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To ironically borrow a quote by T.S. Elliot: “Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal; bad poets 
deface what they take, and good poets make it into something better, or at least something different.” 
Launched in 2009, From Software's Demon's Souls was a small revelation to the video game industry. 
Amidst a standard of hand-holding in gaming, From Software dared to release a game akin to older titles 
for the NES and SNES (Castlevania [1986], etc.). Demon’s Souls was a game where you learned through 
subtle world design and trial-and-error gameplay. It wasn't until 2011 and the release of Dark Souls when 
From Software truly hit their stride. Dark Souls was a masterpiece that oozed atmosphere, intelligent 
design, and challenging, engaging, and tight combat. Since Dark Souls success, and that of its sequels Dark 
Souls 2 (2014) and Bloodborne (2015), dozens of games have tried to mimic the Souls series' core model. 
However, many studios struggle with the notion that hard equals fun. Designers often approach their 
games trying to make them as difficult as possible without understanding why the Souls franchise is a 
cathartic joy to play. It isn't just because they're challenging, but instead the games are paced and laid out 
in a way that makes each fight feel riveting and brutal, yet fair, where your success revolves entirely 
around your own mental fortitude and endurance. Hard doesn't necessarily equal fun, but hard, fair, and 
optimally conveyed gameplay with well placed respites absolutely does, allowing you to reflect on your 
success and rewards. This brings us to Salt and Sanctuary (2016), a 2D side-scroller designed by Ska 
Studios. Salt and Sanctuary is a blatant mimicry of the Souls series. As Elliot would surmise, there's 
nothing wrong with this decision as long as it benefits the gaming landscape. The transition of the Souls 
model into a well crafted platformer is a pleasant and enjoyable experience because it utilizes many of the 
strengths of the Souls format in a medium that can also leverage the advantages of being two dimensional. 
However, Salt and Sanctuary is not an exact copy of the Souls games. Consequently, the independent 
choices made by Ska Studios must be dissected in order to understand how they benefit or detract from 
the Souls framework.

As previously mentioned, Salt and Sanctuary's largest variance from Dark Souls is the fact that it's a
2D side-scroller, and the overarching quality of the game hinges on this distinction. Salt and Sanctuary 
presents multiple challenges that translate to 2D much better than 3D, such as enemy projectiles with 
direct arcs that you have to move and fight between, encounters and bosses that require multiple well 
timed jumps and mistake-free platforming, and so on. The platforming is mechanically responsive, and 
while it’s difficult it’s rarely frustrating or unfair. This is especially true during boss fights. Wildly varied in 
design, required strategy, and mastery of different game mechanics, Salt and Sanctuary arguably has more 
unique and memorable bosses than all but the first Dark Souls. It does a good job reaffirming why 2D side-
scrollers still have a place in modern gaming: they’re in a unique position to challenge and engage a 
player's reaction time and ability to take in and quickly analyze everything that's being presented on the 
screen.

However, there are moments where the 2D model fails the Souls combat system. More times than I 
can count I had enemies guard platforms I needed to jump or climb to and hit me without giving me any 
time to react. I had bosses juggle me against a wall without providing me enough time in my invincibility 
frame after getting hit to roll away or block. In other words, they would pin me to a wall and hit me every 
time I got up just before I could respond, effectively killing me without me being able to do anything. The 
argument could be made I shouldn't have gotten cornered in the first place, but that's much harder than it 
seems given how small some of the boss arenas are, as well as the distance the bosses can cover with some
of their attacks. Another annoyance I had with the 2D model was enemies boxing me in, specifically 
enemies that could teleport next to me. Two enemies in particular made for situations that seemed unfair. 
One enemy had a move where they would attack twice, disappear into the air, and then reappear behind 
me and attack a third time. The attack is easy enough to block or avoid, but at one point Salt and Sanctuary
dropped three of these enemies on me at once. One proceeded to use the teleporting attack while the 
other two charged me from the front, effectively boxing me in. I was never able to react or move away, as 
they all attacked at different times constantly staggering me and eventually killing me. The same thing 



happened with another enemy that has a similar ability, in which they disappear and reappear multiple 
times before trying to attack. I encountered a few of these enemies at once, which proceeded to appear on 
both sides of me and immediately start swinging. I even saw it coming and blocked in preparation, but 
again they all attacked at different times, never allowing me to roll, attack, jump, or anything else. In a 
game where death can be such a crippling moment, it's incredibly unsatisfying to have instances that seem
like death is unavoidable and mainly a result of random enemy AI decisions.

