomfortable reflection of themselves to the player. As the entity with the most 

DETERMINATION in the Underground before Frisk’s arrival, Flowey had control over 

the SAVE and LOAD functions, which are elements integrated into the game’s world 

itself. DETERMINATION, or the will to live, is literally de-termination, as explained in 

the official Legends of Localization Book 3: UNDERTALE (Clyde Mandelin, via The 
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Undertale Fandom Wiki), allowing determined individuals to SAVE and LOAD the 

world in order to undo mistakes or death, or to play around and manipulate people. 

Flowey openly talks of his experiments with this power and is especially callous and 

hypocritical about it when he catches the player trying to undo their actions. The 

perhaps best-known example of this is when the player kills Toriel, often at least partly 

accidentally due to her battle seeming unwinnable without violence and loads their save 

in order to retry. A player that does this will likely be happy about their decision to retry 

the battle peacefully for but a moment, since as soon as the player passes through the 

door that Toriel guarded and continues their journey into the rest of the Underground, 

Flowey pops up and comments on the choice the player made. If the player spares 

Toriel on their first try, Flowey merely taunts them and says that sparing a single life 

will make no difference in the grand scheme of things and foreshadows that they might 

have to kill eventually for the greater good, repeating his ideology of “kill or be killed.” 

If the player does reload their game after killing Toriel, Flowey calls out this behaviour 

and reveals his understanding of the world’s SAVE mechanics:  

 

I know what you did.  

You murdered her.  

And then you went back, because you regretted it.  

Ha ha ha ha...  

You naive idiot.  

Do you think you are the only one with that power?  

The power to reshape the world...  

Purely by your own determination.  

The ability to play God!  

The ability to "SAVE."  

I thought I was the only one with that power. But...  

I can't SAVE anymore.  

Apparently YOUR desires for this world override MINE.  

Well well.  

Enjoy that power while you can.  

I'll be watching. 
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Flowey’s bitterness about losing the powers granted to him via the injected 

DETERMINATION is quite apparent in this excerpt. It is cruel irony that while a being 

with the ability to SAVE existed in the Underground before Frisk’s arrival, he did not to 

anything good with the ability but rather interacted with his fellow monsters as a player 

of a game might, trying to draw interesting reactions from them and getting frustrated 

once they became predictable after countless SAVEs and LOADs. Sean Travers zeroes 

in on this element of Undertale, utilising the concept of the “postmodern psychopath” 

gamer and applying it to both Flowey and players doing the Genocide run. Travers 

defines the postmodern psychopath as “driven specifically by the feelings of 

meaninglessness and ‘existential horror’” (411). The postmodern psychopath gamer is 

also specifically linked to metafictional games, as they tend to reprimand and punish the 

player for what Travers calls the “…two expected play patterns of gamers: the player’s 

complicity in the endorsement of violent media entertainment by engaging with such 

texts and expected play patterns of replayability” (419). The expectation of replayability 

is, in some ways, understandable from a player who has purchased a product and wishes 

to experience their money’s worth, but so-called “speedrunners” in gaming 

communities take “replayability” to such an extreme level that their goal often is to play 

as little of the game as possible, as fast as possible. The Merriam-Webster.com 

Dictionary defines “speedrunning” as “timed playing of a video game in which the aim 

is to complete a game or portion of a game as quickly as possible,” while Michael 

Hemmingsen elaborates a bit further: “… speedrunning is a unique kind of metagame 

that utilises the game as the background ‘physics’ against which the metagame is 

played” (457). Hemmingsen’s definition, by calling the game itself a mere background 

for the metagame, highlights how the game itself is typically insignificant, and rather 

just a tool for the “metagame” of seemingly infinite optimisation of speed to occur. In 
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this sense, while speedrunning could be called a form of “postmodern psychopathy” in 

gaming, by their own definition, speedrunners may just be outside of the realm of 

Undertale’s criticism of players with the “psychopathic” need to experience everything 

a game has to give. After all, speedrunners are not really playing the game, they are 

playing the metagame of speed optimisation.   

 Finally, there is a small, simple, but succinct way Undertale reflects the 

player’s choices back at them: quite literally, via a mirror. When arriving at Toriel’s 

home at the beginning of the game, the player can make Frisk interact with a mirror. 

The mirror is functional and reflects their movements, a feat many modern high-fidelity 

games wish they could achieve, but more importantly, the descriptive bit of text that 

pops up when inspecting the mirror depends on the player’s actions in the game up to 

that moment: “It’s you!”, if the player is not on the Genocide Route, and “It’s me, 

(name given by player),” if they are. This mirror is paired with the one in Asgore’s 

home towards the end of the game, the layout of which is identical to Toriel’s home, 

prompting the player to reminisce on how far they have gotten in the game. Similarly to 

Toriel’s, the mirror’s flavour text changes depending on the route: “Despite everything, 

it’s still you!”, and the repeated “It’s me, (name given by player),” respectively. Thus, a 

player not doing the Genocide Route is given reassurance and an opportunity to reflect 

back on their journey through the Underground, while a player on the Genocide Route 

is not given development but rather foreshadowing or a reminder that they have allowed 

Chara (who the player unknowingly names at the start of the game) to seize control of 

Frisk and enabled their violence with their own desire for blood. As such, the player is 

given a chance to pause and reflect before the tense and silent trek to Asgore’s castle, 

where their actions will truly be judged and evaluated by the enigmatic Sans via the LV 

and EXP they have or have not gained by killing monsters. These words would 
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traditionally stand for “level” and “experience points,” but in a way befitting the themes 

in Undertale, they actually stand for “Level of Violence” and “Execution Points”. This 

reframing would come as a surprise to a first-time player, since the concepts of levels 

and experience points are so strongly ingrained in role-playing games as a genre that 

few would question them without good reason. This revelation functions as a moment 

for reflection similar to the mirror, but this metagame element of Sans being able to 

observe Frisk’s LV and EXP connects the judgement he gives to the player directly, as 

the player is able to see these stats during the whole game, and would likely like to 

increase them to get stronger, even if they did not want to kill the monsters. In the end, a 

player on the Genocide Route would have to battle against Sans, arguably the hardest 

enemy in the game, while a player on the Pacifist or Neutral Routes would be allowed 

past him to battle against Asgore for the opportunity to cross the barrier and leave the 

Underground.      

 While playing thorough the game, the player slowly learns of the 

monsters’ circumstances, how they have been dealt a losing hand in their conflict with 

the humans, and how they, with Frisk’s SOUL power, could potentially help them. The 

framing is not one-sided, however, since plenty of the monsters are hostile towards the 

human child as the default. Then, the player is pushed to make a choice between 

committing to pacifism, not growing stronger, and trying to help free the monsters, or 

the whatever their instinctual way of playing would be, potential violence included. 

However, the player chooses to approach the game, Undertale times the opportunity to 

reflect on one’s choices within the game and the following judgement in an effective 

way. 
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Doomed by the Narrative 

Undertale touches upon themes of control and its flipside, freedom, through the pseudo-

parental relationship Frisk has with Toriel, and the looming presence of Asgore 

throughout the story. Toriel is the second monster that the player meets after falling into 

the Underground and her introductory scene has her save Frisk from the opportunistic 

Flowey about to kill them. Toriel immediately radiates motherly energy, so much so 

that many players immediately doubt her intentions, finding the amount of immediate 

familiarity suspicious. She calls Frisk a “poor, innocent youth,” and quickly advances to 

calling them “my child,” attaching herself to them as a motherly figure responsible for 

their wellbeing. However, as the player soon learns, Toriel has no ill intentions or 

ulterior motives for being kind but has rather been through similar events before. Before 

Frisk, seven other human children have fallen into the Underground, all of them ending 

up in Toriel’s care, from where they had left, and were ultimately captured by other 

monsters and killed by Asgore.     

 The fact that Toriel has repeated this pattern multiple times before Frisk’s 

arrival establishes the setting for the player, a setting where the monsters are seemingly 

powerless to change their fates, or anyone else’s, for that matter. One human after 

another, Toriel’s charges left the relative safety of the Ruins, the part of the 

Underground that can be directly accessed through the hole the children keep falling 

through. After repeated attempts, Toriel has learnt not to take the children’s 

stubbornness and desire to leave too personally, but she clearly still struggles with 

letting them go, as she knows that what awaits them beyond the Ruins’ doors is not 

freedom, but death. This theme of futility is hinted at in the game itself through the 

gloomy tree growing in Toriel’s yard, whose description reads “Every time this old tree 

grows any leaves, they fall right off.” True to this description, the tree is barren, with a 
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layer of red leaves laying around its base, almost resembling blood. While Toriel is not 

directly responsible for the deaths of the previous human children, she feels that their 

blood is on her hands, especially because she does have some influence over the 

monsters as the abdicated Queen. However, the tragedies she has experienced, such as 

the loss of both Asriel and Chara, have left her paralyzed with indecision. The monster 

society has plenty of struggles in their everyday lives in the Underground, including the 

ever-growing hopelessness about their fate, and the drastically divorced royal couple 

has left their leadership lacking.     

 While Asgore also ends up being something of a parental figure to Frisk 

by the very end of the Pacifist Route, his role for most of the game is being a faceless 

future saviour of the monsters, a king who is loveable and fearsome in equal measure. 

Most of the “civilian” monsters understandably see him as a kind and benevolent leader, 

but those closest to him understand what he is capable of, willingly or otherwise, as he 

has been responsible for the deaths of multiple human children in the name of monster 

liberation. Due to their differences in opinion on how to handle the human children that 

keep falling into the Underground, Toriel separated from Asgore, and isolated herself 

within the Ruins. With Toriel’s approach centred around protecting the human children 

and Asgore’s involving treating the children as “necessary sacrifices” on their path to 

freedom from the Underground, the two can be interpreted as directly opposing forces 

in the story, though they only interact on-screen at the end of the Pacifist Route, when 

Toriel finally makes up her mind and decides to follow Frisk through the Underground 

in the hopes that they have not been killed yet. Furthermore, with anagrams being a tool 

of symbolism that Toby Fox seemingly enjoys employing, it is no coincidence that in 

addition to Toriel and Asgore’s last name “Dreemurr” sounding like “dreamer,” it is 

also an anagram of “murderer”. Within the interpretation presented above, Toriel could 
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be called the “dreamer” of the two, an idealist and a pacifist, and Asgore would 

represent the “murderer” side of their name. This name is another aspect through which 

the topic of destiny and fate is woven into Undertale, with the monsters unable to 

escape their destinies without outside interference. Furthermore, while the lifespans of 

monsters is a topic that is not expanded upon much, Asgore and Toriel are likely to live 

with their choices, regrets, and worries for a long, long time, as is explained by Gerson: 

 

 

Oh. Right. ASGORE.  

