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            Introduction

            Watcher of the Skies

         

         My friend Jonas and I were having coffee in Stockholm. We sat in a poorly lit corner of the Ritorno café, as we had done many times before. The place hadn’t been renovated or touched in ages. It looked like a backdrop to a silent movie, and we enjoyed the sensation of sitting in exactly the same chairs, eating cheap sandwiches from the same plates as several generations of artists must have done before us.

         “Do you remember Paul K.?” Jonas asked.

         Paul was a mutual friend of ours from art school, a guy I greatly admired. His artwork was astute and elegant, he dressed like an English shoegazer, and he was dating Linda, one of the coolest girls in school. They were two hipsters decades before the term was invented. The couple lived in a run-down apartment they’d transformed into a cozy, tasteful home, decorated with rare collector’s items—a Lisa Larson ceramic figurine on a living room shelf, a casually placed original Joost Swarte sketch. Paul K. and Linda had always been the art school “it-couple.” They’d set the hipness bar very high.

         “Yes, yes, of course. How’s he doing?”

         “Well,” said Jonas, “Paul has become completely obsessed with World of WarCraft. He can’t stop playing. He’s in love with it. Linda is too.”

         “Paul K. loves World of WarCraft?” I looked at him carefully. Was he joking?

         
              

         

         When I first joined the video game industry, it was universally seen as a very suspicious business. I often felt as if those of us who worked on games were thought to be part of the porn industry or some ultraviolent, under-the-desk, VHS black market. This wasn’t just my imagination; it was what people told me to my face.

         At a dinner with friends from art school, confessing that I’d begun to dabble in computer games was akin to burping out loud at a castle dinner with the king. The crowd I hung out with was made up of musicians, filmmakers, writers, artists, and academics. All very respectable, sophisticated bohemians who prided themselves on having very good taste in art and culture. All of us were born in the mid- to late ’60s. We were just a few years too old to come of age during the advent of the first gaming consoles, like the Magnavox or the early Ataris. In fact, we didn’t grow up with computers at all, which meant that we were at risk of becoming a very outdated generation. But at the very last minute, most of us made the giant leap, landed right at the edge of the digital frontier, and managed to stay in tune with the future. Still, many of my friends never discovered the joys of computer games and remained suspicious of them even as their love for the digital realm grew.

         Teachers and parents expressed concerns about my choice of profession too. As an adult, going to a meeting at my children’s school and admitting I worked in game development was a bad idea. I’d immediately get bombarded with questions and openly challenged as if I were a satanic worshipper hell-bent on corrupting the youth.

         I leaned on a few provocative lines for use whenever people felt like attacking my job. Yes, I’d say, it’s correct that games are like jazz: highly damaging to the youth! This was puzzling to my friends who associated jazz with nice, safe, wholesome values. Wasn’t jazz something that our grandparents were into? Something that you’d hear at a retirement home? Yes, and that was my point. Once, even jazz was demonized by concerned parents who believed that the music was corrupting the young and turning them into a lost generation. Older generations always cry wolf as soon as their kids are into something different. It’s inevitable. Sometimes it’s precisely the reason a younger generation takes up certain hobbies: to alienate the elders. What on earth is this invention from the evil mind of Beelzebub? It’s just jazz, my friend.

         While my career began to take off, and my love for games intensified, so did my outsider status in the art crowd. Although my best friends were themselves outsiders, my unusual new hobby put my belonging at risk. I was hanging out more and more with programmers and computer-based artists (who would draw only in pixels—an unimaginable thing!). But I didn’t get involved in making games because I wanted to impress anyone. My choices were based on passion and curiosity as much as luck and chance. It took years and many twists to get anywhere at all, because when my journey began, there wasn’t much of a video game industry to explore.

         I’d been working with games for more than a decade when the WoW phenomenon first happened. I, too, became fully immersed in my new alternate life as the Night Elf Titov, a hunter who strayed from the beaten path, taming legendary spirit beasts. The game that Blizzard created transcended the old boundaries that had kept the industry in a narrow niche for such a long time. With World of WarCraft, the developers showed the world what we had all suspected for decades, that the future of games could become much more than a diversion or just a hard-core entertainment product for computer nerds. Games carried the potential to offer entirely new worlds of possibilities—vast landscapes that were more than a playground. This was a world that offered an alternative life, one just as rich and complex as the physical one.

         
              

         

         “Paul K. playing WoW?” I said. “That is unexpected. What kind of character does he play?”

         “I honestly have no idea. But you know, we got to talking about the medium, about games, and Paul said, ‘In fact, maybe David has the coolest job of all of us.’”

         “The coolest job?”

         
              

         

         Fast-forward to the present, and my life has become like an endless, chaotic, beautiful spiral of events that takes me across the globe. I’ve met world leaders, rigid and hard-nosed lawyers, seen drunkards and addicts try to keep up with the ever-increasing pressure of the entertainment industry, run into a fair share of plain liars wanting to sell some amazing new gizmos, been approached by Freemasons on a recruitment drive, worked with mad geniuses, struggled with a few psychopaths, had dinner with the King and Queen of Sweden, established a creative alliance with the world’s most successful movie director, and worked with some of the most brilliant video game developers on the planet.

         I’ve seen projects crash and burn, dreams lost, and witnessed the type of success that turns people into billionaires practically overnight. I’ve watched as hundreds of millions of dollars evaporated on barely playable projects, and I’ve seen basement enthusiasts create global hits on shoestring budgets.