I'd venture to guess that almost all fans of the Souls franchise would agree the nearly flawless 
combat and tight controls are the biggest contributors in regards to what make the games so enjoyable. In 
that regard, Salt and Sanctuary succeeds admirably. The most important thing, the responsiveness of the 
controls and the clarity of specific mechanics, is consistent in Salt and Sanctuary. Timing windows are fair 
and easily recognizable and invincibility frames for rolling never feel clunky or timed incorrectly. Combat 
is just as fun, tight, and engaging as the Souls series, and it's easy to pick up the basics within minutes of 
playing. Salt and Sanctuary actually adds onto the Souls combat system with the incorporation of combos. 
In the same way move sets for weapons were a pivotal part of Dark Souls, advanced weapon combos in 
Salt and Sanctuary can completely change how a player approaches combat. It's a welcome addition that 
increases the complexity and variance of the combat without overdoing it. Salt and Sanctuary's combat 
and platforming are without a doubt where the game shines and ultimately what makes it nearly as fun as 
the Souls franchise, even if it does lack the grandiose scale and weight to the fights that the Souls series 
utilizes so brilliantly.

Yet, there are still moments when it seems Ska Studios doesn't understand some of the design 
decisions of the Souls games, and why they work so well to begin with. Although not a huge gripe, I never 
found myself enjoying Salt and Sanctuary's leveling system. Any player familiar with a Souls game knows 
the basic idea. Kill enemies and bosses, get souls (in this case salt), return to a bonfire (in this case a 
sanctuary), and convert your souls or salt into a handful of different stats (strength, dexterity, endurance, 
etc.). Salt and Sanctuary unnecessarily complicates this by adding an enormous skill tree. The tree isn't 
really interesting, it's just a sprawling spider web of basic stat boosts with an occasional talent that lets 
you wield different types of weapons, shields, and armor. Truthfully, I couldn't find anything I liked about 
this method. In the Souls games, players can mix and match different sets of armor, weapons, and shields, 
and ultimately create optimal sets for magic defense, physical defense, and mobility. In Salt and Sanctuary 
the moment I picked up items I immediately didn't care about them because I knew I wasn't built to use 
them. There wasn't any experimenting with heavy armor because I simply couldn't use it due to my build. 
This wouldn't be such a big deal if redoing your skill tree wasn't such a hassle. The only way to respec in 
Salt and Sanctuary is to find a relatively rare item, and it will only undo one point allocation. I've always 
been a huge proponent of easy respeccing in games, and this is even more the case in games with large, 
convoluted skill trees. I don't want to sit down for an hour and plan my skill tree out perfectly, I want to 
enjoy the game's fun mechanics while discovering a build as I go with the assurance that if I don't end up 
liking my build, I can change it anytime. Essentially permanent stats, especially in a game as demanding 
and difficult as Salt and Sanctuary, are frustrating and don't add the depth I believe the designers were 
aiming for.

One final point I want to make about the changes in Salt and Sanctuary compared to the Souls 
games also has to do with leveling, but it's admittedly more rooted in my own opinion of why the Souls 
model is so enjoyable and fair. In Salt and Sanctuary, there are two different kinds of sanctuaries (the 
game's equivalent of bonfires). The first are sanctuaries where the player can do anything, including level 
up, summon NPCs with various functions, and change their oath. The different alterations allowed for your
sanctuaries are really great and add a lot of depth to the game. The second kind of sanctuary is called a 
shrine, which amounts to a small room towards the end of a level that lets the player restock their potions, 
heal to full, and remove any active negative effects. Here's where the problem with shrines arises: in the 
entire Souls franchise there's a clear correlation between fighting up to a boss, and then having the 
opportunity to use the souls you've acquired. In Demon's Souls there was always a portal back to the nexus 
after each boss, in Dark Souls you could level up at any bonfire, and in Dark Souls 2 and Bloodborne you 
could use any bonfire or lamp to teleport to Majula or The Hunter's Dream and level up there. In Salt and 
Sanctuary, shrines only allow you to heal and reset your potions and statuses. This, in my opinion, is a huge 



