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INTRODUCTION


When I first worked in videogames, in the 1980s, everything was easier but also more difficult. I started on Sinclair’s ZX Spectrum, an accessible but primitive home computer which made things straightforward for the aspiring digital artist by providing just eight colours to choose from, of which it could display only two within each square 64-pixel cell. The difficulty lay in those same limitations, which made the creative process a bit like trying to produce fine art with a decorator’s paint roller.


Despite such challenges, the game-making process as a whole was a lot less intimidating back then. Many early ZX Spectrum releases were created by solo creators working in isolation, and even the biggest hits coming out of Japan drew upon modest resources, with just five people credited on 1985’s Super Mario Bros, one of the most revered games of all time. Forty years on, the creation of Grand Theft Auto VI coordinates the efforts of literally thousands of people, spread across multiple locations around the world, fuelled by a budget rumoured to be in the region of $2 billion.


Given this extraordinary shift, I am not at all surprised when the release date for another big new game is pushed back because of production hitches. To be honest, it’s a wonder that these games even get finished at all – and even more so when the end result resembles the original intention, meeting with both critical acclaim and commercial success.


Game development, like most acts of creation, is a series of decisions that cannot be avoided. You have to decide which 3D engineer to hire – the one with the long list of credits but a reputation for not being a team player, or the one with the lesser CV but an inexhaustibly sunny demeanour. Do you rely on your own technology, or try an off-the-shelf solution? Is this a PC-only game, or is it worth investing in console versions, which will probably need to be farmed out to work-for-hire studios? What about a Switch edition, which will inevitably involve cutting corners? Should there be microtransactions? How important is audio? Do you really need to invest in a star name to provide the voice of your lead character? (And, hold on, hasn’t he featured in lots of other games lately?) On and on it goes, demanding countless meetings that hold up the actual work, often with grudging compromises made along the way.




[image: A slide from the game Prince of Persia wherein, a human character dressed like a prince is engaged in a duel with a human skeleton, atop a high brick wall. There are two burning torches in the background.]




Prince of Persia (see p16) is a fine example of the creativity small teams could exercise on early hardware like the Spectrum








Sometimes a decision made in one context might not even be the right one in another. Rockstar president Sam Houser once proposed that cars should run out of fuel in Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas, requiring regular stops at gas stations, before his colleagues talked him around and the idea was cast aside. That seems like a sensible outcome, and yet both Dying Light: The Following and Days Gone feature vehicles that need refuelling, an intrinsic part of play that doesn’t feel unreasonable. (Perhaps we’re just a bit more forgiving of such hardship when the backdrop is a zombie apocalypse.)




[image: A black-and-white photograph of two people enjoying playing Pong game using joysticks connected to a TV screen that is virtually segmented vertically. ]




Trailblazers like Pong (see p10) helped make the case for videogames as a commercial concern. The multi-billion-dollar industry we know today would not exist without them










[image: A full-sized digital painting of a character from Baldur's Gate 3 with a human male face and body, dressed in ragged robes, gigantic bat-like wings, long hair, and two upward-pointing horns on his head. His arms are outstretched and a staff rests on one of them. He stands against a dark background with an authoritative expression.]




Meanwhile, vast undertakings like Baldur’s Gate 3 (see p212) reflect the ever-increasing scale of the industry and the cutting-edge technologies and artistry therein










[image: A slide from Stardew valley game featuring a neighbourhood with a manicured lawn dotted with trees, houses and fences around each house. A beach lines one side of the neighbourhood.]




Though increasingly rare, solo developer success stories like Stardew Valley (see p184) demonstrate that truly independent games can still find an enormous audience








Reaching a consensus doesn’t end during the creation phase. Actually bringing games to market can be a battle all on its own. In the early 2000s, I did some work for a publisher interested in licensing Japanese games for release in the west. A developer would submit a title for appraisal and, if the publisher liked what it saw, it would buy the rights for distribution in Europe and the US. My contribution involved assessing prospective games and then presenting them to the senior team, at which point they would make the final approval call. The first candidate on my list was Zettai Zetsumei Toshi, not a classic game but certainly an original one in its day, tasking you with escaping an earthquake-stricken city, avoiding hazards such as falling concrete while continually monitoring your water supply, which was essential in keeping you alive. (The game was eventually released outside of Japan as SOS: The Final Escape in Europe and Disaster Report in the US, but not by this particular publisher, for reasons that will soon become clear.) I powered up the demo and began to explain the overall concept, at which point one of the publishing team interrupted with a question that I sensed was a comfortable old mainstay: “So, what are the enemies you’re fighting in this one, then?” I reiterated that this wasn’t that kind of game at all. It didn’t have enemies in the traditional videogame sense. In fact, in a way, the environment was the enemy. “Right,” he said, scratching his chin as he mulled this over. “So… uh, what weapons do you get to use, then?”


Anyone capable of getting through all this – the endless technical challenges, the budgetary issues, the creative disputes that may never be fully resolved, the suits who just don’t really get it – deserves all of the rewards we can offer. I think we often take videogames for granted, and we certainly don’t give enough credit to the people responsible for getting them into our hands. Game developers are inventors in the most exciting, romantic sense of the word, blending art and technology to create experiences that make us feel things beyond the reach of other forms of entertainment.


Like everyone, I enjoy watching a good movie, but I cannot remember the last time I did so and felt some sense of awe. Over time, they seem to have lost that power. It’s easy to think, well, I’m a long distance from being that wide-eyed kid watching Star Wars for the first time, so of course I don’t get those goosebumps anymore. Today I am a mostly responsible adult with a mortgage and all the other tedious distractions. But then I will play a game such as Elden Ring and it will stop me in my tracks. In those moments, I am that kid once more, transfixed by the jittery magic of Ray Harryhausen’s clattering skeletons in Jason And The Argonauts.