He's a real interesting type of monster. The strongest type of all.  

We call 'em Boss Monsters.  

When they have an offspring, the SOUL power of the parents flows into 

the child...  

Causing the child to grow as the parents age.  

But ASGORE doesn't have a child. So he's been stuck at the same age... 

And probably will be forever.  

Huh? What if the child is a human...? What?  

Nah. That wouldn't work. So if ASGORE's your father, he'll definitely 

outlive you  

(Gerson, Pacifist Route Epilogue) 

 

 

 Ultimately, these themes of fated failure and inevitable doom are brought 

to an ironic end: when the barrier is broken and the monsters freed from the 

Underground in the Pacifist Route, Toriel asks Frisk to live with her, to which the 

player can choose to answer either “I want to stay with you” or “I have places to go.” If 

the player chooses the former, Toriel comments on the humour of the situation, 

exclaiming that the whole ordeal could have been avoided had Frisk made that decision 

all the way back in the Ruins, though she also admits that it is good that Frisk took so 

long to change their mind. This relates to fate through the idea that one cannot take 

shortcuts when achieving something great, but rather the journey itself is what enables 

any significant developments or achievements.    
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 In the end, Undertale as a game weaves the fates and destinies of the 

human children functioning as vessels, the entire race of monsters, and the player 

together into an experience that few leave unaffected. The subtle but pointed 

commentary on the expectations and attitudes of gamers regarding the standardised 

violence in role-playing games is delivered through a compact but immersive story and 

fun puzzles as the alternative for violence. The strongest component of this commentary 

is arguably the simple fact that the player’s actions have consequences and appropriate 

reactions within the game, and they are not merely an outsider passing through the 

game’s world, free to do whatever they want. The metanarrative elements are utilised to 

establish the Prophecy and its two diverging endings as something the player is 

intrinsically a part of, and that their actions have been predicted, in a sense. Ultimately, 

the combination of all these elements has made Undertale a veritable cult classic that 

players refer back to whenever a new indie game playing with the topic of player 

morality is released.     

 Little did the fans of Undertale know prior to the October of 2018, the 

release of Deltarune would bring with itself familiar faces, same but different, and 

seemingly still unable to escape tragedy, Toriel and Asgore included. As Deltarune’s 

chapters have slowly but surely been released, it has become apparent that while it is not 

a direct sequel to Undertale, it very much is its successor in terms of its metanarrative 

commentary. In Deltarune, the central conflict is not between the player and the game 

world, but rather the player and the playable character, setting the stage for further 

commentary on the role and power of the player within a game world. 
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3 Saving the World, Saving Ourselves: Escaping Fate and the 

Player’s Grasp in Deltarune  
 

Deltarune is Undertale’s direct successor when it comes to many elements and features 

of the games, such as the characters, combat, and writing style, but it also stands on its 

own as an independent and unique piece of media. Deltarune’s current playtime, even 

while incomplete, surpasses that of Undertale by a mile, which is detectable in the 

depth of the game’s story, world, and characters. Fox himself estimated in an interview 

with Zion Grassl of Nintendo Life that he has made “the equivalent of like 2 and a half 

Undertales at this point. Continuously.” Control, power, and fate were chosen as central 

points of interest, similarly to the analysis on Undertale, because of how they as 

concepts are present in both the games’ worlds and stories, but are also central to 

inspecting how the game world and its inhabitants react to and resist outside control. 

Due to the nature of Deltarune as an incomplete piece of media, some of the individual 

elements in this thesis will be based on incomplete information, but these elements will 

be inspected through the selected analytical lenses as realistically as possible. The aim is 

to inspect how the in-game story elements and the game mechanic of the player 

controlling an unwilling character weave together and interact with the concept of “fate” 

as something immutable. 

 The playable character and main protagonist of Deltarune is Kris, the lone 

human living in a town of monsters. They live together with their adoptive mother 

Toriel and their older brother Asriel has moved away from home in order to go to 

college, and from exploring the Hometown during the final section of the first chapter, 

the player discovers that Kris’ parents are divorced and on awkward terms, though 

Asgore, their adoptive dad, is doing his best to patch things up. This setup of Toriel and 

Asgore as parental figures to the playable character is a feature Deltarune shares with 
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Undertale, though the official website (https://deltarune.com) calls Deltarune a “parallel 

story,” not a direct continuation to the end of Undertale, as much as it may seem like it 

at the start of the game. Kris’ origins are unclear, as the monsters of Hometown do not 

appear to have any contact with other humans, assuming that they even exist in the 

game’s world. Furthermore, the player mainly learns about Kris via other characters in 

the game. The monsters of Hometown seem to see Kris as a troublemaker, but also as a 

somewhat secondary entity to their well-liked and popular brother Asriel. Asriel has yet 

to appear in the game, but the player is constantly reminded of his existence when 

exploring the Hometown, as NPCs (non-playable characters) repeatedly ask Kris when 

the college-attending Asriel will be visiting home. The loving but still slightly 

dysfunctional Dreemurr family is a central source of worry for Kris, as is natural for 

children of divorce, and even more so for an adopted child of divorce. 

 In this chapter, similarly to the second chapter, the themes of fate and 

control and how they are communicated through the metanarrative and gameplay 

mechanics are utilised in evaluating Deltarune’s effectiveness in delivering its 

commentary on the genre of role-playing games. In contrast to Undertale, however, the 

focus in Deltarune appears to be on the interactions between player and playable 

character, rather than between the player and the game world as a whole. 

 

The Player’s Will, Erasing a Character? 

Deltarune as a game continues in Undertale’s footsteps in terms of its interest in 

inspecting and highlighting the player’s role as an external force influencing the state of 

the game world from a distance. In Deltarune, this inspection occurs mainly through the 

conflicts of interest between the player and the playable character Kris. Due to the game 

not having voice acting and Kris not even having a speech sound effect unlike the other 
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central characters, their role as a playable character is similar to the “silent protagonist 

trope” especially common in Japanese role-playing games, from which Fox draws a lot 

of inspiration. Miguel Ramos dos Santos Gonçalves describes silent protagonists as 

ones that “…offer limited emotional expressiveness and no internal conflict” and notes 

that “Without a strong authorial voice, the narrative risks becoming shallow or too 

reliant on expressive events for emotional weight” (17). Kris’ case is a bit different, 

however, as they are aware that they are being controlled, and seem to purposefully hide 

their thoughts and certain critical information from the player, which a player is likely 

to notice at the latest in chapter four, in which the player is shown that Kris actually has 

access to the shelter door whose access codes the player is searching for in said chapter, 

but is purposefully preventing entry. Furthermore, Kris’ eyes and expressions are not 

visible to the player due to the game’s perspective and their unruly mop of hair, and 

while this could merely be a fashion choice made by the teenaged Kris, their 

expressions and what they could communicate to other game characters without the 

player knowing are significant to the plot.    

 The player and Kris’ connection, conflicts of interest included, is not one 

that either of them can escape from, save for the player closing the game or never 

starting it to begin with. This is firmly established when the ending scene of the first 

chapter has Kris writhing in their bed, standing up, and ripping a heart-shaped SOUL 

out of their chest. Kris throws the SOUL into an empty birdcage, where the player can 

slightly move it around, revealing that they are indeed controlling just the SOUL and 

Kris via the SOUL, when it is inside them. Free of the SOUL and the player’s influence, 

Kris is free to act on their own for presumably the first time in the entire chapter and 

uses the opportunity to produce a knife from somewhere, grinning up at the player. As 

the first chapter was revealed on its own in 2018 and the next one was released three 
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years later, this ominous ending scene naturally sparked plenty of discussion and 

theorising. The image of Kris brandishing a knife with red eyes (the first time we see 

their eyes), clad in a yellow-green shirt, is highly reminiscent of Chara in Undertale, 

and while this was likely meant as a sneaky misdirection and/or nudge at Fox’s previous 

game, the scene is a core establishing element in the conflict between Kris and the 

player. The explanation for the knife and SOUL-ripping given in the second chapter is 

that Kris was merely hungry and was thus pushed to rid themselves of the player’s 

influence in order to sneak off into the kitchen and eat the pie Toriel had made. The 

story element of Kris being hungry is revisited in the following chapters, wherein they 

are seen using their brief freedom from the SOUL’s presence to chug what is presumed 

to be chocolate milk at a friend’s house in chapter four. This strongly suggests that the 

player frequently forgets to feed them, which highlights the incompatibility of Kris’ 

physical body and its biological needs and the player’s detachment from that body as its 

remote puppeteer.      

 While the player is not by any means expected to spend every minute they 

are playing the game agonising over how much they may be inconveniencing Kris, the 

small reminders, such as hunger, are arguably a more effective way of approaching the 

subject of dissonance between player and character. Jaime Banks inspects player-avatar 

relationships through the potential of a more social or even “symbiotic” type of 

relationship between player and avatar, where “…the connection between player and 

avatar may feature characteristics of an interpersonal social relationship,” adding that 

“…PARs [player-avatar relationships] should be examined for their potential to be two-

way, dialectical relationships rather than as one-way, non-dialectical connections” 

(Perspectives on player-avatar connections). Though Banks’ research was focused on 

MMOs, massively multiplayer online games, where interaction happens between real 
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players via their avatars, the questions they posit regarding the potential for two-way 

connections between player and avatar are interesting from the opposite viewpoint, as 

well. Deltarune is a single-player game, where the player is not allowed to customise 

their avatar, and where the avatar does not follow the player’s every command. Does it 

as a game, then, have a less social player-avatar relationship than in the kinds of games 

Banks researched and used as examples? I would argue not, but that due to Kris’ 

awareness of being used as an avatar, as a puppet, the social element happens on a 

different level, where the player is forced to confront the disparity between their will 

and Kris’ and the potential that the established semi-symbiotic relationship between 

them may change at any moment. Deltarune is an unfinished game, after all, and the 

seeds of suspicion about what Kris may get up to while the player is unable to control 

them via the SOUL will get addressed eventually, allowing for a more varied range of 

interactions between the player and Kris than in games where the player is in complete 

control of their avatar. Astrid Ensslin writes about the standard of games allowing the 

player to enact decisions: “By enacting avatar moves materially, the player enters the 

diegetic world of a game, which is a convention that players expect when they enter a 

game world. Conversely, games that do not allow players to enact their decisions, also 

known as zero player games, defamiliarize the aesthetic experience – often to make a 

critical statement about gamer culture and lusory attitudes” (416). Thus, Deltarune 

places the player in a situation where they do have control over Kris, but Kris is also 

able to act on their own when free of the SOUL’s influence. While Deltarune is not 

what Ensslin calls “zero player games,” it incorporates elements through which the 

player is inconvenienced and kept in the dark regarding parts of the story. As Ensslin 

points out, these kinds of decisions are typically made to make critical statements about 

gamer culture, which is also in line with Fox’s previous work, Undertale. 