oversight. Often times I'd be at a point where I had cleared the level, killed the boss, and had a huge 
amount of salt. However, I'd be low on potions, my health would be far below its normal limit due to taking
elemental damage, and the only way to a sanctuary I could level up at would either be going forward 
through new and more challenging enemies, or back tracking a tremendous amount. Just like Dark Souls, 
there are items that return you to your last visited sanctuary. However, in Salt and Sanctuary one of these 
items will also return you to the functionless shrines, hindering their usefulness in large part. The other 
item does allow you to go back to a sanctuary, but there’s a finite amount of them. Moreover, you can only 
go back to sanctuaries where you've placed a specific type of statue (the items that summon different 
NPCs to your sanctuary), of which there are also a limited amount. My main gripe is this: sanctuaries 
should never have the association of risk. As a player in such a challenging game, I want sanctuaries to be 
just that, a sanctuary. A moment where I can collect myself and enjoy the fruits of my labor. Seeing a shrine
shouldn't force me to do a risk-reward equation to figure out if putting thousands upon thousands of salt 
on the line is worth having an easier time fighting a boss or clearing a level. I'm sure there are players who 
enjoy this heightened level of challenge and risk, and more power to them. However, I feel it ultimately 
sullies the well-conceptualized idea of what a bonfire represents in the Souls franchise: a light in sad, dark, 
and dying world that, even for a moment, fills you with some semblance of tranquility and hope.

Granted that a good portion of this review is dedicated to gameplay and design (which is pretty 
clearly Ska Studios' focus as well), I do want to briefly touch on the game's world building and visuals. The 
art in Salt and Sanctuary is a mixed bag. I loved the different aesthetic designs of the levels, and the 
backdrops juxtaposed with the foreground often make for some cool, bleak, and beautiful environments. 
The character models themselves, mainly the character's faces, feel out of place. They don't really fit the 
game's dour tones, coming off as goofy and silly in a world where they shouldn't. Just like the Souls games, 
Salt and Sanctuary doesn't do a whole lot in terms of storyline or plot. Instead, it follows From Software's 
lead and includes tons of flavor text on items, allowing the player to form their own idea of the world 
they're in without ever explicitly being told much. It's an appealing type of storytelling, and one that I wish
was more prevalent in games.

A lot of the times when I write a review I have a pretty good idea of what score I'll end up giving at 
the end, but it was difficult to come to a consensus on Salt and Sanctuary. I had moments where I was in a 
trance playing the game, completely hooked by how fun the combat was and how well it translated into a 
fast paced and challenging 2D platformer. Other times I was sitting at my desk frustrated and annoyed by 
simple design decisions that impacted the game on a far larger scale than they should have (as a related 
aside, Salt and Sanctuary is in dire need of a map. Finding your directional bearings in a 2D space is much 
harder than in the Souls series due to their open 3D design where you could often at least see the area you 
wanted to go towards in the distance). The question, albeit a simple one, is this: does Salt and Sanctuary 
succeed where it aims, translating the Souls formula into a different style of game? If you take a step back 
from the Souls series and inspect its roots, you tend to find that it's influenced by console games from the 
80's and early 90's like Castlevania, Mega Man, Ninja Gaiden (1988), Metroid (1986), and so on. All of these
games present the player with a series of challenges that ultimately rely on player ability rather than 
avatar strength. They're all framed around the pattern of stage, boss, stage, boss, with each one becoming 
more challenging as the player becomes better at the game. Despite being dressed in a more modern 
outfit, at its core this is what the Souls franchise is about. Players can strengthen their characters through 
leveling and upgrading weapons, but it never feels overdone in a way that trivializes the inherent 
challenge of the games. In many ways, Salt and Sanctuary is just a return of the Souls series to its roots, 
incorporating the same kind of challenges that players encountered 30 years ago with some alterations to 
the model. Salt and Sanctuary definitely falters at points, including misunderstandings about which pieces 
of the Souls series' core gameplay and framework are so ingeniously and meticulously planned out. Still, 
Salt and Sanctuary is a fun game, and a few malfunctioning (although very noticeable) cogs don't detract 
from how well-functioning the machine is as a whole. As much as it is an homage to the Souls series, Salt 
and Sanctuary is also a great reminder of the roots of gaming and how coming full circle can still, as Elliot 
would say, lead to something better, or at least different.

Score: 8.9