Not all of the games within these pages have made as much of an impression as Elden Ring, but my respect for their creators is the same, from the earliest pioneers (see Pong, p10) to the developers raising the bar today (see Baldur’s Gate 3, p212). I hope you enjoy reading their stories.


Tony Mott










PONG


MORE THAN 50 YEARS ON FROM ITS RELEASE, TAKE A LOOK AT HOW THIS THROWAWAY TEST PROJECT CATALYSED THE GROWTH OF VIDEOGAMES


FORMAT ARCADE
PUBLISHER ATARI CORPORATION
DEVELOPER IN-HOUSE
ORIGIN US
RELEASE 1972




[image: An original Pong arcade cabinet complete with a small display monitor, and a metallic control panel beneath it with two knobs for two players. ]








More than 50 years ago, Atari introduced the world’s first videogame sensation: Pong. The game, while not the first of its kind, would provide the economic catalyst necessary to jumpstart a new industry.


In 1971, Nolan Bushnell and his partner Ted Dabney created the world’s first mass-produced commercial arcade videogame, Computer Space, for California manufacturer Nutting Associates. It made a small splash in the market, but it wasn’t wildly successful. Bushnell wanted to follow up with a driving game, but quickly found himself at odds with the company’s executive staff about the direction of its videogame products. He resigned, taking Ted Dabney with him.


Bushnell began to show his driving game idea to other American coin-op makers. Bally, then the largest arcade amusement company in the US, showed interest in it and awarded Bushnell and Dabney – then doing business under the name Syzygy – a contract to make a videogame and a pinball table. Syzygy would design the game and license it to Bally, which would produce the hardware and sell it. Under the new contract, Atari received $4,000 a month to develop the two games, just enough financial room to hire an employee. Recognising his limitations as an engineer, Bushnell reached out to Allan Alcorn, a former colleague from Ampex.


Alcorn, then 24 years old, accepted the offer to work for Syzygy in June 1972. It was a risky move, but Alcorn had grown bored with his work. He was ready for a new challenge at a startup company, and both Bushnell and Dabney recognised his talents as an engineer. That same month, Bushnell and Dabney incorporated their company under a new name, Atari, Inc.


After joining Atari, Alcorn’s first task was to examine the design of Computer Space and learn how it displayed movable images on a television set. Alcorn admired the ingenuity of Dabney’s motion circuitry design, but the schematics were a little too messy for his liking, so he built his own version. Since Alcorn was new to designing videogames (and who wasn’t), Bushnell decided to assign him a warm-up exercise to test his skills as an engineer. As it turned out, the videogame design Bushnell suggested to Alcorn wasn’t an entirely original one.


One month earlier, on May 24, 1972, Bushnell had attended a public showing of the world’s first videogame console, the Magnavox Odyssey, whose chief attraction was its ability to play a twoplayer game of electronic table tennis on an ordinary home TV set. The technology had been invented in the mid-1960s by a team of engineers at Sanders Associates, a defence contractor in New Hampshire. One of those engineers, Bill Rusch, had designed an electronic table tennis game while brainstorming game ideas. He sketched out his creation in a memo dated October 18, 1967. The game was simple: it involved two player-controlled spots, which served as paddles, and one machine-controlled spot, which served as a ball. One player would serve the ball, and the other would try to return it by hitting it with his paddle. If he missed, the other player would score a point.


Having been designed in 1967, this ping-pong game eschewed electronic luxuries such as sound effects or an onscreen scoring system. During its development, project leader Ralph Baer and his team kept costs low because they intended to license their design for sale as a home consumer electronics product.


When it came time to assign Alcorn a test project, Bushnell recalled the ball-and-paddle game he had seen at the Magnavox event. He told Alcorn that Atari had obtained a contract with General Electric to develop a home videogame console. Bushnell laid out the basics of the game he wanted, describing a game very similar to the Magnavox ping-pong game, but adding one detail – it would have an onscreen score display. With this brief, Alcorn tried his hardest to keep the game fun and the cost of parts low. First, he put a spot onscreen, then added some paddles. Along the way, Dabney and Bushnell would play it and offer suggestions.


Alcorn deviated from Bushnell’s basic design with his own innovations. First, he divided each paddle into eight segments. Upon hitting the paddle, the ball would bounce off it at an angle depending on which segment it hit. Amazingly, the Magnavox game didn’t do this. Instead, it allowed each player to slightly move the vertical orientation of the ball with a second knob (marked ‘English’) on the Odyssey’s controller.


Alcorn’s second idea was to speed up the movement of the ball as the game progressed. During long volleys, gameplay would get more intense as the ball became harder to hit. Scoring a point would reset the speed back to normal. Alcorn also decided to treat the top and bottom of the screen as walls. If hit, the ball would bounce off these invisible walls, rather than fly off the court as in the Odyssey version. As a finishing touch, Alcorn wired in a rudimentary sound effects system that created sounds when the ball bounced off the paddles or walls.


While Alcorn perfected his design, Bushnell still had his heart set on a driving videogame. He had intended the ball-and-paddle exercise to be a simple test of the engineer’s skills. But after about a month’s work, Dabney and Alcorn found that the ‘throwaway’ game had a certain je ne sais quoi. It was then that the pair decided, independently of Bushnell, to make it a real product.


Alcorn and Dabney stuffed the ball-and-paddle prototype circuitry and a TV set into a rudimentary wooden cabinet with a coin box on the side that Dabney had built. After some more pestering from his colleagues, Bushnell realised that the game was worth pursuing, and the trio brainstormed names. They christened it Pong in honour of its ping-pong roots, and placed it in a local bar called Andy Capp’s Tavern.


