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Are Video games Art?
 
This fundamental question has fueled debates for years, and the conversation continues today. While the medium’s cultural value is undeniable, this topic nevertheless evokes strong opinions, just as much among players and journalists as developers–not to mention critiques from those unfamiliar with the field.
 
What makes this concept of art so terrible for some? Is it the fear of this popular medium being praised and reappropriated by the higher cultural classes–a social issue? Or, is it because art–this three-letter word–is so loaded with connotations and misunderstandings that it brings us back to a type of bourgeois issue of contemptuous and snobbish elitism? What if video games were considered art? Would this mean the end of their role as entertainment? Above all, would this implicate each of their many forms?
 
Intellectualization is practically a swear word–even more so today, when the concept of a critique has been abused and emptied of all substance. Yet, reflecting on a work, a medium, a form of art is not a vain or self-righteous activity. Reflecting means trying to understand, to learn and discover. It means honing in on what’s most important. It’s not mutually exclusive from emotions, feelings or pleasure. Quite the contrary! Reflection is stimulating.
 
When the game ICO was released in 2001, it had several decades’ worth of video games behind it. The game itself was significantly influenced by video games that had touched its creator, Fumito Ueda: Another World by Éric Chahi and Prince of Persia by Jordan Mechner. Yet, when a player takes the ethereal Yorda’s hand, when they feel this physical contact through the vibrations in the controller, something happens. Something new and profound. Something that can only exist through a video game. A simple idea, attached to the R1 button, and digital interaction opens a new door. Of course, this insignificant-seeming gesture is but a small representation of what can really happen. Its strength lies elsewhere; it draws from everything that makes up ICO: its art direction (everything in chiaroscuro), its vanishing lines, its simple and clear game mechanics, its lack of visual interface, its quest for physical realism, its minimalist narration, its extraordinary sensibilities. It is an opening to an evocative otherworld that lets our imagination soar. Contemplative, slow and nearly speechless, ICO offers an uncommon, poetic adventure, rejecting traditional video game standards while still drawing from them. Many remained indifferent to it. Just as many were touched as rarely before.
 
 
Since then the medium has changed, and many developers have adopted this then-unprecedented artistic approach, coming from a man who, before working in video games, studied art. A man whose mission and that of his team was simply to offer something that didn’t really exist. Overall, to dare, to innovate. This approach set the road map for each of his creations: ICO, Shadow of the Colossus and The Last Guardian. Three works that share the same aesthetic, the same game design philosophy, and even the same universe. Three works that are distinguishable, however, through their unique concepts and approaches. Three works that bored and bothered some players, but left others deeply moved, brought to tears by the nuanced and subtle emotions they evoked. These emotions owe much, not only to the meticulous art direction and stories that draw from the essence of myths, but above all to what defines video games: interaction.
 
Because of their originality and the permanent mark they’ve left on certain players, Fumito Ueda’s works are often cited in debates on art and video games. But confusions abound. Are detailed visuals, a “poetic feeling” and emotions enough to make a work an art form? The “ICO trilogy” contains some parts of an answer to this question.
 
However, to uncover them, we must first introduce the three games in detail. We must explore the background of their creation, what story they tell and how they tell it. Only then will it be possible to enter into the heart of the debate, to bring together opinions from numerous creators in the field, to ask the right questions. After all, before even asking if video games are art, we also have to first define what art is. The bad news is that art theorists themselves have never solved the question. The good news is that video games open new paths for reflection.
 
At the heart of the question are Fumito Ueda’s works as a whole. Because his three games are indeed the reflection of a coherent, personal, unique whole, which has profoundly touched certain players and marked the history of video games. The reflection of a vision.
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Chapter I — Creation
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In most instances, video games are an industry based on collaborative creation, much like movies. Movies, however–when they’re not drowning in an enormous set of specifications imposed by producers and shareholders–are more likely to be carried by the director’s vision. The director can be seen as an auteur in every sense of the word. When it comes to video games, auteurs are rare–and when they do exist, they are rarely highlighted.1 Fumito Ueda is, without a question, one of them. With ICO, Shadow of the Colossus and The Last Guardian, he proved that it was possible to design a video game in which every pore, every element, carried the artistic vision and philosophy of its creator. This is why the “Creation” chapter will focus primarily on this man’s personality. Of course, we must not forget the essential nature of those who worked with him on Team ICO, at genDESIGN and Japan Studio, to bring these three games to life down to their smallest details.2 Not to mention the vital role played by producer Kenji Kaido for ICO and Shadow of the Colossus, ensuring that the team had all the necessary resources and support from Sony to see the two projects through.
 
Fumito Ueda is nevertheless the mastermind behind his works, from the visual choices to the very design of the gameplays, including the stories and the actual animation of characters. As a high-standards perfectionist, he experienced three rather long development periods, each one with the same objective: to respect his initial vision to the very end. He has specified as much in interviews: he likes to work under pressure, and within technical limitations he finds the way to create the most expressive works. However, while he tends to be strict when leading his team, Fumito Ueda is also someone who puts a lot of heart into what he creates–to the point where he admits that he hates the periods leading up to game releases, when he experiences a great deal of stress. It takes him several years to replay one of his works, perhaps out of fear of not being pleased with himself. Today a husband and father, he is regarded both as a creative director and auteur whose personality has been forged throughout his life path.
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Fumito Ueda was born on April 19, 1970, in Japan’s Hyogo prefecture. He grew up in a rural area, in the city of Tatsuno. As a child, he loved all sorts of animals. He was adventurous, and enjoyed hiking in the mountains. He liked to make his own nets to catch fish. As a student he was not particularly studious, and enjoyed drawing manga during his classes; his love of drawing developed at a very early age.
 
Growing up, he discovered video games through Nintendo’s Famicom and SEGA’s Master System. He spent hours playing Konami’s Smash Ping Pong. It was also during this time that he decided his future would lie in artistic endeavors. Living in Osaka and attending Osaka University of Arts, he chose to study abstract art. In an interview compiled in the book Game no Ryuugi,3 he explained with a laugh that he chose abstract art because it takes less technical effort and less time than realistic, representational art. He defined himself as “not a very serious student.” He became more diligent and dedicated toward the end of his studies. He had always been especially passionate about manga, but the university opened his eyes to a cultural perspective that he never expected, and his own approach to drawing and art changed. In 2016, he explained to The New Yorker that his choice of abstract art was not inconsequential.
 