         As a part of the job, and perhaps as an illustration of the job itself, I once went through real survival training with an old paratrooper in the rainy Swedish forest of Nowhere. There, I spent days trying to stay warm, drinking swamp water filtered through moss, and eating ants. It was brutal, but part of my mind really enjoyed it—not in a masochistic way, but in the same way that I enjoy making games: It’s really fucking hard. It really is difficult to make triple-A games. But if it’s hard, that means only the best people will figure out a way to survive and succeed. And I want a worthy challenge. Hard is exciting.

         These days, as the head of Massive Entertainment, I’m in charge of more than six hundred people spread out over three offices. We are in the middle of rebuilding an entire city block in Malmö where the teams will move once the new office is ready. Massive is home to two of the most exciting brands in the game industry, The Division franchise and the forthcoming Avatar game.

         I started in a basement with nothing, and I matured alongside the video game industry. I was there to see the emergence of a new medium, and I experienced it as it grew. Today, the youngest generation plays more games than ever. By 1998, the global game industry had generated around 35 billion USD, a number that has grown every year for two decades in a row to reach its current status as the entertainment world’s new superstar, generating over 150 billion USD yearly. Still, depending on the speed of technological innovations like cloud-gaming, analysts expect the industry to double that number yet again and reach 300 billion USD in 2025.

         The average American football fan is just under fifty, and the average baseball fan is fifty-three. Are these dying forms of entertainment? I don’t know, but the trend suggests they’re losing ground to the digital alternatives. And games deliver, in abundance: A movie is around ninety minutes long, while a great game easily provides entertainment for hundreds of hours. While old media is one-way, offering only passive participation, games are interactive and intensely social, allowing lifelong friendships to develop through the ether. For someone like me, who initially approached video games as nothing more than a basement hobby, this is hard to process, and it’s even harder to keep up with. The demands are growing fast. Creative stagnation is a constant obstacle.

         Beyond the excitement, still only barely visible, an even bigger future is coming. The games of today will be primitive compared to what we’ll see in the decades to follow. We won’t be able to predict this development accurately, because our understanding of the virtual world and artificial intelligence (AI) capacity is still quite shallow.

         Already, machines are learning to simulate life, and code is able to perfectly emulate nature. Water, weather, light, physics, materials, and dancing particles like smoke and clouds have never been as beautiful as they are in games today. The mathematics is slowly conquering the vast richness of reality. Games are capable of building photo-realistic replicas of everything we can dream of, in higher fidelity than the human eye can perceive.

         Elsewhere, experimental submarine data centers are being sunk into the oceans, and Elon Musk is launching his low-orbital horde of eleven thousand microsatellites to finally create a lightning-fast digital web that connects every single human in every remote spot on the planet in one shared virtual experience. If these projects don’t succeed, others will. Soon, every person with a screen will have permanent access to the cloud, the digital spirit surrounding everything. All humans will become citizens of the same world, and in that process, every single one will become a potential gamer too.

         I suspect future generations will look back upon us as naive and childlike, barely conscious of the world we’ve started to build.
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            1

            A Painter Dies

         

         Growing up, I spent most of my time drawing.

         As soon as I could hold a crayon, I drew cars and portraits of my family and friends. I sketched animals I dreamed of having one day in magical lands of adventure that sprawled out into gigantic imagined maps on other planets. Countless hours of my childhood were spent in my room examining the visual details of album covers and graphic novels, then attempting to create my own. When we went to Italy in the summer, I visited the local museum in every city we traveled to and studied the old masters up close.

         My friends were either the guys who played football like me, or the other geeks who liked to draw in class. But my real best friend was always my big brother. Ours was the only reliable relationship I had when I was growing up because we never stayed in one place for long. We lived a vagabond kind of lifestyle, moving every so often. This might sound more exotic than it was. Ours wasn’t a hippie life on the road with surfing and psychedelic parents. It was the tidy young academics’ version of life.

         My mom was a straight-A student from Italy with very old-fashioned parents who’d lived through both World Wars. She fell in love with a quiet Swedish student when they both attended an international summer camp in Romania for highly talented adolescents. My parents married and had three kids—two boys, and my little sister.

         We moved to California when I was two, back to Sweden when I was three, to Tanzania when I was five, and then back to Sweden again when I was seven. And somehow, we still managed to spend most of our summers in Sardinia, in a little town on the north coast called Santa Teresa di Gallura.

         When I was nine, my parents divorced, and from then on we stayed in Sweden. By that time I’d already decided that the most important part of my life was the dream world I was creating in my drawings. It was a peaceful place, and, opposed to other parts of my life, it was consistent and safe, and I had control of it. I could spend hours just letting the pen travel across the paper, slowly shaping places where epic adventures played out in front of my eyes. I never knew where the stories were heading when I began; I just followed along, and it was as exciting to me as if someone else were reading me a fairy tale. Every time we moved, I left my drawings behind like a trail of fading memories and started a new collection.

         As an increasingly quiet kid caught up in my dreamworlds, I became hard to reach. But inside, I understood well the difference between a beautiful fantasy and a real-life challenge. I was never as dreamy as people imagined me to be. Not then, not now.

         The things I experienced might have seemed like distant fantasies to others, especially in gray, serene Sweden, but the green mamba in the climbing tree behind our house in Tanzania was real, not a fictional monster in a Dungeons & Dragons adventure. My brother and I almost got killed by the mamba. We carefully climbed down while the venomous snake leered at us. We ran for help, and the village elder summoned an albino man called the Snake Killer. I watched as he defeated the mamba in a chaotic process involving a brick tied to the end of a long stick.