Bushnell instructed Alcorn to create instructions that would be printed on the cabinet to tell players how to play the game. They had to be snappy, so Alcorn came up with: “Avoid missing ball for high score.” Alcorn likes to joke that the phrase, which has taken on a life of its own in popular culture, will be engraved on his tombstone.


At first, public response to Pong wasn’t astonishing. But as more people began to play it, word spread, and soon people were lining up outside Andy Capp’s at 9am just to have a turn at the game. The bar owner had never seen anything like it – people were streaming into the bar not to buy alcohol, but to play a game!


Unintentionally, Pong’s design was a natural fit for the bar crowd, being the first arcade game without a singleplayer mode. It was a shareable, and thus social, phenomenon, and it was simple enough to be played by people young or old, drunk or sober. It was so popular, in fact, that it soon ran into problems. First, the consumer-grade potentiometers used in the control knobs wore out, so Alcorn sought out military-grade pots to withstand the abuse. Then a few weeks into the trial run, Alcorn received a call in the middle of the night reporting that his Pong machine wouldn’t start a new game. He rushed over to fix it, and opened up the coin box to trigger a free game for troubleshooting. Quarters spilled out of the box and across the floor. In fact, it was so stuffed that the mechanism had jammed.


With income streaming in from the machine, Atari began to realise it had a hit on its hands. The trio built 12 additional Pong units by hand and placed ten of them in operating locations to bring in some extra money.


In late 1972, Bushnell flew to Chicago and presented Pong as the videogame that would fulfil Atari’s contract. The game had been so successful that Bushnell reported a third of its real earning power in fear that Bally wouldn’t believe the real numbers. After his return, the coin-op giant dragged its feet in giving Atari an answer. As Bushnell and Dabney waited, they got anxious: the coins kept piling in from their Pong machines, and they knew the game could be wildly successful. Bally just wasn’t seeing it. Unfortunately for Atari, since Pong had been developed with Bally’s money – $24,000 of it – the company technically owned the game. Atari couldn’t sell it to anyone else, and couldn’t legally produce it, unless Bally formally rejected it.




[image: A vintage flyer for the game Pong naming it the 'The newest 2-player video skill game', features an illustration of the game arcade with its highlights listed out, along with details of its makers.]




The original arcade flyer for Pong
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Allan Alcorn
One of the designers and engineers behind Pong


Q&A


Do you think it was unethical that Atari borrowed the basic idea of Pong from the Odyssey?


Not at all, and people do it all the time. There’s no law against that. Magnavox had a patent and we paid the royalty on it. They made more money off of that royalty than they ever did off of Odyssey.


What was Nolan Bushnell’s role in the creation of Pong?


He was the driving force behind the whole thing. I was the implementer and the technical guy. I never would’ve done it without Ted’s invention and Nolan’s passion to make it appear.


Were you surprised at the craze that Pong sparked?


Yeah. A little stunned. We hired a clipping service, so we would see any article that mentioned Atari or Pong, and they started showing up all over the country. It touched something. We started getting Bible tracts in the mail, too.


Were they implying that the game could damage morals?


Some organisation was sending just tracts of verses. There were no accusations that we were evil yet. That came later.







[image: The initial drawing of a television-based ping-pong game with joysticks, by William T Rusch, dated October 18, 1967.]




William T Rusch’s initial design sketch (lower half) for a television ping-pong game with joysticks from a Sanders design notebook dated October 18, 1967








“Nolan, Al and I were sitting there trying to figure out what to do, not getting any response from Bally,” says Dabney. “And I said, ‘We’ve got to decide: either we go into manufacturing ourselves, or we go home. And I don’t want to go home.’”


According to Dabney, Bushnell and Alcorn were reticent to go into manufacturing, but they had no choice. Dabney hatched a plan to get out of the Bally deal. He carefully crafted a letter asking that Pong be rejected and released from the contract. While waiting for a response, Dabney drew up plans for the Pong cabinet and ordered 50 from a local maker. Alcorn designed a printed circuit board and made provisions for its manufacture, also acquiring the components.


Around that time, Atari pulled in significant income from its arcade games – more than $4,000 a week from the ten Pong machines. But the firm didn’t have quite enough to cover the cost of all the parts. Dabney reached into his personal savings and bought 50 Hitachi TV sets for the first round of Pong machines. Not long after the purchase, Atari heard back from Chicago. Bally agreed to release Pong from the contract, and Atari was free to market the game on its own – simultaneously thrilling and scary for the company.


When the 50 cabinets arrived, Atari began hiring local workers to help put the machines together. With Atari’s lack of prior manufacturing experience, the production of the first few runs proved to be an exercise in trial and error. Then Atari had to determine a price. It knew it had to be under $1,000 to be competitive, and the machine cost about $300 to build. One day, Dabney looked out the window and saw 937 on a car licence plate, and it clicked: Atari would charge $937 per machine.


One day, as the first 50 units were being constructed by Alcorn and Dabney, Bushnell stood by passively and watched the process. Dabney looked up and said, “What are you doing? You’ve got to go sell these things.” According to Dabney, Bushnell turned white as a ghost. He walked to his office as if facing an impossible task. An hour and a half later, Bushnell returned, dumbfounded. He had just sold 300 Pong units, sight unseen, to three different customers.


To cover the cost of the additional units, Atari obtained a line of credit from a local bank. Then Dabney ordered up 50 more cabinets. A few days later, the cabinet maker delivered the units, and Atari ran out of space. They had no place to store them all. Fortuitously, the same day, someone at Atari noticed their office complex neighbours had moved out unexpectedly. Dabney took a sabre saw and cut a hole in the wall, walked through, and unlocked the back door – instantly doubling the company’s square footage. It settled the bill with the landlord later.


Even with that extra space, as word of Pong spread, Atari realised it would need much more room. It rented an empty roller skating rink nearby and hired even more workers, picking them up anywhere it could find: some from off the street, and some from unemployment lines. These new workers brought challenges. Some used illegal drugs on the manufacturing floor; others stole the TV sets. Atari was learning as it went along.