 

37 
 

 The conduit for the player’s commands and will within the game world is 

the SOUL, whose removability allows Kris to free themselves of the player’s influence 

for a brief period of time. However, it is unknown whether the SOUL the player 

controls Kris through is Kris’s own SOUL, a foreign or artificial SOUL, or a stand-in 

for the player’s real-life SOUL-equivalent. A player familiar with Undertale will 

recognise the SOUL for what it is at first glance and know its significance. The SOUL 

is, almost identically to Undertale’s “bullet hell” combat system, what the player 

controls in combat encounters in order to dodge enemy attacks, but it is almost never 

directly addressed by Kris’ companions or the enemies they engage in battles with, 

suggesting that the SOUL is something normal for a human like Kris to have. This 

would create no opportunity for Kris’ companions to discover that they are being 

controlled. Ultimately, Kris’ explicit struggle against the player’s influence is likely to 

make the player question their role and place within the game’s world and story: Are 

they someone pushing Kris into adventure and danger against their will? Someone 

merely entertaining themselves at Kris’ expense, just playing a video game? Someone 

who tries to do good by Kris, but is stuck in the role of a puppeteer? Every chapter 

reveals more aspects to the relationship between Kris and the player, with Kris’ disdain 

for the player becoming clearer, while they also end up having to work together in order 

to save the Hometown from peril. Kris is also curiously described as follows by the 

Prophecy in chapter four, suggesting that it may actually be the SOUL/player who is 

trapped in the cage named “Kris,” potentially shifting or even reversing the power 

dynamic between them: 

 

THE FIRST HERO. 

THE CAGE, WITH HUMAN SOUL AND PARTS! 

 

-Prophecy on the wall in chapter four 
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This bit of the Prophecy has no further context around it so far, though if the story were 

to confirm in the future that Kris indeed functions as a cage for the player, keeping them 

hostage for the sake of the Prophecy or some other reason, the established dynamic 

would shift significantly. Were this to happen, the attempts to control another would 

become a two-way street, wherein the metanarrative would address and engage the 

player even more than is initially suggested in the first half of the game. A game 

character keeping the player “hostage” is not a new element in games with 

metanarratives, with the metafictional horror game Doki Doki Literature Club! (2017) 

being a popular example. With metafiction being a well-suited and popular medium for 

horror, Deltarune could potentially include more horror elements to its story via this 

hostage dynamic, which would strengthen the effectiveness of its commentary on 

gaming culture.     

 The game mechanic of saving and loading is, at its core, a method of 

defying “fate”, as it allows the reversal of various choices and mistakes, and even death. 

Similarly to Undertale, saving and loading in Deltarune has weight in the story, as 

when the player is allowed to SAVE their game for the first time, there exists a SAVE 

file by Kris themself, but it is unavoidably overwritten by the player, with the name on 

the SAVE file changing from “Kris” to the name the player gave as their own name at 

the start of the game. This strengthens the interpretation that the player is having a direct 

effect on the game’s world and perhaps even disrupting it in an unnatural way, replacing 

Kris’ will and identity through overwriting their SAVE file. The ability to SAVE and 

LOAD stem from the power of DETERMINATION in Undertale, and this power has 

been directly mentioned only a couple of times in passing in Deltarune. Throughout all 

four chapters, at most of the save points, the description text is in the format of “The 

power of [insert word/phrase relevant to the game progression] shines within you,” with 
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an example of this being “The power of mean girls shines within you,” which appears 

when saving after Susie joins the party. This is not dissimilar to the way Undertale’s 

SAVE points were typically described within the format of “[word/phrase relevant to 

game progression] fills you with DETERMINATION.” So far, Deltarune has not used 

saving as a metafictional “gotcha” like when undoing a murder in Undertale, but the 

significance of the player overwriting Kris’ file is a strong confirmation of their power 

and assigned role in the game’s world. 

 In the end, the established relationship between Kris and the player is one 

that the player themself has the power and opportunity to interpret as they will. 

Deltarune merely provides the player a story, a scenario through which they may reflect 

upon their identity as a player of games and any potential assumptions and expectations 

that may have been addressed and broken via the game’s story and mechanics. Luckily, 

the whole game does not consist of overt pondering over video game morality, and Kris 

as a character does not exist in a vacuum with only themself and the player in it; they 

make plenty of friends and enemies through the four chapters, who without knowing it 

or not help Kris deal with the puppet-esque situation they have found themself in. 

 

Player Not Required: Characters Facing their Own Fates and Trauma 

Deltarune’s gameplay is divided into two sections whose natures differ from each other 

consistently: the Light World and the Dark Worlds. The Light World is the one that is 

presented as “reality” to the player and the main characters, as it is the one where Kris 

and the monsters live their everyday lives. Those inhabiting the Light World are called 

Lightners, though of the Lightners, so far only Kris and Susie seem to be aware of this 

name. The Dark Worlds, on the other hand, are a bit more complicated, as they are 

malleable worlds that can be summoned forth only by determined enough Lightners. In 
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chapter one, when Kris and Susie accidentally enter the first Dark world found in their 

school’s supply closet, they encounter Ralsei, a Darkner prince, who explains the 

Prophecy (different from the one in Undertale), and the relationship between Lightners 

and Darkners. Throughout the four chapters, Ralsei sprinkles in more and more lore 

about the Dark Worlds, and towards the beginning of chapter three, he finally admits 

that Darkners are not “real” in the same way that the Lightners are:  

 

 

You see, Susie. You and Kris live in the ‘Light World.’ 

A place where everything is as you see. 

That is… as long as there’s light. 

You see, when it gets dark… 

Things become more indistinct. 

A chair can look like a monster. 

A poster can look like it’s moving. 

Your eyes can’t see the truth anymore. 

And when the light runs out… 

You see nothing. 

Of course, your mind can’t make anything of nothing. 

But what if? 

What if it became even darker? 

Darker than dark. 

What if we could take away the light that wasn’t there 

Until we reached another side? 

If that were to happen… 

You could start to see things again. 

And hear them. 

And feel them. 

That is the Dark World, Susie. 

An alternate view of reality through the lens of shadow. 

In other words… 

… an illusion. 

The Dark Fountains change everything into a fantasy. 

 

 

In addition to its in-world significance, this explanation of the relationship between 

Lightners and Darkners can be interpreted similarly to how stories work; they can be as 

vivid as reality in one’s mind, but at the end, they are fiction and thus have their 

limitations in entertaining or comforting someone. This can also be connected to how 
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the player can and will experience Deltarune through their own senses, through their 

own lens, and potentially see the indistinct “chairs” as “monsters,” or vice versa. In 

addition to existing in the realm of illusion and fantasy, Darkners are created from 

physical, or more rarely, non-physical entities, in the Light World, with the first 

chapter’s Darkners and Dark World being board game- and toy-themed, the second 

one’s internet-themed, the third one’s television entertainment-themed, and the fourth 

one’s church-themed, based on the locations of the respective Dark Fountains in the 

Light World. These locations have been suggested to be specifically entertainment, 

distraction, and escapism-themed, fuelling the interpretation that the Dark Worlds’ in-

world purpose may be to generate positive experiences for the Prophecy’s Heroes to 

rely on when the time arrives to confront the not-so-bright future predicted by the 

Prophecy. Conversely, the Dark Worlds could also be a distraction for the player, who 

is purposefully kept in the dark about the plans that Kris and whoever they have been 

shown working in secret with have. This would connect back to the interpretation of 

Kris as a cage to imprison the SOUL and the player, further strengthening the 

metafictional elements.     

 The creator-creation relationship between Lightners and Darkners makes 

their interactions somewhat charged, especially because the Prophecy’s Heroic trio of 

Kris, Susie, and Ralsei has the mission to seal the Dark Fountains that give the specific 

Dark World and its inhabitants form. Curiously, Kris appears to hold the most power 

over the Darkners and their fate, as they are the only one capable of actually sealing the 

Dark Fountains, perhaps due to their combined identities of “human” and “Lightner,” or 

perhaps because of the player’s influence via the SOUL. Ultimately, Deltarune appears 

to be a story that fits into the well-established format of “the hero’s journey”. Sarah 

Lynne Bowman states that the hero’s journey “… represents the development of 



 

42 
 

consciousness from undifferentiated or dependent on one’s parents to the autonomy of 

young adulthood” and is built upon the process of “individuation” (161). 

“Individuation” is a concept coined by Karl Jung and is known as the “process leading 

to the development of the person’s full potential” (Roula-Maria Dib 2). The heroes’ 

journey in Deltarune an incomplete one, but so far all of the chapters have included 

elements akin to “individuation,” as the trio of Kris, Susie, and Ralsei grow into their 

roles as Heroes through clashes against both enemies and each other. However, in 

addition to the typical growing pains of a teenager trying to find themselves (or even 

trying to save the world), Kris has the additional struggle of having the player make 

decisions for them, distancing their true self from their companions, and complicating 

their relationships with others. Thus, they miss out on a lot of development 

opportunities that the heroes’ journey is supposed to provide.  

 In their adventures, the player can affect the Darkners’ fate via Kris by 

confronting them in battle either violently or peacefully, with the peaceful approach 

being the one that Kris, and the player, is recommended by Ralsei. These branching 

approaches have not, so far, been as significant as they were in Undertale, but they still 

affect the story and gameplay in small ways. In chapter one’s Dark World, for example, 

the player has to make the implicit choice to make the King of the Card Castle give up 

his evil plans by either beating him up, or by dodging his attacks and talking to him in 

the hopes that he gives up first. This big choice of sparing or not sparing the boss of the 

chapter is not enough, however, as the player’s actions prior to the boss fight decide 

how the battle ends. If the player beat up (note: you do not directly kill any of the 

Darkners in chapter one, they just escape) any of the Darkners on their way through the 

Dark World, they attempt to barge into the castle to protect the King. If the player has 

spared all of the enemies, however, the Darkners stop supporting the King, and banish 
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him to prison. However, the difference between the outcomes of these two approaches 

is minimal, as the king is dethroned in both, but the "violent" route in Deltarune is in a 

lot of ways more dynamic than the one in Undertale, partly because the consequences 

of playing violently in each chapter differ quite a bit. The approach the player ends up 

taking in the first chapter regarding the enemy encounters does not end up mattering 

very much, since the main difference between the approaches is introduced in the 

second chapter. However, the fact that the first chapter has no significant difference 

between the two approaches plays into its theme of “your choices do not matter,” which 

connects to the concept of fate. Thus, the game sets a precedent that perhaps even an 

outside influence, such as the player, cannot save the game’s world from the Prophesied 

calamity.      