“I also liked that, behind those abstract images, there was always an idea. That set me thinking about art in terms of ideas, rather than depictions.” During his university years, his passion for video games also grew. For example, he played a lot of Genesis, and fell in love with Éric Chahi’s Another World, as well as Jordan Mechner’s Game Boy adaptation of Prince of Persia. The expressive aesthetic and minimalist narration of the former, as well as the engaging gameplay of the latter, defined the personal tastes that he would later develop further in his own creations. To pay for his studies, he worked in a video rental store. He discovered a lot of films, which served as another source feeding his imagination.
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Shortly before graduating in 1993, Ueda wondered about his future. During this period leading up to final exams, most students were applying for jobs. He wanted to make a living off his art, and continued creating manga in his spare time. He said, “... what I liked about [drawing comics], it was the act of sharing what I’d done with my friends and seeing their reactions.” Despite his interest in art, he didn’t especially like going to museums, and preferred to 
create and immerse himself in video games and movies. However, he was aware of the difficulty in the modern world of making a living with one’s art, and he decided to buy himself an Amiga computer with money he earned from selling his motorbike. At first, he was interested in multimedia art installations,4 but he soon realized there was potential in digital imaging.
 
He taught himself, relying on reading and the Amiga instruction manual (all in English, which required him to use a dictionary). He learned to master creating computer graphics. In particular, he studied the program LightWave3D.5 With this training, he worked part-time for a computer graphics design company, and also worked for local TV station Kansai Television. But his future began taking shape more clearly in 1995, when he joined video game developer WARP (known in particular for its game D6), after sending them film projects on which he had worked, by way of an application. He worked on several games in the graphics and animation department, starting as an animator on the 3DO conversion of D, called D’s Diner: Director’s Cut, then on the survival horror Enemy Zero. He not only worked on creating its visual elements, but also was involved with directing some cutscenes. It was hard work, because the team was understaffed and had to work many overtime hours. Fumito Ueda has stated he had fun during this time, but also experienced a lot of frustration, because he didn’t have complete artistic control.
 
He felt a thirst for change and left WARP. With his savings, he bought himself a new computer. Shortly thereafter, in February 1997, he heard through an acquaintance working for Sony Computer Entertainment that they were seeking an expert in the computer graphics software that Ueda had used when he was at WARP. Sony made him an offer, but he turned it down because he wanted to create a personal project. He asked them to contact him again in a few months, when he would be able to present his idea. Fumito Ueda knew that he could have the opportunity to work with a certain amount of creative freedom at Sony; he was especially impressed with the aesthetic of the musical game PaRappa the Rapper, created by Rodney Alan Greenblat. What happened next serves as the beginning of the real story: the creation of ICO.
 


 
From The Beginning
 
Before diving into the creation of Fumito Ueda’s games, it’s important to draw a quick portrait of the video games, movies and other forms of art that influenced him–and that, in many respects, served as sparks for what was to be ICO. They provided both direct and indirect (or claimed) inspiration. However, their role is not so much of an aesthetic or game model as it is a shared philosophy and intersecting approaches and tendencies. Through their originality, these creations marked Fumito Ueda’s memories and helped build, sculpt and enrich his own artistic identity.
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Jordan Mechner’s cult classic, first released on the Apple II in 1989, then adapted for numerous systems in the years that followed (Amiga, Mac, NES, Game Boy, Genesis, Super Nintendo, etc.), completely redefined the platform game genre. First, it freed itself from arcade characteristics, like the concept of a score. But it also focused on movements, and therefore credible physics. The Prince doesn’t jump many feet at once like Mario; his jumps are based on realistic inertia. Based on a simple premise in an eastern world inspired by popular Persian and Indian tales from One Thousand and One Nights, Prince of Persia isn’t weighed down with embellishments. The evil vizier Jaffar reigns over Persia in the absence of the sultan, who has left for war. To fully establish his power and seize the throne, he wants to force the princess to marry him. He locks her up in his tower and gives her one hour to decide; if she doesn’t marry him, he will have her executed. During this hour (in real time in the video game), the princess’ suitor, the Prince, must escape from the dungeon Jaffar has locked him in and rescue his lover.
 
At the time of the game’s release, the eastern world was still relatively untapped (Disney’s Aladdin wasn’t released until 1992). This exotic atmosphere was multiplied by a feeling of solitude. There are few enemies to fight, oppressive scenery lit by torches, and a sound environment that uses more sound effects than music. These are all elements found in Ueda’s games. The same goes for the environment, which is based in a castle. This economy of means7 contributes to the experience’s originality. At the end of development, Mechner moved towards making his game more accessible by removing levels and simplifying the controls. This approach evokes design by subtraction, which ended up being Ueda’s flagship development method.
 
Parallels with his games are also seen in the animations and the choice of realistic physics. In Prince of Persia, the rendering was especially impressive for the time. Mechner had used rotoscoping, a technique borrowed from 
filmmaking that consists of tracing the contours of a moving person image by image to reproduce their gestures in animation. Mechner filmed himself and his little brother David to create the Prince’s movements through rotoscoping. As mentioned earlier, the result was a departure from the customs of platform games. Besides the original sword fights, the Prince’s actions allowed him to run, crouch, jump and even hang–to climb a wall, for example. Today this latter action is a fundamental part of adventure games, but at the time it was innovative. The Prince’s progression takes place among numerous traps, with platform levels that require reflection. To open certain doors, it’s sometimes necessary to trigger mechanisms such as pushing down a slab in the floor-another element found in ICO.
 
Prince of Persia’s impact in the world of video games is evident (from Tomb Raider to God of War to Assassin’s Creed). However, it is interesting to note that Ueda was not only influenced by its mechanics, but also by the way of intertwining them, designing a universe in a vacuum and using certain video game codes from the time. This approach was even more radical in Another World.
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Éric Chahi’s award-winning creation, originally released for the Amiga and Atari ST in 1991, has always been considered a distinct work in the video game landscape. This is a result of its environment, visual and sound depiction, construction and its way of playing with suggestion and the unsaid.
 
From the introduction, with movie ambitions evident in the staging and editing, it holds a unique identity based on vector image graphics. The result is a refined aesthetic that is further strengthened by the desire to remove all visual components inherited from video games: no health bar, inventory, menu or map. Fumito Ueda adopted this approach for ICO.
 
The context of Another World is simple: the physicist Lester Chaykin finds himself projected into another world following an experiment using a particle accelerator. He must somehow survive, escaping a race of primarily hostile humanoid aliens. The story’s context as well as its general happenings are never clearly explained except visually, leaving a large portion up to players’ interpretation. The aliens themselves communicate in an unknown language, and no subtitles are provided. Ueda used this approach as well: when two characters cannot understand each other through speech, they communicate through their actions.
 
Considered the successor of Prince of Persia, Another World extends the philosophy in its realistic approach to movements and actions, also using rotoscoping. There is, however, a different gameplay design: Another World relies a great deal on trial and error, involving numerous failures to understand how to get past a scene. Although this component is considered archaic today, it doesn’t take anything away from the evocative power of the game-which, through various re-releases, never stopped confirming its unique and influential status in the medium.
 