Still, it had trouble keeping up with demand for Pong. “We did no marketing for that game,” recalls Dabney. “It spread by word of mouth.” As it turned out, other companies would be happy to fill the need. When Pong machines broke, many operators would send their Pong boards back to Atari so Alcorn could fix them. Mere months after the game’s launch, Alcorn started noticing boards coming in that had obviously not been made by Atari. Enterprising companies around the US had taken Pong’s main circuit board and copied it, manufacturing clones and passing them off as their products under new names.


Soon, dozens of Pong-like games flooded the market, most direct copies of Atari’s work. Bushnell was furious, but with production at full capacity, the team soon realised the cloners weren’t actually stealing business. “We were selling as many as we could make,” says Alcorn, “But we couldn’t sell as many as the market wanted, so these other guys popped up and filled the need.”


In some ways, the cloning was even good for Atari. The drastic explosion of Pong clones ensured that the videogame phenomenon spread faster than Atari could have managed alone, vastly expanding the demand for new games. Ultimately, Atari sold anywhere between 19,000 and 35,000 Pong machines (depending on who you ask), providing capital to fuel the growth of Bushnell and Dabney’s company. Other games followed, but few were as popular as Pong.


In the face of the endless clones, Bushnell decided that the only way to stay competitive was to innovate. At first, Atari released derivatives such as the fourplayer Pong Doubles, and then moved on to different game styles, such as Space Race, Gran Trak 10, and Breakout.


In 1975, Alcorn and Harold Lee designed a home console version of Pong, which set off a clone battle in the home space too. In a sense, the astounding success of Pong helped to launch both the arcade and home videogame industries, even though it wasn’t the founding product of either.




PONG ON THE RADIO


Early on, Atari encountered a significant problem with its arcade Pong machines after receiving a complaint from a Nevada sheriff’s department. “They’d be driving and have their radio on,” recalls Dabney, “and all they could hear was the ‘ping, ping, ping’ from the Pong games in the bar down the road.” Fabricated with improper shielding, the Pong machines’ circuitry would emit radio signals every time the game’s ball bounced off a paddle or the wall. Whenever the sheriff’s deputies drove through the area, the department’s in-car radios would pick up that signal and translate it into an audible ping. “They didn’t like that at all,” laughs Dabney. It was Allan Alcorn who devised a quick solution to the problem, using metal shielding to block the interference, and Atari sent out patch kits to fix units in the field. “We knew we were going to get in trouble with the FCC [Federal Communications Commission] if we didn’t fix that,” adds Dabney.




[image: A black-and-white photograph of the founders of Atari Ted Dabney and Nolan Bushnell, head of finance Fred Marincic, and engineer Allan Alcorn stand together, surrounding the Pong game arcade.]




From left to right: Atari co-founders Ted Dabney and Nolan Bushnell, head of finance Fred Marincic, and engineer Allan Alcorn



















PRINCE OF PERSIA


HOW AN INVENTIVE LEAP IN ANIMATION BROUGHT US A PRINCE AMONG PLATFORMERS


FORMAT AMIGA, AMSTRAD CPC, APPLE II, ATARI ST, GAME BOY, GAME BOY COLOR, GAME GEAR, MAC, MASTER SYSTEM, MEGA CD, MEGA DRIVE, NEC PC-9801, NES, PC, PC ENGINE DUO, SAM COUPÉ, SHARP X68000, SNES, SINCLAIR SPECTRUM
PUBLISHER VARIOUS
DEVELOPER BRØDERBUND
ORIGIN US
RELEASE 1989




[image: A depiction from the game Prince of Persia, with the Princess confronting the Grand Vizier Jaffar, in an indoor, palatial setting with ornate, arched entrances and lit torches against a dark, night sky.]








A brief glance at the pantheon of consoles and computers listed on the previous pages is all that is needed to confirm Prince Of Persia’s enduring appeal. Across generations of people and formats, continents and cultures, from 1989 onwards the game enjoyed a full decade of almost continual ports and re-releases. A feat made all the more remarkable because the original title was the work of essentially just one person.


“It was 1985, I’d just graduated from college and I was torn,” recalls game programmer and designer (and latterly screenwriter and documentary maker) Jordan Mechner. “My first game, Karateka, had been a hit – it had paid off my student loans, the royalties were rolling in and I was in the lucky position of being able to choose what to do next.”


Designed while he was still attending Yale University in Connecticut, Karateka was a martial arts game that laid much of the groundwork for Prince Of Persia, with its mix of scrolling and flip-screen adventuring and rotoscoped animation. But despite his new ideas for advancing the formula, videogames were far from Mechner’s only interest, either then or now. “What I really wanted to do was make movies and be a screenwriter,” he admits. “I was afraid I couldn’t do both, that if I started on another game it would become my life and I’d end up never pursuing my other dream.


After spending his first year out of university cogitating on videogame concepts and trying to write a movie script, Mechner eventually accepted an offer of a job with Brøderbund. Although the publisher was still hoping for a sequel, the success of Karateka allowed him to insist on complete creative freedom. Platform puzzlers such as Lode Runner and The Castles Of Dr Creep offered some inspiration for his next project, but cinema provided more stimulus.


Influenced by Raiders Of The Lost Ark and Harrison Ford’s iconic portrayal of a new breed of less impervious action hero, Mechner wanted his new game’s character to be similarly pioneering. “In most platform puzzle games at the time, characters were weightless. It was an abstract representation of jumping and falling. It never felt real.”


Although the similarities between Raiders’ opening ten minutes and the final game are obvious, it was not just the game’s action elements in which Mechner wanted to innovate – he also demanded emotional involvement. “I felt that human, dramatic quality was what had made Karateka work. It was kind of my speciality and I wanted to take it further.”