 However, the distinction between peaceful and violent approaches is 

further built upon the feature of recruiting Darkner enemies, if enough of them have 

been peacefully dealt with or placated, which showcases that while the ending may not 

change, one can affect how they get there. Any such Darkners are invited to Ralsei's 

Castle Town, where a pure Dark Fountain sustains all of them, regardless of their origin. 

Any enemies that are defeated violently, however, are "lost," the meaning of which is 

still a bit shrouded in darkness, though it could be something similar to “broken 

bonds/trust” between the Prophecy’s heroes and the Darkners, an abuse of the power the 

Lightners hold over the Darkners. The first chapter's Darkners are recruited 

automatically at the beginning of the second chapter, potentially due to Fox not wanting 

to make players replay the first chapter before starting the new one because of a feature 

they did not know would exist in the future. Another interpretation for this is that 

Ralsei, as the one who knows the most about the Prophecy and its specifics, recruits the 

first chapter’s Darkners in Kris’ place for a reason related to the Prophecy. Regardless, 
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the act of sealing all the other Dark Fountains and transplanting their inhabitants into 

one place could end up being a benevolent act, or a suspiciously imperialist-flavoured 

one, depending on the intentions and outcome. Souvik Mukherjee describes Empire in 

video games as follows: “As in historical accounts, empire in videogames, too, is 

concerned with the acquisition of geographical space. Videogame empires work on the 

necessary logic of spatial expansion connected with which is the necessity to remove 

the ‘fog’ which prevents the player’s ‘line of sight’ from accessing information about 

surrounding areas” (29). While the sealing of Dark Fountains and the acquisition of 

their “resources,” the Darkners, is far from the most obvious or expansive representation 

of imperialism in video games, the above reference to the “fog” present in video game 

maps fits interestingly, though not quite one to one, with the black smoke that the Dark 

Fountains spew into the Light World while a Dark World is being formed. There is a 

curious push and pull, then, between the Light and Dark Worlds, since as the Prophecy 

states, the Dark Worlds are not a neutral factor in the game’s world:  

 

This is the legend of DELTA RUNE 

For millenia, LIGHT and DARK have lived in balance, 

Bringing peace to the WORLD. 

But if this harmony were to shatter… 

a terrible calamity would occur. 

The sky will run black with terror 

And the land will crack with fear. 

Then, her heart pounding… 

The EARTH will draw her final breath. 

(…) 

Today, the FOUNTAIN OF DARKNESS- 

The geyser that gives this land form- 

Stands tall at the center of the kingdom. 

But recently, another fountain has appeared on the horizon… 

And with it, the balance of LIGHT and DARK begins to shift… 

(Ralsei’s summary of the Prophecy, chapter one) 
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Since the balance of LIGHT and DARK is required for the world to live in peace, the 

concentration of all Darkners around Ralsei’s pure Dark Fountain seems like the 

solution to the imbalance multiple Dark Fountains cause, but if Darkners are truly 

nothing more than imagination and fantasy, is there a purpose to preserving them in the 

first place? While this is a purposefully hyperbolic interpretation, it can be connected to 

the potential reason someone plays a game like Undertale or Deltarune violently: Is 

there a point to not killing enemies, since they are not real anyway? Regardless of the 

answer to these questions, in-world, Ralsei is gathering everyone together in the hopes 

that they can change fate and the Prophecy that way, for the simple reason that it might 

help. Thus, flavours of imperialism that are boosted by the use of “light” and “dark” 

terminology aside, the core gameplay of a peaceful playthrough of Deltarune is one of 

gathering forces to fight against an immutable fate, a classic of action-adventure stories.  

 In contrast to Ralsei’s naive but firm stance of pacifism, the character of 

Susie is introduced as one of the Prophecy’s heroes, though she is not originally willing 

to be one. In chapter four this interpretation of Susie as a necessary "wild card" is 

strengthened, as she struggles with finding her role in their adventures in the Dark 

Worlds, but ultimately ends up being the one making the bold decisions that Kris 

can/will not, such as dunking Kris, with their light-emitting SOUL, into the darkness-

formed Titan’s core in order to vanquish it. Susie's struggle stems from the push-and-

pull between the violent shell she has seemingly developed in order to avoid getting too 

attached as she moved from one place to another a lot in her childhood and her true self, 

which she is still discovering, or rather uncovering. This struggle is also relevant in the 

framework of Deltarune as a potential coming-of-age story, as the ones saving the 

world are mere teenagers burdened with the troubling responsibility of sealing the Dark 

Fountains and stopping the immensely dangerous Fountain-creating Roaring Knight and 
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the “Roaring” mentioned in the Prophecy.    

 A character like Susie is not only important in-world as someone with a 

fresh perspective, but also on the metanarrative level, since she is utilised in chapter one 

to initially drive home the message of "your choices do not matter in this world". 

Throughout the chapters, though most notably in chapter one, Susie asks Kris questions 

on a couple of different occasions without giving them or the player a chance to answer, 

as in the answering UI (user interface) does pop up for a brief moment, but she speaks 

over Kris even if the player manages to react and choose an answer quickly enough. 

More importantly, she originally does not listen to the player's commands in battle, 

delivered through the team leader Kris, but rather attacks with her axe every turn. She 

does eventually soften her approach of axing instead of asking questions and starts 

learning the skill of nonviolent conflict resolution towards the end of the first chapter 

for the sake of the new Darkner friend she made, though she still remains battle-ready, 

showcasing her flexibility and understanding of the severity of the threats they face, and 

her unwillingness to be limited by the label of “hero”. When she learns of an upcoming 

tragedy predicted by the Prophecy, the details of which are curiously withheld only 

from the player, she smashes the glass pane the bit of Prophecy was written on with her 

fist. While her hand bleeds and Ralsei fusses over her apologising that he had not told 

them of it sooner, she restates her belief that the Prophecy must not be absolute, that the 

future can change. Then, with both Ralsei and Susie determined to prevent the tragedy 

predicted by the Prophecy, regardless of their differences in approaches to battle, the 

opportunity and responsibility to choose Kris’ approach falls to the player as the one 

controlling them. Due to the player being unable to see Kris’ expressions, and due to 

them being quiet during discussions about the Prophecy, we do not even know their 

own opinion on the Prophecy. Does the player choose to sabotage Ralsei’s plans to 
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circumvent the Prophecy by being violent towards the Darkners or commit to pacifism 

in the hopes that a different ending may be reached after all?  

 Interestingly, Susie’s eyes become visible for the first time after her 

change of heart regarding violence and stay as such from then on, strengthening the 

significance that visible and hidden eyes have in Deltarune (eyes are the window to the 

SOUL, after all). Marita Amm writes about the symbolic nature of eyes in literature: 

“The eye is one of the most expressive organs of nonverbal communication, an eloquent 

gauge of our feelings and emotions. We regard the unmistakable expression of the eyes 

as a more reliable communicator than any mutable word. They radiate wrath and 

antipathy, hate, rage and, above all love” (227). In Kris’ case the hidden eyes likely link 

to their distrust towards the player, and in Susie’s case, she sheds some of her distrust 

towards others by entertaining the idea of a pacifism-first approach in battle for the sake 

of the new friends she has made. Ralsei has a similar but still somewhat different 

moment at the end of chapter one, when he takes off the mage’s hat that casted a strong 

enough shadow to hide all his facial features but his eyes, and reveals a goat-like face, 

almost identical to those of Asgore and Toriel in both Undertale and Deltarune. While 

the implications of this similarity and the fact that his name is an anagram of “Asriel” 

are muddy at best so far, a question undoubtedly arises: Why does he share his 

appearance with Lightners, when all other Darkners are based on objects and clearly 

reflect that fact in their visual designs? Overall, Ralsei is a rather mysterious figure, who 

behaves as if he knows of the player’s presence; he asks Kris to close their eyes 

multiple times throughout the chapters in order to imagine what Susie is doing 

whenever she separated from the group for various reasons. In gameplay, this means 

that the player’s “vision” will be shifted over to Susie, leaving Kris and Ralsei 

unsupervised. This is another way that the game utilises eyes, vision, and observation as 
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a significant game mechanic and storytelling element. Observation is surveillance, after 

all, and to observe someone is to indirectly control what they can and cannot do. This 

connects to the player’s role and power as an external observer.  

 Ralsei’s central conflict appears to be the subservience he feels the 

Darkners should have towards the Lightners and his slowly growing desire to be his 

own person, which links to the themes of the heroes’ journey of individuation and 

evolving as a person. It is somewhat unclear where his insistence that Darkners, or at 

least himself, should not have strong feelings, preferences or opinions stems from, since 

no other Darkners exhibit this behaviour. In chapter three, for example, he explains to 

Tenna, the Darkner based on the dusty and abandoned television in Kris’ home, that 

Darkners are dispensable: 

 

“You’ve brought smiles, light into Lightner’s lives… 

… to Kris’s family and friends, for so long. 

So, there’s nothing to be ashamed of. 

If… that ever comes to an end. 

Darkners… all become obsolete eventually. 

But we aren’t ‘real’, Tenna. 

We shouldn’t make Lightners worry about what happens to us. 

It’d just… make them unhappy, wouldn’t it?”  

   

This insistence Ralsei has about Darkners’ role in relation to Lightners is curious on its 

own but made even more intriguing when taking into consideration the fact that we do 

not know what object or concept Ralsei is based on. There has been no questioning 

about the topic from either Kris or Susie, and Ralsei does not seem keen on sharing that 

detail himself. He first appeared when Kris and Susie accidentally entered the Dark 

World in chapter one via their school’s supply closet, so one would assume that he is 

based on an item in the closet. However, since Ralsei is seemingly able to move freely 

and independently between the different Dark Worlds, it has been suggested that he is 
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actually based on either some item that Kris carries with them, or a more abstract 

concept, without a physical form at all. What could he possibly be based on for him to 

have what could only be called intense abandonment issues and self-worth issues? A 

relatively common theory in the fandom is that he is based on the fake horns Kris 

canonically wore as a child, implied to have helped them feel like they fit in better in 

their adoptive family of goat-like monsters. In this scenario, then, Ralsei would 

represent Kris’ own fear of abandonment and struggles with self-image as an adopted 

human child in a town of monsters. This theory would also fit together with the fact that 

Ralsei’s name is an anagram of Asriel’s, implying that as Kris’ adoptive brother was the 

model for what Kris wanted to be like to fit in better: a goat-like monster, with a similar 

name to their brother’s. While this is merely a theory for now, it certainly sounds 

plausible and fits thematically into Deltarune’s themes of growing up and creating your 

own path in life against all odds.    