         Another time, when I fell asleep on the deck of a fisherman’s boat in the waters between Corsica and Sardinia, I was vaguely cognizant that it looked like a scene from a Tintin book, but it wasn’t. It was my reality. I remember the warmth of the Mediterranean sun in a summer that never seemed to end, and I can still hear the heavy tuk-tuk-tuk from the diesel engine. During the day at the beach, my brother and I built magnificent sand velodromes that rivaled castles.

         The stories my grandfather never told me or anyone about the hell he’d lived through in World War I were not part of some abstract homework assignment. I’d watch his eyes from a meter away, shifting as he avoided his memories from the trenches; the fear he never acknowledged, the sorrow he felt for his lost friends, the pride of his accomplishments in the face of death. A fading diploma from the last Italian king hung on a wall in his sunlit apartment in Torino. This was no imaginary king from a Tolkien book. The proof was there, right in front of me, and I could almost touch the paper with the king’s elaborate autograph behind the glass frame. After my grandfather’s death, my Italian relatives found a diary that confirmed what we’d always guessed; World War I was truly hell. The old man had been there and come back with scars that stayed with him for life.

         Neither was it a dream when I visited my dad’s university and operated an unforgiving moon-landing simulator on a giant IBM computer that took up an entire room. Nor when I discovered that my Swedish grandparents’ cellar was filled to the brim with original paintings and prints from my great-grandfather, who’d been a conservative painter. He’d lived during the most artistically liberating times but was reluctant to participate in them. He kept painting incredibly skillful photo-realistic landscapes, while all of Europe’s art scene was on fire with modernism, futurism, Dadaism, and surrealism. He was certainly aware of these revolutions, and I couldn’t help but wonder what made him choose to ignore them. Maybe he thought the major art movements were just temporary, overhyped gimmicks, like Nintendo Wiis?

         I’ve lived my life with a mirage of California etched into my brain. A pale image of a place far, far away that quietly calls my name, trying to lure me to come home. The dry hills with pine trees, the Case Study Houses, and the skateboarders in Palo Alto. The smell of American asphalt after rainfall. I know them so well. Except…it’s not really a mirage, it’s a memory. It’s where I learned to speak. I didn’t dream any of this.

         In Sweden, it rains a lot, and it’s not warm. The streets don’t ever dry up, they just remain damp and cold, and the air is filled with an earthy aroma of wet leaves, stone, grass, and mud. In California, though, the rains are short and the streets are wide. The sun will quickly boil the patches of water into steam, and there’s a crisp feeling in the air.

         I’ve never stopped knowing that the world is bigger and more exciting than what we see in front of us. I’ve always felt that dreams are not a product of the unreal, but more like suggestions of alternate realities that can become real if we want them to. In fact, I knew as I was growing up that the world really is out there, waiting for us to show up one day. Those faraway mythical lands exist.

         Once my parents divorced, I tried to adjust to my new reality, but I was too young to properly digest the collapsing family structure, and the emotions I felt were merely distant clouds moving across the sky on a cold winter day. If I was aching for a stable home before, the longing got worse, and I retreated inward to safe places of fantasy.

         The new friends I was drawn to were always the outliers, the odd and the different. One was the heir of a little-known Swedish noble family who had turned communist and smoked a whole lot of dope. To the frustration of our teachers at school, he’d never remove his tam-o’-shanter, a Scottish bonnet, and he’d fiercely lecture people about the name and spelling of it. He was extremely intelligent but more angry than clever, and consequently his youth was wasted picking all the wrong fights. Nonetheless, he had a big impact on me; he was the first one who suggested I become a professional artist. It was a revolutionary thought, but once the words had been spoken out loud, I never forgot them.

         Another friend came from Scotland, where he’d grown up in the Outer Hebrides with four siblings and parents who wanted to escape modern society. He came to Sweden alone with his mother when his parents split up. He used to talk to ghosts in my wardrobe, and once he threatened to kill me with an ax and bury me under the ice of a small pond in a frozen field. He was and still is one of the people I trust most in the world. We formed an incredibly strong alliance around our melancholy, our lost connection to remote places, the guilt we felt for our lonely mothers, our mutual interest in drawing, and our longing for our fathers, who lived far away.

         In high school, my life was warped again when my childhood friends and I all went to different schools. It was a horrible time. I just wanted school to end and to live my own life. I hated my classmates and I hated my teachers. My few friends were musicians and weirdos, and we wrote very sad, angsty songs, and we always dressed in black. We were serious, pretentious smokers and liked talking about suicide. We never got invited to any parties.

         Eventually I befriended many aspiring artists, writers, and musicians, but not a single gamer. The circles I moved in seemed to consist of people from academic families, where culture was more important than technology. There was no one in my sphere who considered games a hobby, let alone a potential profession. However, even though we didn’t think of ourselves as gamers, mostly because the term hadn’t been properly coined, my brother and I designed board games together. We created several elaborate, complex, and slow-to-play pen-and-paper games. The biggest pleasure, apart from all the illustration tasks that fell upon me, was diving into the algorithmic structure behind the games. There is an almost musical beauty in creating hidden mathematical rules that give way to a long adventure.

         My brother grew up and became a cool rock-and-roll guitarist, and I remained the mysterious, quiet, artsy guy in the shadows. Drawing was my thing during my entire childhood. As high school came to a close, it seemed only right that I apply to art school and just keep going. After all, what were the alternatives? I couldn’t think of any at all.