The game’s plot and setting were also inspired by cinema, in particular the British 1940 version of The Thief of Baghdad. But apart from a small number of silent-movie-style title cards, the game’s entire plot is communicated only through the player’s actions and some brief in-game cutscenes. “What makes it live and breathe, what makes the world specific, are the details,” insists Mechner.




[image: Two characters from the game Prince of Persia, a male and female, stand facing each other, clad in middle-eastern attire.]





“The characters’ personality is expressed through action, through the way they’re animated, the gameplay and the way the levels are laid out. When you actually play the game, you find out the story has twists and turns and lots of characters – the guards, the shadow prince, the white mouse – but it’s a story you play, not a story that’s told to you. And that was something new in videogames.”


For the game’s swordfighting, Mechner turned to the classic final duel between Errol Flynn and Basil Rathbone in 1938’s The Adventures Of Robin Hood. “For a few seconds, the camera angle has them in exact profile. This was a godsend. I did my VHS/one-hour-photo rotoscope procedure [see ‘Scope for change’], spread two-dozen snapshots out on the floor of the office and spent days poring over them trying to figure out what exactly was going on in that duel, how to conceptualise it into a repeatable pattern.”


Originally, however, there were no plans for any combat in the game, in part because of concerns about a lack of memory to store the extra animation frames, but also because Mechner wanted the Prince to be entirely nonviolent. “The trouble was, the game wasn’t much fun. My friend Tomi, every time she saw it, said the same thing: ‘Combat, combat, combat!’ After two years of resisting, I gave in to the inevitable and figured out a way to squeeze swordfighting in. And, of course, it made the game.”


Although the animation, storytelling and design of the puzzles and levels were all well ahead of their time, playing the game today the most striking element is how forward-thinking it is in terms of difficulty level. In an era when merciless punishment and rote learning were still rife, Prince Of Persia was hugely progressive in its demands on the player. Even the ostensibly restrictive realtime limit of a single hour proves essential to maintaining pace and forward momentum – while leaving most players with more than enough time to beat the game.


“My rule is that the player needs to have a clear goal – a desire – at every moment. The goal can be as simple as ‘get to the right edge of the screen’ and it can keep changing throughout the level – it can turn out to be a mistaken goal – but you must always have one,” states Mechner.


“This sounds self-evident, but I didn’t realise how fundamental it was until quite late in the game’s development. Once I did, I tore down all the levels I’d built and rebuilt them from scratch. It’s a basic principle of screenwriting – a story doesn’t move until a character wants something. A game doesn’t move until the player wants something. You can have the most spectacular action, but if you’re not able to interpret it in terms of how it’s moving you relative to your goal, then the boredom clock starts ticking away. It’s amazing how many games don’t do this, even today.”


Prince Of Persia took three years to develop, an eternity by the standards of the era. But by 1989 the Apple II market was on the wane, and despite positive reviews sales were limited. Surprisingly, the subsequent MS-DOS version on PC was also a failure. But although neither of Mechner’s versions were hits, the game finally found its audience on the Mac and the burgeoning console market.




[image: A slide depicts Prince of Persia game, the Apple 2 version with a character standing atop a high wall made of large bricks at night. Two burning torches are beside him. The interface is clear, with sharp clarity. A slide depicts Prince of Persia game, the Super Nintendo Entertainment System version, with two characters involved in a duel atop a high brick wall at night with two burning torches in the background. The bricks and the overall depiction are more rounded and hazy, as compared with the Apple version.]




From the Apple II (left) to the SNES iteration (right), all the many different versions retain the same basic level design and structure, although often alongside their own distinctive embellishments










BREAKING THE CURSE


With an unbroken batting average of artistic disaster, even Uwe Boll seems to be shying away from videogame movies nowadays. Surely Mechner can make it work? “I don’t think of Prince Of Persia as a videogame movie and, honestly, I don’t think Jerry Bruckheimer or Mike Newell or anyone involved thinks of it that way,” he says.


“The reason so many videogame films don’t work, I think, is because they’re not good movies to begin with. They fail at the level of character and storytelling which is the most important element of any movie. Just because a film happens to be derived from a videogame doesn’t give it a free pass that will somehow make up for its shortcomings as a movie.


“Writing a videogame is a completely different challenge to writing a movie. There are aspects of screenwriting craft – dialogue and scene construction – that carry over to a degree, but for writers who want to work in both media, overall I would say the similarities are more deceptive than helpful.”







[image: A slide from the modern version of the classic game Prince of Persia wherein the prince character is captured mid air as he leaps from one stone pillar to another. The setting is quite vintage, with exposed brick walls and dim lighting.]




”I loved that they used characters from Sands Of Time,” says Mechner of Prince Of Persia Classic on 360 and PS3. There was also no sign of the generic rage which sullied the last few sequels










SCOPE FOR CHANGE


Essentially the precursor to modern motion-capture techniques, and used extensively in the early Disney animated movies, rotoscoping involves tracing over frames of live-action film footage to create more realistic animation.


“My own drawing and animation skills were rudimentary, so that was the only way I could get the character looking as fluid and lifelike as I wanted,” reveals Mechner. “The challenge was to do it on the Apple II with 1985 technology. I experimented with a number of approaches and ended up shooting my brother on videotape and setting up a 35mm still camera on a tripod in front of the TV, doing frame-advance on the VCR and taking a picture of each still frame; and getting prints made at the local one-stop photo.


“I traced the outlines, drawing right on the prints with black marker and correction fluid, then taped them all together and photocopied it to make one black-and-white page with a series of clean silhouettes. I put the photocopied sheet on a table, aimed a black-and-white video camera at it, and captured one clean still image into the computer through a digitising board. That gave me a hi-res file that I could work with.”