 
While the environments of Another World and ICO have nothing in common,8 the two games nevertheless share a similar philosophy: in the minimalist approach, the environmental storytelling, the art of the unsaid, the speechless interactions and the use of the soundtrack, which relies on surrounding sound effects and uses very little music9, all with the aim of escaping the traditional techniques of video games.
 
In 2016, Fumito Ueda again mentioned Prince of Persia and Another World among his major video game sources of inspiration on the site PlayStation.Blog: “What they all have in common is the intricacy of the animation. I’m always curious in finding ways that animation can help breathe new life into characters.”
 
Other video games inspired Fumito Ueda, such as Lemmings, created for all platforms imaginable when it was released in 1991. This point and click puzzle game required guiding little green-haired creatures, called lemmings, through levels filled with traps and obstacles, with each lemming being able to fill a certain role (blocker, floater, digger, climber, etc.). The feeling of indirectly interacting, and establishing this interactive dialogue, with these little virtual creatures impacted Ueda, as did the way they were represented, with animations that breathed life into them. This desire to establish a physical interaction between the virtual beings ended up being the very essence of the ICO creator’s work.
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Beyond video game references, the heart of ICO–that is, the relationship between the characters Ico and Yorda–seems to stem directly from a masterpiece of French animation, Le Roi et l’Oiseau (The King and the Mockingbird). Although Fumito Ueda has never mentioned it in an interview, this film (in particular its “draft” La Bergère et le Ramoneur10 [The Shepherdess and the Chimney Sweep]) influenced many artists, including masters of Japanese animation Hayao Miyazaki (Castle in the Sky, Spirited Away) and Isao Takahata (Grave of the Fireflies, The Tale of the Princess Kaguya). Takahata has even admitted that La Bergère et le Ramoneur made him want to work in animation.
 
Le Roi et l’Oiseau was created by Paul Grimault (a pioneer in French animation and creator of many short films) and his friend Jacques Prévert, a well-known poet and screenwriter who died in 1977, three years before the release of the final version of the movie. It tells the story of King Charles V + III = VIII + VIII = XVI, a megalomaniac tyrant that brings terror upon his kingdom of Tachycardia. 
His towering castle reaches up high into the sky, and a bird decides to make his nest up at the top, taunting the king. The king is in love with a shepherdess who lives in a painting in his personal collection. He decides to marry her, but the shepherdess doesn’t feel the same way. She is in love with a chimney sweep who lives in the painting next to her. The two lovers decide to leave their paintings and flee the castle.
 
Everything about this escape by the Shepherdess and the Chimney Sweep fully evokes ICO. The two lovers hold hands when they run; the Shepherdess has bare feet, and she emits a fragility similar to Yorda’s. The castle in which they are prisoners is an immense structure of gigantic proportions, with a maze-like architecture that could swallow up the two characters. Also, they are chased and attacked several times by strange flying creatures, showing a parallel with the creatures in ICO.
 
Full of elegance, poetry and satirical and burlesque humor, visually creative and musically magnificent, Le Roi et l‘Oiseau is an essential work that had a major impact on the imagination and creativity of many artists. Maybe in reality the obvious common traits with ICO are simply the result of a coincidence or unconscious inspiration. However, the parallels don’t end there, as the geometric, pared down images of Le Roi et l’Oiseau owe a lot to the works of two artists cited by Fumito Ueda. First, there are the both chaotic and monumental Imaginary Prisons of 18th-century etcher and architect Giovanni Battista Piranesi. Then, there are the metaphysical paintings of Giorgio de Chirico.
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The Japanese and European cover for ICO, painted by Fumito Ueda himself, leaves no doubt as to its precursor. The chromatic hues (the yellow of the ground, the blue-green of the sky), the tiny silhouettes of Ico and Yorda holding hands, the shadows that stretch out over the whole painting, the vague geometric perspectives, the monumental architecture of the windmill and the arches-everything evokes the works of Giorgio de Chirico. It is particularly similar to Melancholy and Mystery of a Street (1914), in which the silhouette of a little girl playing with a hoop appears frozen in time, despite her body being in motion, with immense arched buildings looming overhead stretching to the horizon, and the same approach with shadows streaking over a yellow ground. It also evokes The Nostalgia of the Infinite (1913), in which the tiny silhouettes of two people face a giant tower, encircled by columns–and again the hues (here, orange replaces yellow, but the sky is again blue-green) and shadows stretching across the scene.
 
Asked by the American website 1 Up about his decision to imitate the style of Giorgio de Chirico for the cover of ICO, Fumito Ueda said: “I thought the surrealistic world of de Chirico matched the allegoric world of ICO.” One of the 
theories behind the name ICO11 is that it is the last three letters of Chirico. This theory would mean that the entire game, beyond just the cover, is a clear homage to this Italian artist.
 
Giorgio de Chirico lived from 1888 to 1978. He painted his whole life, but it was especially the works he completed during the 1910s that brought him fame, then rejection from some of his contemporaries. In particular, he was criticized for his tendency to repeat himself, and from the 40s, even reproducing and creating alternatives to his older paintings. Some saw this as a form of forgery. But beyond these controversies, Giorgio de Chirico left his mark on art history. His paintings from the 1910s, called “metaphysical,” preceded the surrealist movement in its breaking of the real. Chirico’s paintings mostly show vast, deserted spaces, inhabited only by statues, busts, frozen silhouettes or giant composite figures (combinations of geometric shapes, pieces of wood, parts of objects and human elements). Illuminated by an unreal light, on the verge of twilight, these surroundings are filled with buildings boasting monumental architecture, with recurring themes such as train stations, locomotives, columns, arches, and many out of place objects diving into the composition. Chirico’s paintings invite the viewer into a fantasy melancholic universe with an uncertain time frame, with unclear perspectives that disrupt the real, where everything seems to be moving (shadows) and inert at once. There is a certain sadness that results, but it is also a form of meditation; a suggestion that triggers reflection on the meaning of the works. Several of his paintings include the word enigma in the title.
 
While ICO aims to present a credible, palpable world, it nevertheless shares Giorgio de Chirico’s interest in the realm of dreams. This is seen in these contrasts between the imposing architectures and the smallness of the humans, this melancholy that emerges from the foggy horizons and the silence of the deserted castle–and of course this importance placed on a fantasy light as a source of atmosphere and emotion. Like Chirico’s paintings, the adventures in Fumito Ueda’s games seem to be frozen in time, in an opaque yet fascinating otherworldliness.
 