         I got accepted to Konstfack in Stockholm, where I studied graphic design and illustration. Wonderful Konstfack! A school in the Bauhaus tradition. Hidden in a giant concrete building, looking so serious and pretentious, the school was filled with the most fantastic circus of young aspiring artists and craftspeople. The place smelled like paint and melting silver.

         I loved it for so many reasons, including that it was the first time I’d felt at home anywhere, and it was the first time I’d fully enjoyed the company of my classmates.

         After taking my master’s degree, I started up a tiny one-man company and made a living as an illustrator working on comic books, graphic novels, and advertisements.

         It seems so incredibly obvious now, but what I didn’t understand even remotely back then was that my art was never meant to be for sale. Without exception, all my drawing and painting had its origin in the highly private; they had been created as parallel realities through which I could escape. Painting was perhaps the only thing that had unfailingly been my own. I couldn’t sell that, and I was beginning to discover that I didn’t want to.

         For a while I plowed on with my company. I worked for no money making comics, and I worked for good money selling illustrations to weekly and monthly magazines. Occasionally, I’d get a gig for a tech start-up, which was even better money, but at the same time very confusing, since I hadn’t initially paid much attention to the digital world.

         The longer I kept going, the more I hated myself. It was as if another person had taken the liberty of selling my most personal assets, and not even for a good price. I felt cheap and dirty, and I stopped pitching for new work entirely. I didn’t want illustration assignments anymore; business was killing the most precious thing I had. Of course, the heroic act of not going to sales meetings slowly put me in a financial bind, and eventually I had to take other jobs.

         Originally, none of those other jobs mattered to me. They were my rebound relationships. I was just buying time until I could figure out what to do with my painting. My real mission in life was to repair my relationship with art, but I didn’t know how. I still painted in my spare time, but without direction. The magic was gone, and I knew just who had destroyed it. I tried to apologize to my younger self for my incredible clumsiness, but of course the space-time continuum doesn’t work that way.

         I quit painting entirely. The next time I picked up a brush was on a computer screen.
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            The Magic Door

         

         Oskar had been working on something in his spare time.

         He was a programmer who, like me, was employed at a small web agency called Out There Communications. He looked like a skinny cousin of Apple’s genius Steve Wozniak. Oskar always seemed to be hunching over something, turning his back to the rest of the world. He had thin, long hair like dark curtains that partially hid his pale face. His eyes were intelligent and peered at you from behind expensive glasses (because of course he loved good engineering). Oskar hid his true personality behind a wall of tech-speak, and if you weren’t fluent in it, he’d remain distant and unapproachable.

         We had a cool industrial-style office in central Stockholm, Sweden, with around thirty-five to forty employees. This was in 1998, the advent of the Swedish so-called “IT Miracle.” We were just making web pages, but we were considered part of the “New Economy”—made up of people who kept talking about hocus-pocus internet tricks that would transform everything. It was a crazy time. Every idiot got a job, and a lot of them became millionaires simply because they happened to drink Coke and play flipper in one newly refurbished office and not the identical one across the street. Ours, for instance, looked like a suave steel-and-glass office, with a complete set of large secondhand desks bought from a bankrupt architectural firm. The desks, when paired with the gigantic computers we had back then, created an office of minifortresses. Behind the walls of humming machines, we dove down into our own small worlds of pixels and lines of code. Our managers liked expensive furniture, so the place was filled with uncomfortable designer classics such as a Barcelona sofa and an egg chair by Arne Jacobsen.

         We sat right in the middle of town, with huge windows that faced the busy street below and had a small balcony toward the backyard where the smokers hung out.

         
              

         

         Sweden has always been a country infatuated with the modern, no matter what it is. We really, really want to be modern, all the time. Supermodern. We have optimistically embraced everything new: metallurgy, democracy, railroads, telephones, sexual liberation, the Industrial Revolution, gender equality, internationalism, pop music, and so on until the digital revolution came along, and of course we passionately embraced that too. (The only time we don’t get involved in the latest fad is when it’s war, which we have avoided for many centuries now. But then again, wars aren’t really modern.)

         Why was I working in a web agency, and why didn’t I particularly care? Well, my young identity had been built at art school, a truly great one, and I was snobbish about it. I thought that a real job was one where a single individual could make something with his or her own hands. Like painting. Like lithography. Like sculpture. Proper jobs.

         When you paint, you have access to every single color a human eye can perceive, which is several million, and yet there I was, stuck with the insanely frustrating Netscape palette consisting of a ridiculous 256 colors. This was all the web could handle in. And that wasn’t the only circumstance I struggled with. As any art student knows, magic can be created in a short and efficient process that starts with your own imagination and ends in something you can complete, happily chugging away at the task in solitude. It’s genuinely amazing. Like shaping thin air into meaning and being able to observe the whole process from the front row. But web pages? Producing them was a messy process involving designers, art directors, user interface (UI) experts, and my newest professional acquaintances, programmers. Having a great vision for a website didn’t help, because there were so many limiting factors in creating one.

         I took the job as an art director only so my girlfriend at the time and I could afford to live somewhere in the city and eat a little better. Landing a job at Out There was easy, because as I said, any idiot with no skill got a job in the IT industry back then if they wanted one. Me included.

         “So, you can paint? That’s pretty cool,” the man in the turtleneck said during the interview.

         “Yes, but to be honest, I’m not great with digital tools.” I didn’t want to be called out later.

         “Hmm. Well, okay. But can you code?”

         “What, no! Of course not,” I replied, feeling the potential job drift away.

         “Right. Well. You’re hired!” he said with a smile that left me wondering what on earth I’d done.