The console versions were produced by a variety of different companies, with the foreign and console rights going to the likes of Konami, Sega, Nintendo, Bandai, Domark and Hudson Soft. “In 1991 or ’92, these versions started to hit,” remembers Mechner, “and suddenly the Brøderbund accounting people were coming in with strange looks on their faces because we were getting royalty cheques for hundreds of thousands of dollars from companies they’d never heard of. Prince Of Persia sold two million copies and most of that was the console versions.”


Once the game had finally achieved the success it deserved, Mechner was understandably feeling burned out: “I’d gone pretty much straight from college into the industrial park and I was desperate to travel. I moved to Paris. I designed Prince Of Persia 2: The Shadow And The Flame in such a way that the artists and programmers could do it without me. This was in 1992. I didn’t write a line of code; I built the levels in Paris using the level editor, and FedExed them to San Francisco on 5.25-inch floppy discs.”


The sequel actually outsold the original on computer formats, but as Mechner himself admits it broke little new ground. Despite their essential contribution to the overall success of the original, there were no console versions of part two, leaving many today to assume that Ubisoft’s 2003 The Sands Of Time was the first real sequel. (The fewer who are aware of the Mechner-less Prince Of Persia 3D, released in 1999, the better.)


Despite the change of publisher, Mechner was deeply involved in The Sands Of Time. “That was a labour of love for me and the Ubisoft Montreal team,” he admits. “From start to finish we had the feeling that we were creating something special and also that we were underdogs, attempting something very ambitious in an industry and climate that wouldn’t necessarily embrace it.”


After completing The Sands Of Time, Mechner went to Hollywood and began work on a movie adaption, with a Disney-financed and Jerry-Bruckheimer-produced film releasing in summer 2010. He had little hands-on involvement with any of the subsequent Ubisoft sequels, although he followed the development of the 2008 revamp particularly closely. “They set out to recapture the fantasy and romantic Arabian Nights feeling of The Sands Of Time, which I felt the last two games that were its direct sequels got away from,” says Mechner.


Irrespective of Ubisoft’s goals, the original game may endure long after the complex 3D graphics of its successors become antiquated. “After all these years,” concludes Mechner, “I’d have to say that in terms of sheer playability – fluid animation and consistency of controls, so that you feel the joystick and your character are one – the Apple II version is still supreme.”


“THE ACCOUNTING PEOPLE HAD STRANGE LOOKS ON THEIR FACES BECAUSE WE WERE GETTING ROYALTY CHEQUES FOR HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF DOLLARS”




[image: A Japanese poster for the game Prince of Persia with vivid illustrations of the characters from the game and the title both in English and Japanese.]




The typically striking Japanese box art for the SNES port of Prince of Persia. It was on home consoles that the game finally found the audience it deserved










[image: A reel of five stills from the game Prince of Persia with time stamp from 2.10 to 2.14, depicts a dynamic movement of a character.]




Mechner’s rotoscoped animations helped give characters in Prince of Persia a fluidity of movement unmatched by its contemporaries
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HOW A STEAMPUNK REBOOT SNAPPED SQUARE’S TOTEMIC SERIES OUT OF COSY FAMILIARITY
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[image: A depiction from the game Final Fantasy 6, with a woman perched atop the mechanical creature is Terra Branford, who in turn is seated atop a Magitek Armour and is faced with an extensive, ancient cityscape.]








Even back in 1994, the Final Fantasy series was settling into the sort of routine for which it later became well known – and was often scorned for. While each of the five formative games was set in an unfamiliar universe, with an unfamiliar clutch of characters to serve and know, recurring rhythms and themes had already been established that seemed fundamental to its identity.


Crystals and oversized chickens, knights and castles, a mystical power threatening the world and an unexpected orphan hero: all echoes of Tolkien bottled, infused with Japanese aromas, and then blasted out in bombastic, near-annual game releases. The details changed with each game, but the tone – not to mention the systemic DNA – remained a constant. Lose these anchors and you’d risk losing the Final Fantasy spirit, the only thing yoking one game to the next.


The sixth game, however, interrupted that rhythm in many unexpected ways. Drawing back the curtain on a steampunk world quite unlike any seen in Final Fantasy before, it opened not with the burning of a village or a vainglorious battle between buff-armoured knights, but with a squadron of weary robots trudging mournfully through the snow. It’s here, in the remote town of Narshe (population 2,100), that we first meet the ensemble cast, a rogue’s gallery of eccentrics pulled from the extremities of society – the high royal and penniless pauper – whose stories soon intertwine in delightful, unexpected ways.




[image: A pixel-art screenshot from the game Final fantasy the sixth, featuring six characters and some moogle characters aboard the Blackjack, a ship with ornate railings and interiors.]




The recurring moogles played a bigger part than ever in Final Fantasy VI, with Mog being the first playable member of the race










[image: A vibrant depiction of the character Kefka Palazzo from the game Final Fantasy the sixth. A vibrant depiction of the character Kefka Palazzo from the game Final Fantasy the sixth. A depiction of Terra Branford, the central character from the game Final Fantasy the sixth.]




This sumptuous art imbues each of the characters with even more personality than their in-game sprites. All the protagonists are united by a dislike for the Empire, though Terra Branford (above) is the standout for many, with much of the plot revolving around her








“WHEN IT CAME TIME TO BEGIN WORK ON FINAL FANTASY VI, SAKAGUCHI DIVIDED RESPONSIBILITIES BETWEEN US”


“We began work on Final Fantasy VI with the idea that every character is the protagonist of the story,” says Yoshinori Kitase, the game’s director. “Everyone on the team contributed ideas for characters into a melting pot. We were very keen to design a game featuring individual episodes for each character. In fact, Final Fantasy VI’s influence may have been responsible for the greater emphasis on character creation in subsequent titles in the series.”