From Prince of Persia to Giorgio de Chirico, Ueda drew inspiration from his knowledge of art and video game experiences that affected him. But he didn’t just resort to mimicking these influences. Quite the contrary: they drove him in his aim for creativity, in his desire to break free from constraints and offer something that seemed original. We can detect the presages of his games in all the works already cited, as well as in various creations that marked his childhood,12 but ICO, Shadow of the Colossus and The Last Guardian carry a 
strong, unique identity from the touch and tendencies of their creator. And this is how art evolves, through assimilation, deconstruction or rejection of what precedes, with a single goal: to move forward. This was an influential philosophy in the development process for Fumito Ueda’s games.


 
ICO
 
Soon after leaving WARP, an idea came to Fumito Ueda: the adventure of a young boy and a girl bigger than him within a fantasy world. In high school, he had been drawn to an ad in which a woman was holding the hand of a child, walking with him in the forest. In the same way, the relationship between the two main characters in the manga Galaxy Express 999,13 the young boy Tetsuro and the tall, skinny Maetel, shows the presages of the project that would develop in his mind. As he explained in the game’s official making-of video: “I thought that this could work well on the visual level.” However, unlike Galaxy Express 999, in which Maetel protects Tetsuro, Ueda planned to reverse the perspective by making the young boy the guardian.
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With the promise of presenting something concrete to Sony within a few months, Fumito Ueda dove into creating a conceptual video with the help of an assistant. He wanted to stand out from ordinary project pitches, which often took the form of written documents. He thought that a computer graphics demonstration would have a bigger impact, because it would give a direct perspective of the game’s final result. His initial idea was of a young girl imprisoned in a castle who is freed by a slave. Over four months using the LightWave 3D software, he tapped into all his knowledge in computer graphics to design a sort of in-depth preview. It highlighted all the ideas that would be at the heart of the game: the immense castle, Yorda and Ico,14 some battles, platform and puzzle levels, as well as an elaborate aesthetic supporting a unique ambiance. Many details underwent changes over the game’s development. For example, in the concept video, Yorda was the one with horns.15 However, the main elements remained intact.
 
When Sony higher-ups, including Akira Sato (Vice President of the Marketing and Development Division) and Shuhei Yoshida (President of SCE Worldwide Studios) saw the video in June 1997, they were astounded. Fumito 
Ueda’s intentions were clear: ICO would not be like an ordinary video game. This approach convinced them to officially launch the project for PlayStation starting in September, under the leadership of producer Kenji Kaido, who would fully supervise the game’s creation and ensure that it was brought to life, while staying as close as possible to the creative director’s vision.
 
Kaido and Ueda were then tasked with recruiting a team. In November 1997, two programmers, one designer and four artists joined their team. With the aim of creating a work that broke away from the confinements of video games, they sought people from outside the traditional development environment. With the strength of this small team, which would become Team ICO, the basics of the game were defined based on the conceptual video.
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Fumito Ueda’s first goal was to make the game as immersive as possible, as he mentioned to PlayStation.Blog: “As a creator, I think that developing a truly immersive experience and creating a believable reality even within a fictional world is very important and unique to the interactive nature of gaming.” For him, this didn’t mean aiming for photorealism, but rather emotional realism. He wanted the players to believe the story told to them, and to believe in the world they were exploring. To achieve this, the character had to be able to freely move within a believable environment with which he could interact. Ueda also wanted artistic images. The 3D revolution in video games had already taken place, and this point alone was no longer enough to really impress players. With a powerful aesthetic, ICO would be more naturally memorable.
 
The castle then became a source of constant reflection. In an interview with the magazine Edge in 2015, Ueda returned to his vision of environmental storytelling: “Things that have a history just by themselves tell us so much about them from the damage and tarnish due to deterioration. [... ] What’s appealing about that is that it evokes imagination, I think. It makes you wonder what kind of history it’s got.” For Team ICO, the castle was a full-fledged character. While most designers draw inspiration directly from existing monuments, this wasn’t their case. The castle was born from their imagination; it was created with enough details to seem believable, like a gigantic structure built centuries ago. An edifice eroding with time, but still majestic. Fumito Ueda’s knowledge of art led him to envision the design of the castle with inspiration from Giovanni Battista Piranesi’s Imaginary Prisons, but also from the works of the contemporary illustrator Gérard Trignac, influenced by immense architecture in which humans appear minuscule and insignificant. Trignac’s etchings are also influenced by a very carefully-designed game of shadow and light, giving his works a fantasy-like dimension. There is a clear connection in ICO, in which the light creates this timeless phantasmagoric atmosphere.
 
The quest for realism and immersion also included setting aside certain video game-specific habits: “We hated these objects that were very unnaturally 
placed in levels just for the sake of level design, so we removed them as well. For example, in ICO we don’t have invisible walls that would normally prevent the player’s character from falling off. And when we really needed those walls, we made them look very convincing.” The difficulty, then, was in finding the right compromise so as to not lose the player. This is why camera angles and lighting contribute information necessary for progression.
 
The development team created each level of the castle individually, concentrating on the essentials: “We removed unnecessary objects and elements as much as possible so that everything would fit in a small space,” Ueda told Edge in 2015. To allow the player to apprehend the castle’s overall architecture under the best conditions, the team built it with a clear logic, enlivening the journey with many far-off visual reminders to serve as landmarks. The moment when the player must activate the two structures to open the large door especially points to this reflection. This gravitation around a specific place makes it easier to grasp the layout of the building and piece together a mental map of it. The castle literally became the structure upon which the entire game and its construction was built.
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ICO entered its full production phase in October 1998, with the prototype having been completed in August of that year. As for the graphics, Ueda and his team first created 3D models and high-resolution textures before converting them to low resolution so that the PlayStation could read them. According to the creator, this method allowed them to obtain a much richer and more detailed result than if they had restricted themselves to low-resolution 3D right off the bat.
 
One year later, in October 1999, an introductory video was created internally. The team then realized that the result did not meet their expectations. The realism and immersion Ueda was seeking didn’t work. In addition, the programming was complicated due to the PlayStation’s technical limitations. Its processor was not powerful enough, which caused a great deal of instability during testing phases. On top of this was the inability to resolve problems related to artificial intelligence and the difficulty of offering smooth, enjoyable movements.
 
The project appeared to be running straight into a wall. However, Ueda didn’t want to abandon it or make compromises on his original vision. ICO would be as he had envisioned, or it wouldn’t exist. With Sony’s goodwill, he and Kenji Kaido were given approval to continue the project on the company’s new console, which was in development: the PlayStation 2. At the beginning, however, Ueda had doubts about developing on this future console, due to the poor quality of the games being created, which were mostly being rushed so they could accompany the console’s release. He changed his mind, however, when he discovered the programming potential on Sony’s new machine.
 