 Overall, the growing pains of Kris, Susie, and Ralsei are at the centre of 

Deltarune’s story, and the player is put in a position where regardless of the choices 

they make via Kris, Ralsei and Susie will work towards preventing the prophesied 

tragedy and creating a better future. The Dark Worlds function as fantastical training 

grounds where the trio grow into their roles as heroes through clashes with both each 

other and other characters and gain the confidence to face their fates and the Prophecy. 

While the player is piloting Kris, their choices ultimately matter quite little in the grand 

scheme of things, except when it comes to building personal relationships between Kris 

and their friends, old and new. This ability to interfere in Kris’ personal matters is 

arguably a better approach to the conflict between player and playable character than 

the ability to make grand decisions with wide-reaching effects, since one of the game’s 

core themes is “your choices do not matter.” Were this statement aimed at the player or 
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the characters in the game, it challenges one to try harder at making their choices 

matter. 

    

The Weird Route and Layers of Hurt: How the Player Can Make Bad Situations 

Worse 

While Susie and Ralsei are the central companions on Kris’ adventures in the Dark 

Worlds, they are new acquaintances, and Kris does have plenty of connections formed 

before the events of Deltarune begin, and familial relationships are in a lot of ways the 

core theme of many of the conflicts present in Deltarune. The relationships that the 

main Lightner characters Kris, Susie, and Noelle have with their families and each other 

creates an interesting juxtaposition with the fantastical elements of the Dark Worlds. 

Kris’ parents Toriel and Asgore are freshly divorced and on awkward terms, causing 

both of them to unknowingly be quite dismissive of Kris’ feelings and struggles, and 

Susie’s family live is heavily implied to not be a pleasant one either. The fantastical 

adventures in the Dark Worlds provide the characters an opportunity to escape the 

struggles of their real lives, which makes the return to reality a jarring one, such as 

when at the end of chapter four Kris and Susie return from the harrowing fight against 

the Prophecy’s Titan only to be welcomed by a drunk and giddy Toriel, who did not 

even notice that Kris had gone missing for the whole day. Kris and Susie are both made 

visibly uncomfortable by the drunk Toriel dancing away with her new acquaintance, 

Sans, who is either jokingly or seriously placed in the implied position of a potential 

new stepdad, which foreshadows more family drama in the Dreemurr family. For the 

player this is a funny scene, since they get to see the fan favourite Sans in Deltarune, 

assuming that they are familiar with Undertale, but for Kris this development is an 

uncomfortable return to reality after the Dark World, which once again highlights how 
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differently the player is likely to experience the story as opposed to the one actually 

living it.      

 One of the most popular theories after the release of chapter one was that 

the Dark Worlds are a playground for the troubled youths Kris and Susie to get to know 

each other, as they were not yet friends prior to the start of the game, and process their 

emotions, growing pains, and potential trauma through the shared activity of role-

playing. The Dark Worlds are indeed affected by the Lightner that creates them and 

their intentions, as is seen through the differences in the two Dark Worlds created 

within the church in chapter four, one by the mysterious Roaring Knight, theorised to be 

Noelle’s missing sister Dess, and the other by Susie. However, since the Dark Worlds 

are not mere figments of Kris or Susie's shared imagination but rather have some effects 

on the "real" Light World as well, and vice versa, the themes and characters that appear 

in the Dark Worlds are not necessarily pleasant or conducive to their well-being, at least 

not in the short term. This contributes to the interpretation of the Dark Worlds as spaces 

for facing trauma and uncomfortable feelings in order to grow into one’s strengths and 

confront the future.     

 An example of such positive personal development via Dark Worlds is the 

relationship between Noelle, Kris's childhood neighbour, and the primary antagonist of 

chapter two, Queen. In the Light World, Noelle is timid and a literal deer in headlights, 

who has a complex family situation due to an emotionally distant and secretive mother, 

a sick but supportive father, and an older sister who went missing what appears to be 

years ago, Dess. Queen, in contrast, is a Darkner based on a computer, and is thus a 

logic-heavy entity sure in her choices and goals. Though her character allows for plenty 

of comedy, Queen is ultimately a character that treats Noelle as a pawn in her quest to 

create more Dark Worlds, while pretending to know everything about her and be on her 
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side. This is meant to reflect Noelle's experiences with her mother, who is shown to be 

so busy with her work as the mayor of Hometown that Noelle would rather stand around 

for hours outside their home gate after school than ask her mom for the house keys 

while she's still at work. Noelle's mother, Carol, is likely as detached-but-controlling as 

she is due to the trauma of a missing child, and her implied belief of "I know what is 

best for Noelle," while not actually showing much interest in her as a person or her 

emotions, is a trait present in Queen as well. In Queen's case, however, Noelle actually 

manages to get through to her and assert herself, stating that she does not want to be 

Queen's pawn. While Noelle, even until the fourth chapter, believes that the happenings 

of chapter two's computer-themed Dark World, which she entered unknowingly, are but 

a dream, she gains real-life courage from the experience of standing up to Queen, and 

acts in a significantly more assertive way in the following chapters. This development is 

one of the strongest examples of the Dark Worlds and Darkners helping Lightners face 

their real-life circumstances and work towards making life better for themselves. While 

Noelle’s development is not currently linked to the main trio’s fight against the 

prophesied tragedy, she embodies escaping external control in her own way, as she 

slowly learns to voice her opinions and feelings to her family. This is another way in 

which Deltarune approaches its themes of control and fate on both a grander scale and 

on a smaller, personal scale.    

 The "violent route" of Deltarune, however, showcases how vulnerable 

people like Noelle can be taken advantage of and used for one's own gain, though in this 

case, the “gain” is merely the fulfilment of the player’s curiosity. The player can use 

their influence over Kris to manipulate and corrupt their relationship with Noelle, 

Noelle's entire worldview, and her budding crush on Susie. This violent route, also 

called the "Weird Route" in the game’s files, can only be started in the second chapter, 
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and has significant “pay-off” in chapter four. The Weird Route can be initiated during 

the normally brief section, where Kris and Noelle traverse through the central area of 

the second Dark World, the Cyber City without Susie or Ralsei. Due to Noelle being 

meek and her belief that she is merely dreaming, she follows Kris' commands in battle, 

even when commanded to attack Darkners who hold no ill intent. The Weird Route’s 

required hunt for every Darkner in the specific area is accompanied by dialogue 

sections, where the player must deliberately choose to be as pushy and creepy as 

possible, otherwise the Route will be aborted and the consequences (mostly) avoided. 

These conversations include pushing Kris and Noelle to spend time together while 

ignoring her desire to spend time with Susie instead and repeating the word "proceed" 

like a mantra in order to make Noelle brute force puzzles with her ice magic, 

manipulating her into defaulting to violence. The culmination of this buildup of pressure 

and manipulation happens when Noelle and Kris run into Berdly, a classmate of theirs, 

who also entered the Dark World unknowingly. Noelle ends up not recognising him, but 

rather sees him as another enemy, before briefly snapping out of her trance. Berdly 

questions Kris' intentions with Noelle after seeing her act so out of character and 

engages them in battle, which is swiftly over after the player makes her use the 100% 

fatal ice spell she unlocked after “becoming stronger” by wiping out the Darkners in the 

area. Berdly is frozen into a block of ice, after which Noelle claims to feel unwell and 

stumbles offscreen, not to be seen again until the Dark Fountain is sealed and the 

Lightners returned to the Light World. However, Noelle’s “nightmare” is not over, 

because Berdly is left in a coma-like state, which directly establishes for the first time 

that actions within the Dark Worlds have consequences in the Light World. Thus, the 

Weird Route requires an extraordinary amount of disregard towards Noelle's feelings 

and her autonomy, quite similarly to how the player uses Kris' body to their own ends. 
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While actions within fictional worlds are not indicative of real-life morality, Deltarune 

frames these actions as entirely unnecessary, as Noelle is not part of the heroic trio, and 

there is no reason to manipulate her to “become stronger” this way. The name of the 

Weird Route speaks for itself in the sense that it differs significantly from the Genocide 

Route in Undertale; while unsatisfying, the Genocide Route has its own content and 

appeal in the form of stronger bosses, but the Weird Route is just that, weird. The 

possibility stands that the Weird Route exists merely because people expect Deltarune 

to contain something similar to Undertale’s Genocide Route, and thus it could be a part 

of Fox’s subversion of the nature of (role-playing) video games and the player base’s 

expectations. Thus, the Weird Route may exist because players were expecting to find 

it, and its contents reflect this morbid curiosity to seek out secrets and alternate endings.

 Furthermore, the Weird Route and especially its continuation in chapter 

four is where the separation between the wills of the player and Kris are the most 

obvious, and where the player may exert their powers over the game world the most. As 

we learn from Noelle herself and her dad, Kris was known for pranking Noelle when 

they were younger but clearly harbours no real ill will towards her. Additionally, their 

relationship became strained after Noelle’s older sister Dess, full name December 

Holiday, disappeared. Regardless of the awkwardness between Kris and Noelle being 

potent enough that Noelle, in chapter two, is not even sure if they are friends, it is safe 

to say that Kris does not want to hurt her. As such, they attempt to apologise and 

explain things to Noelle after the events of the second chapter, presumably during one 

of the instances when they remove the SOUL from their body. Kris using one of their 

few moments of freedom from the player’s control on trying to apologise and patch 

things up with Noelle demonstrates how upset they are about the player hurting a dear 

friend through them. In contrast, on the “normal” route Kris uses their brief window of 
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freedom to play the piano at Noelle’s house, a skill that has been proven to be quite 

important to them, since they get upset when Susie laughs at them when they are unable 

to play the piano properly because of the player’s influence in chapters two and three. 

They play some unknown songs and some songs from the game’s soundtrack, all of 

them played energetically, with imperfections. Furthermore, they are out of the player’s 

view while playing, and are thus in a bubble of their own, filled with their own self-

expression via music. Mary Priestley writes: “Music therapy permits what the analyst 

discourages: the acting out of the emotions. But with music this is done with some 

control through the guilt-free medium of non-verbal sound. Feelings which are beneath 

the level of consciousness can rise to the surface with great force when they can be 

contained by a sound matrix” (5). Thus, Kris using their brief freedom to play the piano 

could be a way for them to process feelings about the player, their adventures, and their 

friends and family, assuming that they would not want to talk to anyone knowing that 

the player could hear. This is an aspect of how Deltarune’s approach to the player’s 

power over a game world occurs through the personal level, through Kris’ emotions and 

relationships, and how it may be more effective as criticism thanks to it. 