For Kitase – who today keeps a steady hand on the Final Fantasy tiller following the departure of series creator Hironobu Sakaguchi from Square Enix – this was his first directorial job. It was a significant promotion for the young designer, who had worked in a range of disciplines across Square’s 8- and 16-bit titles. Prior to Final Fantasy VI, he had penned the story for Final Fantasy Adventure on the Game Boy (originating key plot points and turning them into scripted events in the game), been field map designer for Romancing SaGa (shaping the game world’s landscape) and, most recently, event planner for Final Fantasy V.


“When it came time to begin work on Final Fantasy VI, Sakaguchi divided responsibilities between us,” says Kitase. “He placed me in charge of event production, carefully assessing those parts I directed. I was essentially given the task of unifying all the scenarios and dramatic sections in the game into a coherent narrative.”


Final Fantasy VI contains the largest cast of playable actors of any game in the series, with 14 permanent playable characters, and a further clutch of key performers who are either momentarily placed within the player’s control, or are crucial to the plot’s development. With so many discrete elements, ensuring coherency and intelligibility for the player was inevitably Kitase’s most demanding challenge. “If we consider that Final Fantasy games are divided into two core elements: battles and drama,” says Kitase, “then I oversaw design of the latter while Hiroyuki Ito supervised the battle aspects. It was then up to Sakaguchi to bring the project together as a whole, intelligible piece.”


Work began on the game almost immediately after the international release of Final Fantasy V in 1992, and the entire production lasted just one year. Even though lines of responsibility were carefully drawn – necessarily so, for such an ambitious game with such a challenging development schedule – in reality the creative journey proved loose and collaborative.


“It was a hybrid process,” explains Kitase. “Sakaguchi came up with the story premise, based on a conflict with imperial forces. As the game’s framework was designed to provide leading roles to all the characters in the game, everyone on the team came up with ideas for character episodes.”


Kitase’s role was to piece these disparate vignettes together like a puzzle. “I can’t say that I conceived the complete story,” he recalls. “Locke and Terra, for example, are greatly coloured by Sakaguchi’s influence. Meanwhile, the background and in-game episodes for Shadow and Setzer were mainly devised by Tetsuya Nomura [character designer for the Final Fantasy series from the seventh game onwards], while Kaori Tanaka [AKA Soraya Saga, illustrator and co-creator of Xenogears] provided suggestions for Edgar and Sabin, among others. I devoted my time and effort to creating Celes and Gau.”


While Square’s other in-house teams played with the idea of multiple protagonists in an RPG via another contemporaneous game, Live A Live, Final Fantasy VI was the first high-profile game to make the perspective-shifting storyline work with such flair and vigour. “Looking at videogame design and development up to that point,” says Kitase, “I supposed that action games, for example, relied on sense and instinct while RPGs appealed more to reason and logic. What made the Final Fantasy series so innovative was the emotion realised from drama within the game in addition to those other elements. I believe this innovation was more apparent than ever before in the sixth game. This game really brought that creative goal into full bloom.”






[image: Portrait of Yoshinori Kitase, the event director of Final Fantasy the sixth.]





Yoshinori Kitase
Event director, FFVI


Q&A


What’s your favourite moment in Final Fantasy VI nowadays?


The opera house scene remains my best loved in the game. I have such a fondness and pride for this sequence. It succeeded in synchronising a dramatic scenario, music, arresting visuals and technology in the best possible way.


Were there any particular influences on the writing and direction of that scene?


We paid a great deal of attention to how the dramatic side of certain films was handled. In this particular scene, we find dramatic suspense as players watch a play calmly unfolding on stage – but with a sense of mounting dread that the unthinkable is about to happen behind the scenes. The player has this knowledge while the in-game audience watching the play is entirely oblivious to the looming crisis, heightening the tension in interesting ways. This is something of a reference we took from films such as Alfred Hitchcock’s The Man Who Knew Too Much and Foul Play by Colin Higgins.


Have you heard any stories of this piece of design influencing other game makers?


Yes. In fact, I was speaking with some people from the Eidos Montreal development team just the other day; they told me Final Fantasy VI’s opera scene had left a lasting impression on them. This made me feel quite proud.







[image: A watercolour collage of Sabin Rene Figaro, Cyan Garamonde and Gau, three pivotal characters from the game Final Fantasy the sixth.]





The Japanese RPG had always wrapped around the spine of the story, but for Kitase and his team Final Fantasy VI offered a chance to increase the creative emphasis on narrative and character exposition. “The idea was to transform the Final Fantasy characters of the time from mere ciphers for fighting into true characters with substance and backstories who could evoke more interesting or complex feelings in the player,” he says. “Since the scale of each character’s individual story was expanding, I began linking this to the concept of different dramas developing, according to the player’s choice of character in the game.”


Final Fantasy VI’s technique for investing players more fully into the narrative and inter-character relationships was to switch control of characters or groups of characters over the course of the storyline. This enabled players to function as both spectator and active participant in the business of drawing the various narrative threads together, as if taking part in an extended play.


Each of the controllable personalities encountered has a completely distinct – and unique – way of behaving in battle, not to mention their own fully fleshed-out backstory to uncover. The battle system, while more orthodox than the game’s story, is also wonderfully inventive, and the fact that each character in the game has their own clutch of moves and approaches – echoing their personalities – helps emphasise the character development. Gau, for example, is a feral child found wandering the desert, who can be tempted into the party with a slab of dried meat and has the capacity to learn new attacks from the animals and monsters that the party encounters. This marriage of backstory with active application in the game world fostered a clarity and precision rarely seen in releases of the time.