With the support of an additional programmer, Team ICO managed to solve the majority of problems they had encountered in just a few weeks. The PlayStation 
2’s power even presented new opportunities to them. A new graphics engine was designed for the occasion in December 1999, which was able to display pre-renderings of sixty images per second, and create various lighting, particle and mist effects, and even clothing movements. The console was also able to create bloom, which marked the transition between darkness and light–an effect that was extensively used for contrast in ICO, making the light seem tangibly real.
 
Converting the data from the PS1 version to the PS2 was completed with no snags and the project was finally back on track. On average, some twenty people worked on ICO at a time, with a maximum team of twenty-three employees. This was a small team for a minimalist work that would have a long-term effect on the face of the industry.

 

[image: Illustration] Design by Subtraction
 
Changing the platform brought up an unexpected problem, however: the graphics representation. In Ueda’s mind, the game’s enemies (originally human guards) now appeared too realistic, which added difficulty during battles. Wanting to set aside all ideas of violence, he changed the appearance of the enemies to shadows. He explained his choice to The Gaming Intelligence Agency: “Due to the behavior (or character) of the enemy, we thought that if it were human-like, or even resembled other living creatures, it would visually be ‘too much.’ This also applies to the reason for there being shadows or smoke. They can arise from anywhere, and disappear easily. This gives the enemy characters a more realistic touch, when you think of their behavior.” Enemies that appear from nowhere in video games tend to break the immersion. Additionally, the fact that the enemies are shadows (and therefore a dark color) has a visual purpose: this allows the player to better distinguish Ico and Yorda from these enemies, and ensures a certain legibility during battles.
 
Ueda soon realized that to create the best experience possible, he had to be sure not to make it more complex, but actually to simplify it, and make it as short and dense as possible. To do this, he took away elements he found useless or superfluous. He named this method “design by subtraction.” As he explained in the making-of video, this wasn’t about lowering the quality of the game: “First, I come up with an idea of what kind of game I want to create... These are not necessarily games that can really be created on game consoles. We have to think about how we need to change it to come to life. [...] rather than improving it, perhaps we are taking away from the original. Sometimes... something better than we imagined can be created. That’s actually the most serendipitous happening in what I’m creating right now.”
 
This approach also helped significantly in reducing budgetary costs, while allowing the team to focus on details and achieve the desired immersive realism. Going against all the standards of the time, Ueda removed all visual elements that could remind the player that it was a video game, including the health bar, which 
had existed in earlier versions of ICO. In the same vein, he left out inventory and non-playable characters one could talk to in role-playing games.16 Music was reduced to the most essential appearances, with most of the exploration happening with nearby sounds and silence. This philosophy was inherited directly from his personal tastes, as the creator cared little about complex statistics and inventories in games. Ueda explained his personal apprehensions about these decisions to the newspaper The Guardian: “For a long time, I was very worried whether a game created in this way would be accepted by players. There were no stats, no scoring... would players really accept a game that only had a story and a realistic world?”17 Some of his team members asked him why he didn’t add in more icons or objects.
 
This economy of elements helped strengthen the feeling of solitude and the sweet poetry of the game. However, in the same way that the shadowy enemies were created, the creation of ICO responded more to practical choices than to artistic ones. Ueda admitted this to Edge Online: “When I started working on ICO, I didn’t set out to make such an emotional game; it just happened naturally.”
 
The effects of mist and the infinite ocean, which create an almost mystic ambiance, stemmed from technical constraints–in particular the draw distance. This beneficial spin is similar to the design of the first Silent Hill, which also relied on fog to cleverly hide the scenery and conceal the horizon.
 
But while Ueda thinks above all that he created a “product” with the goal of “entertaining people” as he explained in the making-of video, he does so out of modesty. His comments to Polygon in 2013 are more eloquent: “Myself and everyone on the team believe that, instead of making something that gets consumed in a few weeks, we want to have a game [that] really lives on in people’s minds.”
 
As for the artistic approach, in 2005 he mentioned in his remarks collected in the book Game no Ryuugi that it came above all from his own training: “I wasn’t trying especially hard to be super ‘artistic’–it was just natural for me to make it that way, a result of all I’d studied and cultivated in myself up to that point.” He made sure the game’s visual aspect was reserved, subtle and refined, relying on shadow and light for “dramatic expression” when needed. Fumito Ueda is a perfectionist who doesn’t hesitate to pitch in when he’s not satisfied: “Also, because I can draw, I often end up making some selfish requests of everyone. I know what I want, and I have a logic behind it, but I don’t know how to explain it very well. So what ends up happening is if I think something isn’t good, I’ll just touch it up and fix it myself,” he explained to The Guardian.
 
Up to the end of development, little details were constantly changed, such as Yorda’s hairstyle. Its final version came together with support from Chika Fukui, who helped Ueda with character design alongside Kazuhiro Numata and 
Mitsuhiro Shimooki. In addition, in the logic of design by subtraction, every element that was not perfect was removed from the game. Little by little, anything superfluous was removed, and only the purest essence of the experience was kept.

 

[image: Illustration] Feeling the Other
 
The relationship between Ico and Yorda was at the heart of the project since the very beginnings of the concept. Ueda wanted the player to be able to physically feel their interaction with the world inside the game. This aspect is seen through the numerous platform levels and many visual and sound details. The animations were all completed by hand, without the aid of motion capture. Ueda knew that, paradoxically, sometimes a real movement doesn’t seem real. At the time, motion capture in video games was less advanced than today, and the smallest hitch in the movements during modeling would be more obvious to the players.
 
And to strengthen this tactile relationship with the game, Ueda had the idea of assigning a button for Ico to take Yorda’s hand. He explained this idea to Edge Online: “I wanted to make a game where multiple characters on screen weren’t fighting each other, but rather you could touch them directly.” The player needed to go beyond the barrier of the screen. The difficulty that occupied the team for the majority of development was also to ensure that Yorda was not perceived as a burden. Even though she needs Ico’s help, she is resourceful, can hide, knows how to climb ladders and can jump from one platform to another. She also sometimes acts spontaneously and seems real, such as when she watches birds. In the Official PlayStation 2 Magazine in 2002, Ueda explained these behaviors with a laugh: “We are attracted by the quirks of girlfriends, right?”
 
When The Guardian asked him about the themes he wanted to develop in the game, Fumito Ueda reluctantly responded: “From our side, we didn’t have a strong intent to portray relationships as a theme of our games. [... ] I don’t like to force feed themes.”
 
Before jumping into the project, Fumito Ueda knew practically nothing about video game design, and the same went for a majority of Team ICO’s members. This is how they were able to end up with such a unique result–by intentionally creating the opposite of what the industry was producing. Ueda wanted the story of ICO to be told above all through the gameplay and the environment, going against the proliferation of cutscenes seen in certain video game genres. This is also why the two characters don’t speak the same language.18 They can 
only understand one another through their body language, the tone of their voice and their physical interaction–another element that happens through the player. The few cutscenes therefore rely on non-verbal cues rather than over-obvious exposition. When Ueda directed their encounter, he put the camera further back.
 