         Ironically, my complete lack of digital skills is the origin of my career in games. In art school I’d learned to recognize quality, perfection, obsession, beauty, and solid craftsmanship. But at Out There I couldn’t directly apply any of the things I’d patiently studied for years, which made me look for other challenges in the office. What piqued my interest the most was teamwork, especially between artists and programmers. On a more abstract level, I became very interested in figuring out the conditions needed to inspire my new coworkers to embark on professional self-improvement journeys. It was obvious that most people would do better work if they felt that their tasks played into something that mattered to them personally. We all work harder when we follow a (imagined) worthy cause. Peripherally, I picked up a lot of knowledge about the digital world. More than anything, though, I became fascinated by the social dynamics involved in delivering big, complex projects, and I began seeing the office as a sensitive ecosystem in which one could be either poisonous or benevolent.

         There was a programmer I knew at the studio named Chris. A tall, bespectacled guy with an intimidating, quiet anger about him. Like many programmers, he was blindingly smart, but his jerky movements made it appear as if he were about to have a nervous breakdown any second. He was clearly a man on the run, maybe from a nasty cybercrime he’d secretly committed or from some inner demon, no one could tell. All we knew was that his constant paranoia made him hard to work with.

         Our boss was an unpredictable and pretentious man from Finland with a large square body like a moving refrigerator. He was obsessed with high-polished style and he used to smoke Gauloises and sit with the French magazine Le Monde in cafés, though the rumor was he didn’t understand any French at all. I remember his pedantic and judgmental opinions about everything design-related, which he’d randomly deliver with a smirk. It was impossible to win his respect because he was always, in his own mind, many steps ahead of everyone else.

         “Our cables are a BRANDING STATEMENT!” he’d yell, reminding us to keep the various power cords around our desks in immaculate form.

         One day the boss started screaming at our sensitive, shy programmer, Chris. He claimed that Chris wasn’t productive enough and that he should spend more time on clients. We all knew this was completely unfair, since the boss himself had a habit of asking Chris to take care of a lot of other things, most of them unrelated to clients, like fixing the boss’s internet connection in his own apartment.

         It upset me to see Chris being stepped on, so I invented something called the “OT Production Index.” It was a simple math formula, an illustration of how much work any single person could realistically do in a workweek, factoring in fixing apartment internets and R & D, and once the index was maxed out, it would illustrate how “Person X has now delivered 100 percent of what is physically possible.” At that point, the individual was not available for more work.

         The idea was to stop our managers from asking for too much. I ordered a large blackboard with the weekdays printed above a row with each employee’s name so that we could use good old chalk to keep track of what everyone was doing. Sometimes we hit the maximum limit: two full weeks on the board! We couldn’t imagine the need to plan ahead any further.

         A few days later, the boss thundered up the stairs to where I sat with the developers. We were playing Bungie’s best game ever, Marathon, and getting paid for it. Without looking at me, the boss just shouted from below, “David! You’re the new production manager!” And then he left again, his hairless Chinese dog following obediently.

         
              

         

         That special morning in 1998, when I got to work, Oskar showed me and a few colleagues the small piece of software he’d been working on. As we huddled around his computer fortress, he loaded up a simple game, a side-scrolling shooter. It was tiny in size and lacked complexity, but it was astonishing, a revolution. Some ancient thought process far back in my head clicked into place with an odd feeling of relief.

         Like the moment Lucy discovers the wardrobe in the Narnia tales, the experience opened a magic door for me that I didn’t even know existed. Even when I knew where it was, the door still took me quite awhile to properly walk through. But once I did, I discovered the place that became the heart of my career.

         In Oskar’s game, the player controlled a small spaceship that traveled along the horizon from left to right at an ever-increasing speed. With a few keystrokes from the player, the ship would dodge up and down and shoot incoming obstacles. And there were a few pickups along the way: health, weapon upgrades, ammo, shields.

         It was brilliant; I couldn’t believe it! I had to ask Oskar several times before I could process the unimaginable: He’d created a game with his own bare hands! Seriously?

         Sure, I’d played computer games in my life. During my first year at Konstfack, there was a single, enormous computer locked up in a room, and it was presented to us as an advanced course for the last year. We swiftly ignored the rules laid down by the professors and found a way to sneakily access the lonely Macintosh named “Mother.” But we had no intent to explore the machine as an artistic tool. Instead, just like the legendary original generation of hackers at MIT, we just wanted to play games. Between classes, we lost hours to games like Prince of Persia, 4D Boxing, Tetris, and The 7th Guest.

         Somehow, I’d failed to realize where these games came from and how they were made. I was too busy thinking about things like acrylics, paper qualities, and futurism to understand that each game I’d played in the computer room at art school had an origin in a similar creative process. And Oskar’s game made me realize, Games are made by humans.

         Suddenly, my job at Out There Communications seemed a lot more interesting.

         Up until that point in 1998, I had entertained a distant love affair with games, thinking of them as more a form of addictive meditation than anything worth serious attention. But Oskar’s project made me look at the industry in a new light, and I realized that it was in the midst of an exciting revolution. In 1994 and 1995, after an aborted partnership with Nintendo, Sony had decided to build a gaming machine of their own, with the intention to reach every family’s living room. They successfully entered the video game market with the first disc-based console with CD-quality sound, designed around polygon-based graphics, which brought the games to a new, mind-boggling visual level that could be rendered in real time.