But balancing a game with multiple personalities in the lead role was not without its challenges. “Maintaining a careful equilibrium between all the characters was probably the greatest challenge I faced,” says Kitase. “However, I ended up so involved with each personality while scripting the scenarios that there were points where, looking back at the game today, it’s clear that I somewhat lost this balance. For example, as the scenes featuring Celes and Kefka progress, these characters (while not directly playable in the game) became far greater and more influential than originally intended when development began.”


Released towards the end of the life of the SNES (AKA Super Famicom), the game brought with it a number of technical difficulties as the team attempted to draw ever-more impressive spectacle from the hardware. “From a technical point of view, I’d say our greatest challenge was the 3D rail scene,” says Kitase. “We used the Super Famicom screen support mode known as Mode 7 and painstakingly illustrated the graphics one dot at a time to create a mock 3D effect. Although producing these graphics was a huge undertaking, the results we finally achieved were unfortunately far rougher on the eye than we had originally hoped. So, in the end, this section didn’t leave anything like the lasting impression we intended for them.”




[image: A watercolour painting by Yoshitaka Amano featuring a gold background with a central white figure that has sprawling wing-like structures emerging from it, surrounded by numerous bird-like creatures in flight, overall exuding an ethereal aesthetic.]




Yoshitaka Amano’s stunning art helped convey a change of setting that refreshed a series long hung up on its norms, although it still mixed plenty of magic in with its industrial themes








Final Fantasy VI launched on schedule and within budget; but not without the strain of a significant crunch towards the end of production, which was necessary to iron out remaining issues in the code. “A huge challenge as production continued was managing memory, which, at the time, couldn’t be entrusted to computers and had to be done manually,” explains Kitase, “This meant human errors were much more prevalent than, say, when making games today.”


Moreover, at the time that Final Fantasy VI was being developed, Square had no tools or software to aid programmers in detecting those errors. “I distinctly remember the process taking a long time,” Kitase says. “In some ways, there’s very little difference with debugging a game today when it comes to technical problems: we’re still tormented by bugs! And goodness, the final debug phase of Final Fantasy VI was an exhausting affair. In fact, I missed out on the early reception to the game, as I took a month or so of holidays after production was concluded just to rest and recuperate.”


Final Fantasy VI’s story is atypical, both in terms of the series and the genre into which it somewhat awkwardly fits. The game suffers none of the bloated excesses and philosophising associated with Japanese RPGs of the time, each character presenting believable motivations, flaws and quirks with an authenticity that enriches the narrative. The plot keeps fantasy metaphysics to a minimum, instead focusing on more grounded topics of politics and empire-building – a decision that helped to endear and connect the game with western audiences, which found the storyline more immediately accessible and welcoming to their sensibility.


“In those days we didn’t have the Internet and, as a more junior staff member, I wasn’t given the opportunity to venture overseas – so I wasn’t really aware of the reception the game received outside of Japan,” says Kitase. “However, in more recent years, I’ve regularly tagged along on PR tours to Europe and America – and I have had a lot more opportunity to talk with foreign media and fans. I must say, whenever I go on these tours I’m taken aback by the number of westerners who ask me to sign their Final Fantasy VI cases. In Japan that would apply more to the subsequent game, Final Fantasy VII, but I get the impression there’s a large number of players in the West who prefer the earlier game.”


Launched in America with the title Final Fantasy III (the true second, third and fifth games in the series had been overlooked for translation), the game’s English translator, Ted Woolsey, was granted just 30 days to complete his work. This gruelling deadline was compounded by Nintendo of America’s strict guidelines on the use of language in games for its system. In an interview at the time Woolsey explained that “there’s a certain level of playfulness and… sexuality in Japanese games that just doesn’t exist here [in the USA], basically because of the rules and guidelines”. The censorship extended to graphical assets, with nudity being covered and even some signs in being changed from ‘Bar’ to ‘Café’.


Perhaps inevitably for a series that had established clear themes and ideas in the previous titles, the abandonment of certain of the Final Fantasy touchstones of the past was disorientating to some Japanese players upon release in 1994. “The absence of crystals – a symbolic item, which ran through previous FF titles – in this game, and the realisation of a fully technological civilisation and so on seemed to bewilder some of the more serious fans of the series,” says Kitase. “That said, the impact of the opening scene, with Magitek Armors traversing through snowy fields, was well regarded; and fans were willing to accept the challenging culture of the game, so it was mostly well received at the time.”


Final Fantasy VI’s popularity has continued to grow as the series has gained wider recognition in subsequent years, with new fans tracking back to the earlier titles to explore its beginnings. It’s also worth noting that this was the final 2D Final Fantasy game before the series switched from Nintendo hardware to Sony’s PlayStation, and as such the game represents a development team in full control and mastery of the hardware.


“It’s maybe strange to say [this], but I miss the limitations of making games in those days,” Kitase acknowledges. “The cartridge capacity was so much smaller, of course, and therefore the challenges were that much greater. But nowadays you can do almost anything in a game. It’s a paradox, but this can be more creatively limiting than having hard technical limitations to work within. There is a certain freedom to be found in working within strict boundaries, one clearly evident in Final Fantasy VI.”




ALL FOR ONE


The collaborative nature of Final Fantasy VI’s inception is further evidenced by the contributions of its four key art directors. Tetsuya Takahashi – who later directed Xenogears and the Xenoblade Chronicles series for Nintendo – designed the imperial Magitek Armors seen in the game’s iconic introductory sequence, as well as being responsible for the world map. Hideo Minaba was behind the world’s steampunk-infused architecture and the interiors of the game’s many buildings, and Kazuko Shibuya assumed the role of character sprite designer. Meanwhile, Tetsuya Nomura, who would later become the series’ main character designer and lead the Kingdom Hearts franchise, handled the look of the monsters, designing battle sprites for the 300-plus enemies encountered over the course of the game. That the final result was so cohesive despite being split up among the four is a testament to Square’s creative process at the time.
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