“I wanted the player to feel like an observer who is watching something about to happen,” he explained to The Guardian.
 
By avoiding overloading the gameplay, Ueda intended to encourage the player’s personal reflection and, therefore, their interaction with the world. With the selection of camera angles and movements, he also hoped to portray the feeling of the immense spaces, while subtly guiding the player in their progression.
 
Later on, his “design by subtraction” approach would set a precedent for certain developers, proving that Team ICO cleared the way for new territories, making use of their own inexperience. Ueda’s way of working was derived more so from his experience as an artist. Therefore, while observing scenery, if he found there was a lack of green colors, he would choose to add trees, for example. Through choices like this, comparable to brush strokes, ICO came to life over the years.

 

[image: Illustration] Esteemed Success
 
After four years in development, ICO was finally finished. Despite the platform change and the long creation period, the game was true to Fumito Ueda’s original vision. Of course, certain details were changed slightly–like the ending where the two heroes had to destroy the castle.19 Regarding the conclusion, which is open to several interpretations, Ueda admitted to the Official PlayStation 2 Magazine: “I wanted a happy ending that was still a little bit vague.”
 
ICO was first released in the United States on September 24, 2001. Team ICO was working under time constraints and didn’t have the time to finish all the desired adjustments. The game discovered by American players was less complete than what Japanese players received on December 6, 2001, followed by Europeans on March 22, 2002. Unlike the American version of ICO, the Japanese and European versions offered a New Game + (with bonuses such as a two-player mode, the Shining Sword and translation of Yorda’s dialogue), a second alternative ending, and especially improved graphics: notably light effects, but also more complete camera angles, reworked textures and some small changes such as the positioning of certain save points. As discussed previously, this version also benefited from a cover painted by Ueda himself, referencing Giorgio de Chirico’s painting Melancholy and Mystery of a Street.20
 
When the game was released, the press was shaken by the game’s radical approach and its short length, but ICO nevertheless left a strong impression 
and received very positive reviews. This positive reception did not result in high sales, however; it only reached several hundred thousand copies sold worldwide. But the game’s destiny didn’t end there. Soon a cult vibe began to surround it, as players were drawn to the original adventure’s charm and emotion. Ueda said that he was happily surprised by the positive reception from the western world, as he had designed the game with the Japanese market in mind.
 
Between May 2002 and May 2003, Japanese novelist Miyuki Miyabe (Crossfire, Brave Story) wrote a novel adaptation of ICO, called ICO: Castle in the Mist, which first appeared in several successive issues of the weekly magazine Shūkan Gendai, then as a novel. It was translated into English years later, in 2011, by Alexander O. Smith.21 It is an unofficial (but authorized) work, in which Miyuki Miyabe took many liberties in her interpretation of the story and telling of the characters’ history. It was her way of paying tribute to an experience that touched her and many other players.


 
Shadow of the Colossus
 
A few months after the release of ICO, Fumito Ueda got the green light to create a new game, again under the supervision of producer Kenji Kaido. Interviewed by 1 Up in 2006, Kenji Kaido stated that his role was to ensure that the game was sellable, not by limiting the creative director, but by working together with him: “The creator generally doesn’t have a problem, he can make whatever, whenever-that’s the freedom. [...] But for the producer–there are a lot of details. If there’s one shared goal, it’s to make something sellable, something to interact with the world, something innovative.” In considering the approach to use to attract players who were not hooked on ICO, Ueda thought he would make it action-filled and spectacular. He imagined the concept of a game in which warriors, accompanied by their horses, would take on titans in immense worlds falling into ruins. This open world would do away with superfluous battles against small enemies, and only keep fights with bosses.
 

[image: Illustration] The Knight and His Mare22

 
As with ICO, Fumito Ueda, together with a team of ten animators, created a conceptual video that would serve as a reference during the entire development phase, so that they wouldn’t lose sight of the original intentions. The video23 showed most of the game’s major elements: landscapes as far as the eye can see; colossi that 
the player must climb, holding onto their fur; dynamic camera angles; driving the sword into the creature’s head to kill it; graphic effects such as black blood and the relationship with the horse and the care taken for her animation. At the beginning, to get further away from the minimalism of ICO, the project that was known as NICO at the time (a contraction of next ICO24) was imagined as multiplayer; the players had to help each other to defeat the colossi. This idea was abandoned when the team realized that they had no knowledge of online systems; NICO became a solitary adventure. In this perspective, Ueda wanted to focus on the connection between the man and the horse, and what that implied in terms of animation and interaction.
 
On this point, Ueda wanted to continue the experiments of ICO and the idea of a tactile relationship with a virtual being. For him, artificial intelligence should be credible and independent enough to create the illusion and strengthen the immersion. Starting in preproduction, several animators and programmers were sent to riding schools to study horses’ movements and behaviors. In the game’s making-of video, producer Kenji Kaido remembers: “When the team experienced the horse riding firsthand, we sensed a great feeling of joy. It was a really worthwhile experience, and we tried to incorporate that feeling as best we could.”
 
One of the lessons learned from this experience was that horses don’t always obey. Ueda wanted to integrate this idea into the game. In his mind, the player wouldn’t be directly controlling the horse, but rather a man riding a horse. This was an important distinction for the creator, who explained his point of view on the subtlety of the relationship between the hero and his mare Agro during the Great Scene Sharing conference hosted by Sony:25 “[She] was neither your pet nor your friend. She was more like your partner.”
 
In the early stages of development, Agro responded less easily to commands and orders than in the final version, but the team soon realized that this triggered situations that were too frustrating for the player. Then, the idea was to find a balance between realism and comfort. First, the very fact that a means of transportation in a video game didn’t respond to all the player’s commands was already going beyond the expected, and would cause confusion when the game was released. On the other hand, Agro’s independence is also advantageous. During battles against colossi, the player doesn’t have to worry about the horse’s behavior; she reacts on her own and also prevents the hero from falling into the void when he’s too close to the edge of a cliff.
 
A large portion of development was therefore dedicated to this quest for balance and perfection in the relationship linking Wander, the hero, and Agro. The horse’s animation was reworked and improved numerous times. But this work represented only a small portion of the many technical and visual challenges the team faced.
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When the NICO project launched, Team ICO began their search for artists. Nearly five hundred applications were received, and only ten people were hired. In the end, Ueda admitted that only one of these candidates really met Team ICO’s artistic expectations and requirements. In total, around thirty-five people worked on NICO, which was soon renamed Wanda to Kyozō (“ Wander and the Colossus”), before becoming Shadow of the Colossus in the western world.
 