         Nintendo followed suit a year later with the Nintendo 64, which brought their famous Mario series to full 3-D and open-ended level design. This was a revelation to gamers and pushed the art of playable levels (maps) to entirely new heights of complexity and beauty. The flat, static sprite-based images of the late ’80s and early ’90s had given birth to a rigid linear design, basically taking the adventure from the left side of the screen, through a side-scrolling landscape, to a rewarding conclusion on the right side of the screen. The arrival of the new machinery from Sony and Nintendo made it possible to go beyond these limits and gave way to 3-D characters moving around freely in a virtual space, where the camera could be manipulated to virtually any angle by the player.

         Meanwhile, whole new concepts were being created on PCs and Macs seemingly every year, with major advancements in the first-person shooter genre led by id Software and on to Blizzard’s ultrapolished and pioneering work in the real-time strategy genre, originally brought to the big audiences by Westwood Studios’ Command & Conquer in 1995.

         The opportunities in the game industry seemed to open up everywhere, as if game developers had suddenly discovered a new continent and everyone was rushing to explore its frontiers, pushing forward, further and further, hoping to realize dreams and maybe find elusive riches.

         It seemed to be an opportunity I shouldn’t miss.

         
              

         

         In the Out There office, Oskar’s java game made us pause and think. Especially me and my colleague Jörgen. We were already in love with all sorts of cheap culture: horror movies, comics, toys, pulp novels, and even reality-TV shows—you name it; but we were certainly not in love with our job, building web pages. Thanks to Oskar, we’d quickly caught a new fever for games, and we knew that with the people in the office, we were probably capable of creating something of our own.

         Jörgen was a chubby guy born in Örebro who looked like he might have been the chairman of Depeche Mode’s fan club. He was half Swedish and half Chinese, with black hair, black clothes, black Bakelite glasses, black Doc Martens, and black everything else, usually with a mouth full of tobacco producing juice that would run down his teeth in a menacing way. Jörgen was, by a broad margin, the best and most creative art director at Out There. He was also hilarious and annoying. When he got bored, he used to get drunk and embark on nightly trips through Stockholm, looking for neo-Nazis to fight. As much as I admired his courage, this was totally suicidal, and I’m surprised that he survived. At work, he wouldn’t pick real fights, he’d just find ways to mess around. He’d unplug coworkers’ computers, secretly change their customized menu layouts, randomly uninstall software, and make desk chairs disappear. He’d smoke in the office and draw charming and cruel portraits of the rest of us. Some days, I’d hear a little voice saying my name repeatedly: “Davidavidavidavidavidavidavidavidavid…,” on and on, like tinnitus, until, after an endless three minutes, it would reach a crescendo in volume and intensity. It would be Jörgen. Not wanting anything, just claiming that he liked to say my name.

         The subtlest thing he’d do to annoy the rest of us was to invite us to a multiplayer match (yes, Marathon) and rig the controls so that, after a bit of playing, we’d discover that he’d logged in to our computers earlier in the day and changed some basic game setting. It would be something small, something that you didn’t perceive at once, like slowed-down mouse speed, or changing “turn left” to “strafe left,” or reversing “fire” and “secondary fire.” It took a moment to process what was wrong. What’s wrong with my character? There’s an input problem? Where? It felt like trying to play a fast-paced game after too many beers, foggy and disconnected. In the meantime, Jörgen would use the situation to his advantage and take the lead in the match, giggling like a maniac.

         Jörgen was my favorite weird guy, but he was still a lone wolf at the core. As much as we chatted about making games or banding up with some folks to start our own project, it gradually occurred to me that such a partnership would be impossible. My feeling was that Jörgen didn’t like people much, and by that I mean he didn’t like anyone, and for him all kinds of collaboration would ultimately lead to a form of suffering. But he had a friend, he said, someone he’d met a few times named Kim Nordström. Kim had created a wonderful website called c64.com, a tribute to all games created for the Commodore 64. The C64 was a cheap and efficient PC that was home to some of the first original video games. The computer was interesting for aspiring young hackers and game designers due to its accessibility and friendly interface for making homemade demos. Jörgen had made the logotype for the c64.com website, but Kim was the one who could write the code for the games.

         In those days, I didn’t consider myself to be a legitimate gamer, but Kim was 100 percent the “real deal.” He was a Commodore kid, a coder-demon, and already a bit of a legend in the demo scene. He was positive, fun to hang out with, and had an amazing work ethic. As an art school grad, I was a bit judgmental about how people dressed and what music they listened to, but soon enough I laid my prejudice aside and saw Kim for what he was: a genuine, honest, well-intentioned, and entrepreneurial person with a big smile who liked to wear proper clothes—neat jeans with a light-blue ironed shirt. He looked preppy next to me in my patchy, worn jeans and black polo, still steeped in art school fashion. His well-polished shoes were made for the city, while I wore practical boots for walking the dog in the rain over muddy fields on the outskirts of Stockholm. Kim looked professional and reliable, while I just looked like someone who had no money.

         We formed an alliance revolving around our unfulfilled ambitions. I’d finally learned how to create art with pixels—the tiny one-size screen squares that all computer art was made of. My job was like building images out of minimalistic LEGO blocks, while Kim’s work was much more advanced. He’d weave together long lines of incomprehensible digits that would make computers do stuff, also known as “code.” We had a complete team!

         Neither of us had thought much about what we wanted to do with this new two-person guild. We were just two guitarists jamming. We didn’t care if we were forming a band or not.

         
              

         

         Until Poppoo.
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            A Fat Bear Changed My Life

         

         The IT Miracle in Stockholm had gone overboard. I’d moved on from Out There to Icon Medialab, another, much larger, company in the IT industry that focused on expensive consulting and strategic advice for companies eager to understand the digital future. Now and then, the consulting advice the company doled out would result in our actually doing something, like building increasingly sophisticated websites.