 The third chapter does not involve Noelle at all, which leaves the player to 

wonder about the consequences of their decisions in chapter two, but in the fourth 

chapter, when Kris and Susie are visiting her home looking for clues to opening the 

mysterious shelter, Noelle seeks out Kris for a one-on-one chat. Whether the player is 

playing peacefully or doing the Weird Route, Kris removes the SOUL from their body 

and stuffs it into a box in order to stop the player from finding one of the codes to the 

shelter door. This is one of the clearest ways that Kris has directly worked against the 

player on-screen. The following chat between Kris and Noelle elaborates on the 

consequences, stakes, and the emotional weight of the player pursuing the Weird Route. 
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If the player wishes to continue on the Weird Route, they can guide the SOUL to sneak 

out of the box and enter Noelle’s room via air conditioning ducts, eavesdropping on 

their conversation. While Noelle questions Kris about their contradictory behaviour, she 

confirms something that has been hinted at multiple times throughout the chapters: Kris 

sounds different when the player is controlling them, or rather, someone else’s voice is 

speaking through them. Susie and Ralsei have not realised this due to both not knowing 

Kris prior to the events of Deltarune, and most of those around Kris, such as their 

parents Toriel and Asgore, are seemingly so occupied by other things that they do not 

realise that Kris does not sound or act like themself. The fact of Noelle being the only 

character who notices Kris not acting or sounding like themselves makes the Weird 

Route especially meaningful in the sense that it functions almost as silencing the one 

witness to the player controlling Kris. Additionally, the following sequence implies that 

the player may be extending their control over to Noelle in the Light World as well, 

preventing both Kris and her from seeking help. 

I want to talk to you about… 

… last night. 

Last night, I… I couldn’t sleep. 

Every time I closed my eyes… 

All I could see was snow. 

I was terrified, Kris. 

Terrified it was all real. 

I went out on the porch to breathe, and… 

That’s when I felt it. 

A hand on my shoulder. 

I froze. 

And then I heard your voice. 

Kris’s voice. 

You said, sorry for being weird yesterday, Noelle. 

You said, it was all a stupid prank.  

You said, Berdly was going to get better. 

… Kris, your voice, your deadpan, mumbly voice… 

Even if you sounded kind of weak and shaky… 

I don’t know why, but it felt like so long since I heard it. 

I even started sniffling! Haha!  
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Kris, Kris, you’re back…! 

 

This excerpt implies that Kris is indeed unable to survive without the 

SOUL for long, as they appear weak and shaky when acting on their own, which 

facilitates the player’s control on them. After saying this, Noelle asks if they can tell 

Kris something else, which causes the answer prompt menu to pop up, with the options 

being “Proceed” and “Please don’t”. As is pointed out on the Deltarune Wiki’s Weird 

Route page: “Choosing the latter aborts the route, with Noelle noting that Kris did not 

say anything. This may imply that Kris is begging the player via dialogue options to not 

continue the Weird Route.” This menu, due to the act of choosing between dialogue 

actions having the SOUL as the cursor, places the eavesdropping SOUL within Noelle’s 

room, and is an example of diegetic game UI (user interface). Ioanna Iacovides et al. 

explain game UIs and their diegesis as follows: “… game interfaces are both diegetic 

and non-diegetic, where the former relates to the narrative of the game, e.g. what the 

player-character can see and interact with; and the latter does not, e.g. classic heads-up 

displays (HUDs) showing health, maps, etc.” (13). This diegesis allows the player, if 

they wish to continue on the Weird Route, to sneak up on Kris with the SOUL and 

reclaim control over them while Noelle talking takes their attention. The player has 

access to a layer of the game that Kris and the other characters do not, such as the 

answer prompt menu, which functions as a tool that the player exerts their control 

through. The question arises of how much the answer options are provided by either 

Kris or the player. The available answer options may be the only form of control Kris as 

over the player, but the existence of the Weird Route itself implies that the player’s will 

can be imposed upon the available options, enabling the events of the Weird Route.

 If the player does not claim control of Kris, perhaps due to not even 

realising this fourth wall-breaking menu trickery, Kris stops Noelle from saying too 
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much while the player can hear and rushes her out of the room, which aborts the Weird 

Route. After taking Noelle to safety, Kris returns for the SOUL and tosses it back into 

the box, after which the story continues the same as in the “normal,” peaceful route. 

However, if the player seizes control of Kris’ body, they visibly struggle against the 

player’s control and try to stop Noelle from talking. Noelle responds:  

 

“Kris it’s okay! It’s just us! 

You just said not to mention any of that… 

Because it’d get… heard. 

…Kris… Kris, it’s okay, it’s just us. 

Who…? Who’s going to hear?” 

[prompt to answer ‘…’ or ‘Me’] (choosing silence aborts the run) 

 

 

When the player chooses to answer “Me,” an animation plays that represents the 

absolute shock and horror that Noelle feels hearing a stranger’s voice come out of Kris 

again and distressing sound effects/music plays. This is an interesting undoing of the 

approach the player has had up to this point, since the original Weird Route events of 

chapter two have the player acting through Kris, covertly, while this is the player 

seizing the opportunity to address Noelle directly, as themselves. Thus, the power 

dynamics shift from indirect manipulation to the player openly flaunting their presence 

and power within the game world. The player demonstrates their powers as an 

extradiegetic entity by proving that they can hear Noelle’s inner thoughts: 

 

Kris…? 

K… Kris, your voice… it…  

Ha…ha… Kris, that’s… another joke, right…? 

(That voice… how… the voice from my dream…) 

[prompt to answer ‘It was a joke’ or ‘Because it wasn’t a dream’]  

S… Sorry, Kris… What did you say? I must have misheard you. 

(No… there’s no way they… they heard…) 

(There’s no way they heard… my thoughts.) 

[prompt to answer ‘Sorry, just a prank’ or ‘I heard’]  

W… What are you talking about, Kris? 
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I… I didn’t say anything! 

(It’s impossible. That’s impossible.) 

(It’s just a coincidence.) 

[prompt to answer ‘Sorry just a prank’ or ‘It’s not a coincidence’]  

(If you can… hear me…) 

(Say ‘red’ or ‘blue’.) 

[prompt to say ‘Red’ or ‘Blue’]  

(Say… ‘green’ or ‘black’.) 

[prompt to say ‘Green’ or ‘Black’]  

(Say… say… ‘it didn’t happen.’ Say ‘it didn’t snow.’) 

[prompt to say ‘It snowed’ or ‘It happened’]  

(You’re… lying. You’re lying.) 

[prompt to say ‘Noelle will get stronger’ or ‘Noelle becomes stronger’]  

 

(The underlined dialogue options abort the Weird Route, others advance it) 

 

 

After this world-shattering exchange between Noelle and the player, the player forces 

Kris to “equip” onto Noelle the Dark World item she wore during chapter two, the 

“ThornRing,” though in the Light World it appears as just a thorn. In the Dark World 

the ring applied the status “Trance” on Noelle and made her ice magic significantly 

stronger. Noelle, panicking, tries pleading with Kris to not force her to wear it, but she 

is frozen in place, unable to escape, and the thorn is pricked onto her finger. She smiles 

weakly, and an animation of something akin to red glass cracking against a black 

background plays, with the nucleus of the crack placed on where her hand and the thorn 

was placed. The player has done something irreversible by manipulating Noelle this 

way and has likely silenced her by equipping the ring on her, preventing her from 

asking for help or spreading information about the player existing.  

 Noelle is not the only one affected by the player’s megalomania-esque 

behaviour, as the conversation is followed by Kris staggering into the Holidays’ 

bathroom, where they throw the SOUL into a trash can in despair and kick it around, 

very obviously distraught and horrified by what the player has made them do. When 

asked to leave through the bathroom door, Kris stuffs the SOUL back into their body, 
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but falls to their knees for a moment, and if the player opens the menu, they can see that 

kicking the SOUL has made Kris lose half of their twenty HP (health points). This is 

quite curious, since typically we only see the SOUL being hurt inside the Dark Worlds, 

where it is used to dodge enemy attacks during combat segments. Kicking the SOUL is 

Kris’ futile attempt to hurt the player for what they have done, but due to the player 

existing outside of the game, Kris ultimately hurts themselves. In the end, both Kris and 

Noelle can be said to be in a horrible mental state after the above events take place, but 

Kris still has an adventure to get back to, a Dark Fountain to seal, and they have no 

choice but to do it, since the Prophecy demands it.    

 This analysis chapter has approached the topics of fate, control, and power 

and their entanglement and amplification through both story elements and game 

mechanics in Deltarune. The core mechanic of the player controlling a playable 

character who is aware of being controlled is central to how they interact with the story, 

as they become more aware of the consequences of the choices they make, though 

whether they care about the consequences is an individual matter. The game weaves 

together the story element of Kris not being able to act on their own to the in-game 

Prophecy that decrees a fated tragedy, against which Kris’ hero companions fight, while 

Kris has their own worries in the form of a puppeteer. The theme of fate is central on 

the grand level of the Prophecy predicting the game’s world in its entirety ending, but 

also on the personal level of the young main characters fighting against the controlling 

factors in their lives and developing as individuals.    

 So far, the violent route in Deltarune is quite different to the one in 

Undertale. First of all, the above descriptions of the Weird Route only concern the 

events as they pertain to Noelle, since it is the angle most relevant to my analysis of 

elements of power and control. Chapter three has its own part of the overall violent 
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route, called the “Sword Route,” which will be discussed in the fourth chapter of this 

thesis, as its element of interest is its metagame elements and traversal across layers of 

reality to an extent different to the elements present in the Weird Route. The unifying 

element between the chapter-specific bits of the violent route is that they happen 

alongside the main story instead of replacing it like in Undertale. This presents the 

question of when and how these two storylines will meet and merge, assuming that the 

Weird Route, for example, will indeed have consequences in the main story. This 

question becomes even trickier, when the fact that Fox has announced that the story of 

Deltarune only has one ending is taken into account (TwitLonger post, accessed via the 

Wayback Machine). Thus, there is one destined ending to the game, but is the route 

taken to the destination truly inconsequential? 
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4 The Unique(ish) Metafictional Potential of Video Games 
 

As chapters two and three of this thesis have discussed, metafictional elements are a 

core part of both Undertale and Deltarune, and how they, as gaming experiences, have 

been constructed. Metafiction is what ties their stories, game mechanics, and the player 

together. The unique potential that video games have as a medium is the interactivity 

possible due to the presence of various game mechanics. Traditional mediums, such as 

books and movies, have their limitations when it comes to interactivity, though “choose 

your own adventure” books have existed for quite a while. The additional layer of 

immersion that controlling a game character provides contributes to the strengths of 

video games as mediums of metafiction, and both games utilise this in their 

commentary on violence as the default approach in role-playing games. 