Compared to ICO, the visual tools were completely recreated for the needs of this new game. Despite coming from an artistic background, Fumito Ueda said that he was very inspired by technological evolutions and experiments. In the early development stages, the element that most worried the team was the colossi’s fur. It had to appear as rich and natural as possible, and above all be animated in real time to respond to the creatures’ constant movements. Team ICO’s goal was to reach the highest degree possible of realism for collisions, while preventing the invisible collisions that Fumito Ueda loathed. It was mainly Hajime Sugiyama that worked on this part of the game for the interactions between Wander and the colossi.
 
Through the creation of the open world, the team aimed to add a sense of freedom for the player. There are no barriers that don’t look natural; the player must be able to go where they want as long as it is accessible from a physical point of view. To create this feeling of immensity, Team ICO concentrated on the draw distance, playing with perspective and manipulating graphic elements so that the console could generate it all. The more the scenery was extended, the less it displayed polygons. This solution allowed for obtaining a visible, credible horizon without overloading the memory. This made one of Ueda’s ideas-integrating climate and temporal variations into the game-impossible. In the same way, while the music changes based on situations, Ueda hoped to have more fluid transitions, but the PlayStation 2’s functionalities prevented it.
 
Several obstacles came up this way during development, and the team had to constantly adjust the content. First, for example, many birds were supposed to chirp within forest scenes, but their presence was again difficult for the console to load, and most of the birds were removed. Those that remained, along with lizards and even fruits, were modeled by Hitoshi Niwa, who also worked on the arches and certain colossi, the latter completed alongside Shunpei Suzuki. Ueda, who designed and modeled all the human characters, worked on the small animals in the game. He originally wanted to include bats and fish, but this did not end up happening.
 
As with ICO, the animations were primarily completed by hand in order to have full control over the result. These small details make all the difference, like Wander’s posture after falling, which depends on where he fell from. Also, the hero’s reactions when hanging on to a colossus had to be credible–each of the creature’s major movements had to trigger a physical reaction from the hero. These constant responses in the animations were part of Ueda’s quest for realism.
 
 
When Hironobu Nakano joined the team halfway through development, he found himself in charge of creating all the game’s visual effects, such as particles, mist and even bloom (which was generated following the programming completed by Takuya Seki, who was also in charge of the sky’s luminance). Nakano established technology that allowed fluidity to be expressed, for example in the movement of clouds. Most of the very complex effects created for Shadow of the Colossus were later simplified during programming so they could be used by the game.
 
The developers continued to refine each detail through the end of development. To simplify the task while taking advantage of Team ICO’s small size, each employee had access to all the programming data. In true perfectionist fashion, Masanori Kajita (in charge of the game’s areas alongside several others including Koji Hasegawa and Kazuhiro Numata, who had worked on ICO) tirelessly improved the textures until the very end. Visually, Ueda was sure to accentuate contrast and saturation, to create an aspect that was both mysterious and whithered within the scenery and general aesthetic. This way, he hoped to again bring up a feeling of solitude. Producer Kenji Kaido confirmed that the second half of development was complicated due to very frequent changes and modifications. But Team ICO’s motivation was unfailing. Their meticulousness can be seen in every detail, especially in the game’s key sequences: the battles against the famous colossi.
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At Sony’s Great Scene Sharing conference, Ueda expressed his intentions for Shadow of the Colossus compared to ICO: “I felt like I didn’t want to make another game with small, compact puzzles. In my next game, I wanted the action sequences and the gameplay itself to involve more chance and spontaneity.” From this perspective, he had the idea of making the platform levels living and mobile. This role falls upon the colossi, the imposing enemies that demand observation and agility from the player.
 
When the idea began to grow in Ueda’s mind, he imagined no fewer than forty-eight colossi. However, this number was divided in half from the beginning of development, as quantity does not necessarily mean quality, and Ueda preferred to focus on a more dense experience. In the end, from the twenty-four colossi, only sixteen were kept for the final version, to ensure continuous originality in the battles. Ideas imagined for certain abandoned colossi were therefore combined with those for the final versions.
 
Among the concepts cast aside, there was a spider colossus that had to be defeated with blows from a sword while riding Agro. Having to add this aspect of gameplay just for this boss was too big of a constraint, and it was rejected. The official artbook also shows other colossi that never came to life, such as Phoenix, Roc (resembling a dragon), Worm (a giant worm), Devil (a little winged bird that looked like a pudgy demon) and even a bird with a long neck. Some 
ideas, like a colossus that threw objects and another from which the player had to hang with a rope, were removed early on. As Shunpei Suzuki explained in the official guide: “We wouldn’t know if something worked until we tried it.” During this time, Team ICO also considered the possibility of including optional colossi, but this didn’t line up with the game’s overall philosophy.
 
Beyond the concept defined by Ueda for the gameplay of each colossus, the artists had a fair amount of leeway at the visual level: “All Ueda told us was the size of the Colossus and the pixel resolution of the screen, so as long as we kept those limits in mind, we were free to do as we pleased,” explained Suzuki.
 
Graphic inspirations for the colossi did not necessarily come from typical images of monsters. Ueda described “the front of a car, the surface of a building”... The team studied machine mechanisms in detail, such as the hydraulic press and the movements of vehicles and various industrial equipment. The code names of the colossi’s areas are also hints of real places that may have served as aesthetic inspiration, such as the Canossa castle in Italy for the sixth colossus, or the Parthenon, a Greek temple dedicated to the goddess Athena, for the fifteenth. The difficulty was finding a balance between a living creature and something inorganic. Ueda did not want the repetitive colossi massacre to be too disturbing for players: “I tried to make the game abstract, so you wouldn’t know whether the Colossi were structures or animals, in order to ensure it wasn’t cruel and unusual.”
 
When it came to designing the colossi within the battles themselves, the team made sure there was only one way to conquer them, to guarantee the player’s smooth progression and avoid unexpected actions. Consequently, the creatures’ appearance and abilities were constantly adjusted to align perfectly with the method of killing them. For example, the eleventh colossus was originally located in an area close to a large lake, in which he could swim. However, his swimming speed wasn’t fast enough, which made him less impressive, while a higher speed would have made the battle too difficult. To help a struggling player taking too long to finish a fight, programmers added tips from Dormin (the “voice” that gives Wander his mission) during the battle, such as “Use thy sword to find its vitals,” and “Deceive the colossus to reach its back.”
 
The colossi’s impression of grandeur and majesty was particularly difficult to adapt, as Masanobu Tanaka explained in the official guide: “We’d also make the larger Colossi move in slow motion, but it wasn’t enough for them to be slow, we had to express their size as well. This was influenced by everything from the special effects to the scenery. Even a change in the camera angle could affect people’s perceptions, so we had to keep tinkering with it.”
 