         I’d been rewarded with a new fashionable title: “Competence Coach, Interface,” which in real English meant I was nothing more than a regular head of a department. But in the start-up community, the traditional was detested and every title had to be “New Economy” too. Thousands of people had been employed just to inflate the numbers before the company’s IPO, which was supposed to make all of us rich. And the stock market was biting! Every company that got their act together quickly enough was rewarded by new investors and new funding. It seemed that everyone I knew was getting hired by a start-up or starting up a start-up themselves. The word start-up became so common, it was like a refrain being shouted everywhere in the Swedish capital.

         We knew the digital revolution would fundamentally change almost everything from surgery to slot machines, from travel to telephones, but no one knew how. Investors were simply assuming that the companies with the largest numbers of consultants were the ones capable of taking on the biggest, most lucrative projects. It wasn’t crazy to think.

         Some months I’d get a Post-it Note with nothing but a number written on it, like “17.” It meant that I had to hire seventeen people that month. Did it matter who? No. Did it matter what they were good at? Not really. Was there any work for them? No, not at the moment. I’d normally just hire people I thought were cool and nice. Some of them from art school.

         But it was all too fast, too naive. Too many important people visiting, telling us we were the future. Too many spaced-out meetings about man-machine interfaces. At some companies, this madness didn’t lead to exploration of new and relevant technologies; instead, it warped into excess and decline. There were madly expensive parties thrown, outlandish trips abroad, bizarre luxury offices built, and many Ferraris purchased. Too many people getting rich doing nothing. In Scandinavian tradition, those who became rich kept a low profile. Everyone dressed the same, in worn jeans and rock band T-shirts, but gradually the watercooler conversations turned from sneakers to sailboats and summerhouses. In the end, the ones who really believed the hype got burned the worst.

         
              

         

         It had been a year and some since I’d seen Oskar’s spaceship game, and during that time Kim and I had developed a few projects of our own. The first games Kim and I made were pretty good toys, but the problem we had was that we had nothing particular to say. We just wanted to play around with the process of creation itself. We mostly made advertising games for companies to stick on their websites. Some of them we made for Icon’s customers, and some of them just for our own creative satisfaction.

         The art was crafted, pixel by pixel, by me, and then Kim would apply his enigmatic programming skills through the Mighty God of Macromedia Director, a software tool that could handle interactivity, movement, movies, audio, and basic code. It was a brilliant piece of software, and it taught us about the DNA of making games, the very essence of the craft. To the outside world it might not have amounted to much, just two dudes huddled behind their big screens, but for the two of us, the projects allowed us to journey deep into the digital unknown.

         We made two browser-based games for ICA supermarkets in 1998, and we created a fun 2-D shooter for my fan site about Yury Gagarin, the first man in space. (For no logical reason whatsoever, we both thought that this serious, factual, and biographical web page of mine needed a game about Russians fighting aliens over Mars.)

         Far away, in places we had yet to properly discover, the gaming industry kept growing at lightning speed. Sony’s challenger, the PlayStation console, had basically knocked pioneering SEGA out of the market entirely. More than twenty million consumers had bought and fallen in love with a PlayStation. With a broad margin, it had become the leading platform for video games in Asia and in the West. But while Sony’s first generation of PlayStation had no internet connection, the web that connected PCs all over the world gave birth to another extremely important innovation: the online multiplayer scene. Not only could players engage with each other in intense battles for victory, but they could also create their own maps and share them with their peers. Suddenly, as in no other medium before, the audience became creators, too, and immediately they began tweaking AI and creating experimental game modes, bringing an avalanche of innovation that would leave a significant mark on the future of the industry.

         Most people over thirty thought of video games as violent and inherently dangerous. That had changed in 1996, when the Tamagotchi, a virtual pet, became a local hit in Japan, and then almost instantly became a major sensation across the rest of the globe. Tamagotchis were cute, fun, and harmless. But the most important effect the Tamagotchi phenomenon had was in how it broadened people’s understanding of what games could be.

         At Icon, Kim and I didn’t consider ourselves capable of creating something advanced like a PlayStation game or a Tamagotchi machine. Still, it struck us that we’d become quite familiar with the mechanics and the ideas behind such creations. It was possible for us to play, watch, and begin to deconstruct how other games had been developed. And meanwhile, Sweden’s IT revolution kept spinning, faster and faster.

         An investigative journalist named Peter Kadhammar was particularly skeptical of the IT boom and tried to puncture the balloon of excitement. He was often on the lookout for problems within booming companies, anything negative that would allow him to write an alarmist article about the IT industry being fraudulent. He was the kind of writer who looked forward to saying “I told you so!” when a company fell apart. I’m not a fan of this school of journalism, mostly because it’s so easy and destructive to be negative, but in this case, let’s face it, the emperor was pretty naked.

         Mr. Kadhammar managed to join the founder of Icon Medialab, a serial entrepreneur named Johan Staël von Holstein, on a trip to Asia, where they planned to do a deep, appreciative personal profile, the type Johan was used to.

         Johan was normally a clever chap, but he’d been drinking his own Kool-Aid for too long, and genuinely believed that Icon Medialab was changing societies and the global political landscape forever. His plan was to open several sister companies in Asia and initiate the digital revolution all over the East. Johan Staël was overworked, overhyped, lived in the fast lane, and had very recently become very rich. On top of all that, he had a big optimistic ego that would often escalate into hyperbole. When Kadhammar joined the flight, Johan upgraded them both to first class and reportedly drank several bottles of champagne while rambling on about his impact on the human race (expect the footprint to be super positive!). The journalist played along. Johan Staël relaxed, let his guard down, and revealed a lot more than he’d intended to.