 

Video Games as a Playground for Metanarrative and Metaplay 

The main point of contention at the core of the field of video game studies has for a 

long time been the ludologist versus narratologist approaches to video games. As 

Sebastian Domsch aptly puts it: “Narratologists claim that video games are narratives; 

ludologists claim that video games are not narratives” (emphasis in original 13). Though 

this debate has mostly run its course and gained a lot more nuance since its beginning, 

the core ideas of both sides are useful to keep in mind when discussing, researching, and 

analysing video games. This is the case especially when games rich with metanarrative 

elements are discussed, such as games like Undertale and Deltarune. Domsch 

continues: “Both fictional propositions and game rules are suggestions to accept an ‘as 

if’ situation: in the case of fiction, fictional existents are referred to as if they existed (as 

if their existence were the case), and in the case of games, rules are followed as if they 

were necessary (as if it were the case that they were true)” (14). Undertale and 
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Deltarune utilise these rules to involve the player in the world and story “as if” they had 

a real presence within them and invite the player to treat their actions within the game 

“as if” their consequences were significant. These kinds of games showcase the unique 

possibilities present in video game narratives and have “the best of both worlds” by 

both being aware that they are games and telling the player to not treat them as games. 

Due to metafictional video games utilising these “as if” suggestions to build their 

narrative and its interactions with game mechanics and rules, such games are adept at 

inspecting topics of morality through hypothetical scenarios. Švelch writes about the 

significance of agency and immersion to moral engagement in single-player avatar-

based video games and concludes that “We cannot automatically consider video games 

as superb tools in moral development. But they can frame simple moral thought 

experiments (like the trolley and footbridge dilemmas) with a wider fictional context 

and provide a unique experience that can reveal to players through their own moral 

emotions how they relate to different moral codes” (“The Good, The Bad, and The 

Player” 66). As such, in addition to Undertale and Deltarune functioning as games that 

are aware that they are games, this fact is utilised to create a “playing field” or “test” of 

sorts, where the player can make decisions that, while not having real life significance, 

would ideally encourage them to reflect on said decisions. This reflection could be 

something as simple as “I did not feel bad killing all the monsters in Undertale, it is just 

a game” or “I do not want to play the violent routes myself, but will watch someone else 

play them, because I want to know what happens.” This latter scenario is especially 

curious, as it is something that Fox predicted when developing Undertale, and thus 

included the following lines from Flowey in the Genocide run:  
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It all started because I was curious. 

Curious what would happen if I killed them. 

“I don't like this,” I told myself. 

“I'm just doing this because I HAVE to know what happens.” 

Ha ha ha… What an excuse! 

You of all people must know how liberating it is to act this way. 

At least we're better than those sickos that stand around and WATCH it 

happen… 

Those pathetic people that want to see it, but are too weak to do it 

themselves. 

I bet someone like that's watching right now, aren't they…? 

 

Interestingly, something similar is included in Deltarune as well, 

reconfirming what Fox may be seeking to accomplish with these games. The scene 

happens in the third chapter’s “Sword Route,” wherein, in true metagame fashion, Kris 

is playing a video game of their own inside the Dark World. The game consists mainly 

of the player controlling a game version of Kris, via Kris, and going around killing 

entities that suspiciously resemble their real-life acquaintances more and more as they 

delve deeper into the game. Their game ends with the pixelated game character walking 

out of the screen, while still controlled by the player, into the Dark World layer of 

reality Kris is in. The player can guide this game character to threaten Kris with a sword 

and/or try to hit Susie in the back with it (Kris saves her, unbeknownst to her), or guide 

the character out of the screen, never to be seen again. If the player does not try to attack 

Susie, she asks Kris if they enjoy playing the game, to which the player can answer “Of 

course. Games are fun” or “No.” If they answer “No,” Susie says the Deltarune 

equivalent of an insightful quip: “Okay, then here’s an idea. Don’t play it.” This, like 

the piece of Flowey dialogue mentioned, is heavily directed to the player, as it asks: 

“Are you even enjoying playing a game like this violently?” Indeed, the Weird and 
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Sword Route scenes share elements with Undertale’s Genocide Route, which I would 

argue make the experience of playing them unrewarding and unengaging. These 

elements include the significant lack of NPC interaction, due to them being either dead 

or running for their lives, and the quite tragic lack of music. Fox’s simple yet groovy 

music sets the tone well in both Undertale and Deltarune, but in the violent routes, if 

any songs happen to be playing, they are slowed down and distorted in order to create a 

sense of dread and something being wrong. This simple fact turns the exciting 

adventure of discovering the Underground or the Dark Worlds into a streamlined hunt 

for enemies to kill accompanied by eerie silence or dreary, droning, and distorted 

versions of otherwise great songs. Additionally, the music is a change that is only 

perceivable to the player, and is thus a change addressed directly to them, instead of 

something happening inside the diegetic game world. 

Furthermore, the Sword Route utilises techniques related to layered 

literary realities and interactions between them, such as metalepsis. Gérard Genette 

defines metalepsis as “any intrusion by the extradiegetic narrator or narratee into the 

diegetic universe (or by the diegetic characters into a metadiegetic universe, etc.) or the 

inverse” (qtd. in Erwin Feyersinger 173). In the Sword Route, this intrusion is 

performed by the player (in their reality) through Kris (in the Dark World created inside 

the Light World) controlling the game character (in the game world). There is also 

physical movement in addition to the exertion of influence, as the player commands the 

game character to leave their game reality and enter the Dark World layer Kris is in. 

 Overall, both Undertale and Deltarune utilise various diegetic and 

nondiegetic elements in constructing their metafictional stories and commentaries. 

Video games inspecting topics of ethics and moral dilemmas were identified as a 
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subgenre that thrives on metafiction, with Undertale and Deltarune adopting similar but 

branching approaches to the topic of player morality. 

 

Your Choices do not Matter, but You are Needed 

From the very start of the game to the farthest point currently available, the end of 

chapter four, Deltarune has established itself as an experience where the player is part 

of the narrative. This metanarrative element, unlike in Undertale, where most of the 

relevant revelations happen towards the end of the game, is addressed the moment one 

boots up Deltarune. An unknown entity seeks to establish a connection to the player, 

calling out to them, and encouraging them to create a vessel, presumably for themselves 

to control while playing. Not unlike other role-playing video games, the player may 

choose the vessel’s appearance and some personality traits, but it will likely not take 

long for the player to notice something odd in the vessel-creation process. The 

appearance-related options are all almost entirely the same, and the personality-related 

questions and answers odd. The game prompts “WHAT IS ITS FAVORITE FOOD?”, 

“YOUR FAVORITE BLOOD TYPE?”, “WHAT COLOR DOES IT LIKE MOST?”, 

and “PLEASE GIVE IT A GIFT.” The options available for the food question are not 

food at all, but rather flavours, with “PAIN” and “COLD” casually slid among actual 

flavours, such as “SWEET” and “SALTY.” The blood type question interestingly asks 

for “YOUR” favourite blood type instead of the vessel’s, and makes the player choose 

between “A,” “AB,” “B,” “C,” and “D.” The options for a favourite colour are quite 

limited, though they (RED, BLUE, GREEN, and CYAN) are colours that were in 

Undertale associated with specific fallen humans and their SOULs’ attributes, with blue 

standing for “integrity”, green for “kindness,” cyan/light blue for “patience,” and the red 

one being unknown, though “determination” has been suggested to be its potential 
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attribute.       

 These questions are already likely to rouse come confusion in a first-time 

player, as they break the expectation of extensive (and comprehensible) customisation 

options in role-playing games. Following the questionnaire-esque questions is a prompt 

to give the vessel a gift, which is sure to give the player another dose of confusion, as 

the options all seem weirdly significant and grandiose, especially to those familiar with 

Fox’s work. The available gifts are “KINDNESS,” “MIND,” “AMBITION,” 

“BRAVERY,” and “VOICE.” A player, expecting themselves to be the one controlling 

this vessel for the duration of the game, would likely desire multiple of these “gifts” for 

their vessel, and thus ponder the options at least for a while. Finally, the game asks how 

the player feels about their creation, clarifying in brackets, not suspiciously at all, that 

“IT WILL NOT HEAR.” The options are “LOVE,” “HOPE,” “DISGUST,” and 

“FEAR.” After answering either “YES” or “NO” to the question “HAVE YOU 

ANSWERED HONESTLY?” and the worryingly non-question “YOU 

ACKNOWLEDGE THE POSSIBILITY OF PAIN AND SEIZURE,” the player gets to 

provide a name for the vessel and also submit the name of the “creator,” their own 

name. Showcasing an understanding of the way many people name their game 

characters after themselves, Fox wrote special dialogue for a scenario in which the 

vessel and creator’s names are the same, where the voice will comment on it, saying 

“OF COURSE,” “OF COURSE,” “OF COURSE THEY ARE THE SAME.” This 

simple remark sets the stage for the upcoming themes of interaction, conflict, and forced 

coexistence between player and playable character in the game. After all these choices 

have been made, the voice, or perhaps someone else due to the difference in font, 

throws a curveball at the player and dramatically announces that their wonderful 

creation will now be discarded and that “No one can choose who they are in this world.” 
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Thus, the game truly begins, and the player is introduced to the true playable character, 

Kris. Furthermore, this statement also primes the player to the game’s theme of fate. 

As the voice in the vessel creation segment appears to be someone who 

invited the player to join play the game in order to manipulate the fate of the game 

world towards one outcome or another, they function as a crucial link between the 

player and the game. The release of the first chapter of Deltarune was accompanied by 

activity on the official Twitter (X) account of Undertale (@UnderTale), and from that 

moment onwards, Deltarune. This activity included posts over two days from the 

viewpoint of someone seeking to make a connection, likely the entity talking to the 

player in the vessel creation sequence. The posts were published on 30th and 31st of 

October, the most significant for my topic being the following: 

 

 

I LOOK FORWARD  

 

TO CREATING  

 

A NEW FUTURE  

 

WITH YOU. 