The order of confrontations with the colossi, and their locations on the map, underwent changes through to the very end. The combat areas were constructed before having a determined location, which gave the developers more freedom to make adjustments and offer a consistent landscape (this work was undertaken by Koji Hasegawa, among others). The areas were modified many times to respond to the colossi’s changing appearance,26 because these two aspects create the 
essence of the battles. The first colossus was especially important to Ueda. In the official guide, he explains: “It’s an important Colossus because it acts as the game’s hook. I worked on it since the very beginning. It took a lot of effort.”
 
The atmosphere varied as well. For example, the first version of the last battle took place under a sunny sky, far from the apocalyptic storm in the final version. This change in weather also responded to an artistic logic. Once again, Ueda wanted to create a game that looked like no other and stepped away from conventions.
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During the Sony conference, Ueda explained something that had really touched him: the first time he showed the scene of defeating a colossus to his team, he used sad movie music as a temporary accompaniment, to show his intentions. The team burst out laughing at the contrast, as most of them had certainly been expecting to hear triumphant music. “Deciding things by majority has its merits, but I think there’s a danger that lies in that too.” This is the lesson Ueda took from it, which eased his mind when imposing his artistic decisions when he thought necessary.
 
Despite the project’s obvious size, Ueda remained loyal to his concept of design by subtraction. In the official guide, he repeated why he chose to stick to battles against bosses only: “When I’m deciding whether or not to put something in the game, I’m always looking for meaning behind it, no matter what. Like, does it make sense to put smaller enemies in the game just so you can get items and experience points? I wouldn’t have been able to forgive myself if I’d had a Colossus you wouldn’t be able to beat without some item you’d get defeating smaller enemies, meaning the player would have to go back out into the field again once they figured out they didn’t have the necessary elements to defeat it.” In this same vision, and with the desire to keep the purest essence of the experience, he refused to add other superfluous elements. He didn’t want extra objects or techniques that would change the gameplay during the adventure. All the tools would have to be at the player’s disposal from the beginning.
 
He also didn’t want to force the player’s hand, and made sure players learned the rules of the world themselves. Always seeking immersion and interaction with the environment, Ueda focused on Wander’s freedom of movement. This is why, for example, he has the option to swim. “The more freely a character moves, the more emotionally a player gets involved, I think,” he explained in an interview with 1 Up. The sword that reflects a ray of light to guide the player to the next colossus responds to this approach, which steps away from classic tutorials: “I wanted a hint that was direct and could only be expressed visually.” In addition, the choice to not guide the player with a location on a map is a way of allowing them to better understand and analyze their environment. On this topic, he even pictured adding a teleportation system to move from one point on the map to another more quickly, but he realized that this would take away the interest in having created 
an immense world to explore, which according to developers was close to the size of Tokyo. The player had to experience the vastness of the landscapes.
 
The practical aspect and artistic dimension combine in the way Team ICO designs games. Each element must be useful and consistent, so as to not break the immersion: “For example, if you ask yourself why the pedestal the girl is sleeping on has pillars coming down from the top, the answer is that they’re there to prevent the player from standing on it.” Gradually, the gameplay of Shadow of the Colossus took shape and inspired Ueda for the outlines of the world.
 
Also in the 1Up interview, he confirmed his desire to reach an audience that wasn’t necessarily used to video games: “I’m always conscious of people who don’t play video games; I want those people to accept my games. I like to simplify controls and gameplay elements as much as possible.”

 

[image: Illustration] Metaphor for Cruelty
 
“I believe that there should be game design first and a story that suits the design, not the other way around.” This intention, explained to 1Up, summarizes Ueda’s philosophy. For him, the narrative of a video game happens first and foremost through interaction.
 
In the book Game no Ryuugi, the creative director spoke about the central theme of Shadow of the Colossus and his way of subtly intertwining it with the game’s mechanisms: “The concept of holding the girl’s hand in ICO had, at its core, an element of eroticism to it, I thought. But that eroticism is highly sublimated, and never made explicit. Likewise in Shadow of the Colossus, the deeper theme that lies beneath the many layers of the game is cruelty.” This reflection offers a look at traditional works in the industry: “Video games seem to require cruelty as a means of expression, and that being the case, I wanted to try and present my own take on cruelty.” The other major theme of the game is the fact that “you can’t escape from your own fate,” as the creator explained to Eurogamer.
 
Ueda drew the storyboards himself for the cutscenes, which were then programmed and animated by Atsuko Fukuyama and Masanobu Tanaka. Originally, the number of scenes was going to be identical to ICO, but over the course of development, the content grew slightly. Once again, Ueda wrote all the text for the game. However, he kept the dialogues to a bare minimum, because he found himself lacking in this area during ICO’s creation. He again used a fictional language,27 which turned out to be quite practical for last-minute adjustments, as dialogues could be cut or modified without anyone noticing it.
 
ICO and Shadow of the Colossus were not originally intended to be connected. It wasn’t until halfway through development that Fumito Ueda changed his mind and created, through the hero Wander, the connection with the curse of horns that serves as a premise for the beginning of the story in ICO. During the writing process for Shadow of the Colossus, several elements changed. At the very beginning, 
to show the corruption taking over Wander more and more with each colossi’s death, he was going to slowly transform into a beast. The creative director saw this as a way to reinterpret the tale of Beauty and the Beast in his own way.
 
Several alternate endings were also envisioned. In one of them, the young girl that Wander wants to revive, Mono, would wake up surrounded by a halo of light. The men that wanted to prevent Wander from finishing his ritual would be scared to see the girl’s superhuman powers. They would flee, and again seal the cursed land in which the adventure was taking place, leaving Wander and Mono trapped. Ueda considered the idea of adding a bonus ending for those who loaded a saved ICO game at the beginning of this new game, but he didn’t go through with it. He also thought of adding a flashback during the ending, when Mono touches the mare Agro. She would have a vision of what happened during the game and would understand Wander’s sacrifice. This was another element that never left the idea phase.
 
The story of Shadow of the Colossus took shape as the months went by. Fumito Ueda didn’t focus so much on a complete world thought out beforehand as he did on the sum of details included in each scene and each place, preferring to spark the player’s imagination. When Gamasutra asked him about his sources of inspiration, he remained evasive and revealed that it was the video game aspect that laid down the rest: “I actually don’t intentionally think about inspiration. Meaning that I don’t really value or cherish it, inspiration, and specific sources of inspiration; rather, the reason why it looks the way it does is because of game design, and the necessity of game design–the constraints of level design.” For him, if a world appears real and believable, his mission is accomplished.
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