         Of course, this resulted in a big negative article about Johan Staël von Holstein and Icon Medialab, which my colleagues and I found incredibly cruel and damaging. Johan was a man who forced people to choose: Was he a crazed, drunken, bragging scam artist who had lost the plot entirely, or was he a gentle and genuine genius who ignored social norms? The article took a firm stance: Johan Staël was a delusional idiot. I didn’t necessarily agree with everything Johan was up to, and, occasionally, some of his word choices made me cringe, but I thought the published piece was a brutal character assassination and a work of sensationalistic journalism masquerading as serious reporting.

         I found it to be unsportsmanlike to attack the head of our company so coldly. I decided to express my frustration in a way that made sense to me at the time: through a game.

         I made up an innocent, cute character, a polar bear (well, some kind of fat bear anyway) that I called Poppoo, and I made a pixel version of a journalist with glasses. Once this was done, I called Kim (on my cell phone, yeah!), who was working in another department at Icon Medialab at the time. He looked at the pixel sketches, we brainstormed for ten minutes, and then we got ready to enter production. The idea for the game was simple; all I wanted to do was to illustrate what I thought Peter Kadhammar had done: use a medium you control 100 percent to screw someone over, and then leave them with no chance to defend themselves. We got to work that evening, and before dawn we’d created a functional piece of software.

         The game started deliberately slow, with a pixelated title screen scrolling into place, accompanied by chirpy 6-bit music: POPPOO MEETS PIITER KADHAMMAR. The gamer would play as Poppoo the Friendly Bear, who held a gun in his hand. The gun could be aimed in any direction. At the other end of the banner-sized game was a lonely sheep. If the player aimed at it and fired, the poor animal would explode. But if the player aimed elsewhere, the potential victim would escape death. After a few sheep were killed or spared, a man (named “Piiter,” not “Peter”), vaguely resembling the real-life journalist Kadhammar, showed up instead of an animal. Once the player fired Poppoo’s gun again, the bullet bounced around the edges of the banner until it killed Piiter in a splash of ridiculously exaggerated pixelated blood. Players who tried to avoid shooting the journalist soon realized that no matter what they aimed at, the bullet would always end up taking out the man. Game over. And this was the point I wanted to make: We could have chosen to offer optional endings, interpretations, and perspectives to the audience, but we didn’t. The game always ended with a character assassination. And the one who got hurt would not have a single say in the matter.

         This was perhaps not the brightest and most earth-shattering review of journalism ever, but we thought it was hilarious. We assumed that no one would ever see the game and that it would remain just an inside joke between friends. We were of the impression that not a single person on earth had played our previous games, perhaps aside from our friends. And anyway, we couldn’t fathom anyone taking the game seriously, because it was made in tiny pixel art.

         But let me put it this way: If you plan to express something that can be interpreted as a death threat to a journalist, my simple recommendation is just don’t do it.

         A few hours after we’d completed Poppoo Meets Piiter Kadhammar it went viral, which at the time meant that it was spread through emails and simple chat programs like ICQ in which you could include links. Soon enough, every joker in Stockholm’s IT world had seen (and played) the game, but what was terrifying was that every serious journalist from the printed press had also seen (but not played) the game. Kim and I took it down from our obscure website, but it was too late. Copies had been made and blood splatter had been recorded. The distribution of the game was completely out of our hands. Most people took it for what it was, a silly, bad game, and forgot about it. But the newspaper where the real Kadhammar worked made a big fuss about it, trying to make it appear as a threat to freedom of speech. Their front page the following day was covered in heavy war-style typography: “ICON ATTACKS WITH COMPUTER GAME.” However, as hard as the press tried, they couldn’t manage to make Poppoo the Friendly Bear look threatening. Even those who got mildly upset at first would get a bit of perspective when they saw Poppoo. Like, come on! Do you really feel threatened by that?

         I was out of town on a business trip when the headline hit the front page. The poor director of corporate communications at Icon was asked to comment on the “death threat” to Kadhammar. She said the game was obviously not an official statement, that it must have been made by a single unruly employee, and that they’d look into it. After hanging up the phone, I was told, she ran around in circles in the elegant office, screaming “Take it down! Take it down!” oblivious to who the culprit was.

         I expected this to end badly for me. I walked into my boss’s office the following morning and told him I’d created the game. I tried to keep Kim out of it, although they’d already figured out that we must have made it together. My boss told me upper management had been calling frantically the day before, after the story made the headlines, trying to understand what had happened and who was responsible. I waited to get axed. But these were upside-down days when Alice in Wonderland logic was ruling the world, and weirdly enough, my boss seemed pleased with the whole situation, almost proud.

         “Will you fire me? Us?” I asked meekly.

         “What? No, not at all! We were thinking about asking you to open a department that makes games. They seem to have a huge impact on people, you know?”

         Later Johan called me from Asia on a crackling cell phone and thanked Kim and me for standing up for him.

         “I won’t forget it,” he said.

         I felt like a nude streaker crossing the football field in a clumsy attempt to make a point, only to unexpectedly discover that the audience and club owners saw my protest as a true highlight.

         “I’ve got your back if something happens,” Johan said before hanging up.

         That evening when I called Kim to tell him we’d been asked to start a games department because of Poppoo, I could almost hear his jaw drop through the receiver.
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