   

 @UnderTale, Twitter/X, 31 Oct, 2:56 PM 

 

 

This post includes a simple message that could be interpreted as either the voice inviting 

the player to play the game and join the Prophecy’s heroes in creating a new future, or 

as Toby Fox inviting the player to experience the new game he is excited for. The first 

option is more likely due to the formatting and general demeanour matching the voice’s 

while differing greatly from the other posts on the account. The following releases of 

chapters two, three, and four were accompanied by posts in an identical format to the 

ones released around chapter one’s release, suggesting that each chapter’s release may 
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provide us more information on the voice’s goals for both Deltarune and the player. 

Additionally, the executable file for Deltarune was originally called 

“SURVEY_PROGRAM,” further indicating that something within the game’s world is 

seeking a fitting and willing helper, whose aptitude is assessed through the vessel 

creation sequence. This involvement of intermedia storytelling highlights the player’s 

reality, our reality, as something connected to the game, intensifying the metanarrative 

elements and commentary.     

 While it is unlikely that the posts are intended to be Toby Fox himself, he 

does function as another link between both Undertale and Deltarune’s worlds and ours. 

Fox has a history of inserting himself into his games as an Annoying Dog that typically 

complicates ultimately inconsequential elements of the games by, for example, stealing 

an ancient artifact that the player completed a challenging puzzle for in Undertale, and 

suddenly running Kris over with a toy car in a secret area in Deltarune. The dog is 

specifically called an “Annoying Dog” in the games’ files, likely indicating Fox’s 

understanding of himself as a game developer; he is there to reel the player along with 

his schemes to then pull the rug from under them. In their simplicity, these kinds of 

cameos function both as reminders that Undertale and Deltarune are indeed “just” 

games, with a creator who wants the player to enjoy playing them, and as an 

acknowledgement of the metafictional aspects and the creator being above them.  

 Overall, the player’s presence in the world of Deltarune has two key 

elements to it; their choices will likely end up not mattering, but rather it is the 

characters in the game who will save their own world, but their presence as an observer 

is needed for one reason or another. This is established through the voice seeking out 

the player through the social media posts and by the voice encouraging the player to 

continue when they get a “game over,” similarly to how in Undertale it is Asgore who 
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encourages the player to keep try again. In this sense, the player’s role is quite different 

from the one in Undertale; instead of a saviour they are relegated to the role of an 

observer, who can nevertheless use their control over Kris not to save the world, but to 

affect their personal relationships.  

  

 Abusive or Introspective Game Design? 

While the player’s role in both Undertale and Deltarune is different, they are addressed 

in similar ways in both games; through the metafictional commentary on acts of 

violence by the player within video games. Violence in (video) games and its potential 

consequences have been a topic of fervent discussion and research for decades, but there 

is an aspect of violence and video games that has not received as much attention, which 

is games that can be said to hurt the player themselves. The term “abusive game design” 

does not, by the common understanding of the word, apply to Undertale or Deltarune. 

However, I would argue that they do not necessarily exist completely out of the reach of 

its definition, which is as follows: “We define abusive game design as an attitude – one 

that focuses on creating a dialogue between designer and player. … For the abusive 

game designer, the hope is that players are forced out of their expectations and into an 

experience in which the importance of understanding the game system is eclipsed by 

that of understanding the designer behind the system” (Douglas Wilson and Miguel 

Sicart 40). The term has typically been used in reference to games such as those in the 

Dark Souls Trilogy (2011, 2014, 2016), which require incredible perseverance and 

commitment to complete, or so-called “masocore” games, which as a genre is 

“characterized by extremely high levels of difficulty that stem from the unpredictability 

of the level design” (Agata Waszkiewicz 107), thus the inclusion of “masochism” in the 

term.       
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 In Undertale’s case, however, any potential “abuse” experienced by the 

player is likely to originate from the element of unexpected moralising in an RPG of all 

game genres. While Undertale’s Genocide Route has purposefully been made 

unpleasant and unappealing, the player cannot necessarily be blamed for wanting to 

play violently or for assuming that the expectation of violence in RPGs applies. Sicart 

discusses the genre conventions around action films and games and how rarely they 

manage to avoid the dissonance between being a hero in the story while massacring 

enemies in the gameplay: “What we have seen before, though, is the way these games 

deal with generic adversaries by dehumanizing them to a point where they become mere 

objects rather than characters, to be killed en masse without players blinking an eye. 

Generic adversaries form a key convention in genre games like action-adventure, not 

the least because they also form a key convention in the films they remediate” (34). 

These genre conventions and expectations are precisely the element that may trip up a 

player and make the moralising present in Undertale feel unfair or ridiculing. The 

unexpected element of being judged for killing monsters is a loss of control for the 

player, though the reaction to this loss naturally varies. Even if the player only kills 

some monsters, and thus completes the Neutral run instead of the Pacifist or Genocide 

one, they will be judged by Sans all the same, and be made aware that the game is 

aware, that the game’s world is aware, and that they have to either admit that they have 

fallen into the “trap” laid by Fox or ignore his attempt at designer-player dialogue. 

However, including a moralising element that tries to force self-reflection upon the 

player is a risky manoeuvre if not done right, especially for an indie developer, since it 

is likely to alienate at least some of the potential fanbase. But, this designer-player 

dialogue has been extrapolated upon, into such a format, that Deltarune as an 

experience feels like the player and playable character have been situated into a 
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conversation with each other, with the developer, Fox, functioning as the scientist 

observing them. While we are not yet able to infer what kind of dialogue Fox is creating 

with Deltarune in its entirety, the metanarrative, metagame themes are already strong 

here, around the halfway point of the game’s expected seven chapters. 

 To conclude, Undertale and Deltarune are prototypical examples of how 

role-playing games, especially indie ones, have grown into a genre wherein some form 

of metafictional commentary is expected due to its aptitude for such criticism. However, 

the reactions to such attempts at designer-player dialogue are naturally varied, and 

indicative of openness to self-reflection via fiction rather than measurements for 

morality. 
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5 Conclusion 
 

In this thesis I have inspected Toby Fox’s two critically acclaimed role-playing video 

games Undertale and Deltarune through the concepts of fate and control, and how these 

concepts form the core of both of the games’ metanarrative storytelling. Both of the 

games contain an in-world Prophecy, which predicts a certain fate and future for the 

games’ worlds. I connected these Prophecies to the player’s ability to affect a game 

world as an entity on the non-diegetic level of existence, and how the games utilise two 

different approaches to this fact: In Undertale, the player’s influence is needed for an 

ending to the monsters’ story to be reached, while in Deltarune, the player has so far 

functioned as more as an puppeteer or observer, while the game’s characters fight to 

change their own fates. Additionally, I discussed how both Undertale and Deltarune as 

prototypical examples of effective metafiction usage in video games, as they utilise the 

role-playing genre’s strengths to construct their criticisms of the genre itself and modern 

gaming.      

 The analysis was split into three chapters. In chapter two, the focus was on 

Undertale, and how it encouraged the player to self-reflect on their role as the player, as 

the entity with immense power over the game’s world. The Prophecy in Undertale 

predicts the two main approaches a player might have; pacifism and violence, and reacts 

accordingly to them, rewarding a peaceful player with more story and varied challenges 

in the forms of puzzles and minigames, and punishing a violent player with an empty 

game world robbed of its charm and depth. I argued that the game’s metanarrative and 

metagame elements exist to provide commentary on the state of present-day gaming, 

and the expectations of violence that the player may have for role-playing games. 

Additionally, I discussed characters in the game that embody the theme of fate in 

various ways, and how the player can unknowingly but directly affect said fates, which 
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is a central form of power and control in the game, along with the player’s canonical 

ability to rewind time in the game’s world via saving and loading. The outcome of the 

analysis is the understanding of how the narrative, with its meta elements, and the 

gameplay intertwine in order to create an immersive experience through which the 

criticism and deconstruction of the role-playing genre is effectively delivered. 

 In chapter three, I inspected how Deltarune, as Undertale’s successor, has 

taken a similar approach in its story and game mechanics, but directed them towards 

another dynamic: the one between the player and the playable character. The forced 

coexistence and disconnect between the player and Kris, the playable character of 

Deltarune, is a central conflict in the game. Kris as a playable character is purposefully 

quiet and closed off due to them being aware of the player’s presence and ability to 

control their actions via the SOUL in their body. This leads to the player being 

especially aware of their role as an outsider and puppeteer and forms the basis for the 

game’s themes of control and fate. The Weird Route, with its requirement of using the 

playable character to manipulate another character into a violent trance, is perhaps the 

culmination of Deltarune’s criticisms. The Weird Route and its counterpart, the Sword 

Route, play with the player’s expectation of and desire for an alternate route unlocked 

by violence, which could be motivated by the presence of the Genocide Route in 

Undertale. The mootness of the violent routes is mainly established through the absence 

of Kris themselves growing stronger, as the killing of enemies happens mainly through 

another character, i.e. Noelle in the Weird Route and the game character in the Sword 

Route. The claim of this analysis chapter is that Deltarune has laid a strong base for the 

commentary on the player’s role as an external observer and the player-player character 

relationship to develop and grow in intensity and depth over the final three chapters of 

the game.     
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 Finally, chapter four of the thesis was dedicated to inspecting the 

unique(ish) potential of video games as a medium of metafictional commentary. The 

potential role-playing games have in bringing new dimensions to even the simplest of 

moral dilemmas and thought experiments was established. The concept of abusive game 

design was applied to Undertale and Deltarune in the context of unexpected and genre-

subverting moralising, which is a staple of indie productions, while still being a risky 

venture. Designer-player dialogue and the encouragement of self-reflection and deeper 

interaction with media, which the player may or may not be willing to interact with, was 

identified as one of the likely “purposes” of games like Undertale and Deltarune. 

Additionally, the utilisation of elements outside of Deltarune as a game, such as social 

media posts and the cameos of the creator, Toby Fox, were linked to the effective 

establishment of the player as an extradiegetic entity with a specific role in the game’s 

story.       

 Together, the analyses in the second, third, and fourth chapters indicate 

that the themes of fate and control are key factors in Undertale and Deltarune’s 

criticisms of role-playing games as a genre and their effectiveness. The player’s position 

as an extradiegetic being who can affect the game worlds’ fates and the metafictional 

elements utilised to hold the player responsible for their actions create an effective 

frame for the deconstruction of the role-playing genre and video games as a medium, 

while simultaneously encouraging self-reflection in the player. Thus, I conclude, that 

both Undertale and Deltarune are useful representations of how the unique properties of 

video games can be utilised to create critically introspective pieces of genre-defining 

media. 
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