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INTRODUCTION

	 

	Every day a bigger part of the video game market comes from digital copies and uneven taxes remain the only tribute to vanishing physical frontiers. We buy our games on Steam or on console e-shops, watch our favorite developer being interviewed on IGN and argue with people from distant countries on Internet forums and image boards. While disparities remain and ghastly work conditions still prevail in the game industry, people from all over the world develop games and can, hopefully, make a living out of it. Yet, aside from English-speaking countries and Japan, for obvious reasons, we don't know much about those industries, their history and how they evolved.

	I grew up in France and even being so close to my home, the Spanish game industry has always been this big, nebulous thing to me. Like many others, I fondly remember Pyro Studio's amazing games or Rebel Act's Blade of Darkness, but I had no clue how prolific their computer-based scene was in the 1980's until I started skimming through Esteve's Ocho quilates, a two-volume history of that video game era in Spain, and even then, I struggled. Why is that? Well, obviously, my five years of Spanish were barely enough to pierce through those dense volumes. Language, that good old barrier is the reason virtually 90% of world's game industry (hi)stories remain nebulous to foreigners and has to be distilled through a tiny lens. That realization and my enjoyment of digging up old stories pushed me to scratch a long-time itch: to make non-French-speaking video game enthusiasts catch a glimpse of my own country's industry by those who made it. This is what this book is about.

	To avoid fighting against unbeatable odds, I restrained myself to a small-scale project: Interviewing various veterans French developers to offer a peek into the French gaming industry's mindset, its challenges and unique quirks. This is Épopée's raison d'être. You will soon learn about a multicolored armadillo, Breton siblings and heavy taxation, and even quirkier stuff! This project is the result of a two-year work, split between contacting interviewees, setting up the interviews, transcribing, translating and doing all the menial work you won't see behind the scene. I certainly do hope you will enjoy it!

	 

	Thomas

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	BAGUETTES & DISQUETTES: AN OVERVIEW OF THE FRENCH COMPUTER GAMING SCENE

	 

	Born from the common will of five friends to preserve old computer games in 2000, www.abandonware-france.org is probably one of the longest running French websites dedicated to video games. While one may contest the legal nature of abandonware, it cannot be denied how much this very website and his dedicated team have helped preserving French video game history by scanning hundreds of magazines, manuals and uploading original computer software and demos online. The following article, written by Hoagie, Abandonware France's editor, offers a solid introduction to the French video game history and some of its majors events and specificities. I thank him very much for allowing me to add his article to Épopée.

	 

	A Brief History of Home Computing in France

	 

	The beginning of home computing in France is a bit messy. In the UK, the ZX81 was a huge success because it was very cheap and sold by mail and at WH Smith. There was no such thing in France: there were lots of models sold in computer shops, and they were often expensive. Several game developers started programming on TI-99/4A, ZX81 and even the obscure Memotech MTX 512. In 1984, the French computer stock included 170,000 ZX81, 30,000 ZX Spectrum and 50,000 Oric 1; the C64 hardly sold more than the ZX81 because of its poor distribution. Some French hardware manufacturers made their own models of computers: Exelvision and the EXL 100, with its wireless keyboard and joysticks/numeric pads, Micronique and its Hector HRX, Matra with the Alice, whose only redeeming feature is its box illustration by Moebius, and the most important one, Thomson with the TO7 and the MO5. The TO7 featured an internal ROM cartridge player and an optical pen to draw on the TV screen. The MO5, whose software was incompatible with the TO7, was cheaper, had more RAM (48 Ko instead of 8 Ko for the TO7), but a separate tape player, and it was famous for its rubber keys. Both had a graphic resolution slightly superior to the ZX Spectrum.

	The success of the Thomson computers was ensured by the famous government plan Informatique pour tous (computing for everyone). In February of 1985, the government submitted a bill for the growing French software industry, with copyright and anti-piracy laws, and bought more than 120,000 computers to equip French schools and help children to discover computing. Apple had promised to install its European computer factories in France and nearly got the deal, but finally almost all computers ordered were Thomson models. This plan only had a short-term effect : the teachers weren't always trained to use computers, and soon the machines were abandoned. However, lots of children discovered the computers with a MO5 or a TO7/70, an upgraded version of the TO7, and these two models became, with the Minitel, the most iconic 8-bit computers in France in the 80's - the French video games preservation association MO5.COM owes them its name.

	The plan Informatique pour tous had another consequence: it considerably encouraged the development of educational software, by either specialized companies, like Carraz, or computer game companies. Coktel Vision produced dozens of educational software and finally enjoyed a huge and well-deserved success in 1990 with the excellent series «Adi».

	The other major event in home computing in France was the release of the Amstrad CPC 464 in late 1984, which took the country by storm. Several factors explain this success : the CPC 464 was cheap, sold with its small monitor (a significant advantage when almost all homes had only one TV set), it was easy to use (“plug and play”, I could add), its design was great, its distribution was excellent (it was sold in department stores and in the mail-order catalog La Redoute), and its French ads starred a funny crocodile who become one of the most popular mascots of the 80's advertising. One third of the 8 millions CPC sold in eight years were sold in France, and Amstrad even had its own yearly computer show, the Amstrad Expo in Paris, from 1986 to 1990. All other 8-bit systems quickly declined. To discover the world of CPC à la française, I advise you to visit the referential website CPCRulez. After that, the computer and console market followed the same trend than in the rest of Europe : the war between ST and Amiga, the late availability of consoles, the rise of the PC as a gaming machine...
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	The so-called "French Touch"

	 

	The French love to brag about the “French touch”, a pretentious expression almost always used to describe French games that were influential or successful - oddly, no one ever evokes the French touch when it comes to Titus games. Foreign people prefer to call French games “weird”. In its October 1991 issue, the magazine Amiga Power published a funny four-page article “Why are French games so weird?” and failed to get a convincing answer. Why, then?

	At the beginning of the 80s, the French programmers started to create games from scratch. They weren't influenced by American games: the popular computers in the USA like the Apple II, Atari 400 or C64, flopped in the French home computing market. With the arrival of the ZX Spectrum and later the Amstrad CPC, the French became more aware of the British production. For instance, games by the British studio Ultimate Play the Game inspired Crafton & Xunk and Little Big Adventure. Like the British, the French created lots of action games, and sport games as well, but not the one you expect. Strangely enough, this soccer-crazed country produced less soccer games than winter sports and tennis games, and not one single soccer team management game to my knowledge. And France produced many more adventure games, including a significant number of crime-solving stories - after all, France is the land of the série noire. Yes, but why?

	In my humble opinion, a major component of the spirit of French games is the considerable influence of bande dessinée, european comic-books. The French developers grew up reading Franco-Belgian comics and magazines like Spirou, Tintin, Pilote and Pif Gadget, and it shows. Some French games look like comics or even copy them directly. It's no surprise that, while the British software houses were obssessed with the conversions of movies and arcade games, the French software houses were keen on adapting comics on computers. Coktel Vision did some Astérix, Lucky Luke and Blueberry games, Cobra Soft did one Blake & Mortimer game, Ubi Soft published a Gomer Goof and a Ranxerox one, while Infogrames, well... Infogrames did any comics they could : The Passengers of the Wind, Iznogoud, Bobo, Bob Morane, The Quest for the Time Bird, The Toyottes, Tintin on the Moon, North & South... And they continued on 16-bit consoles in the 90's with Tintin, Astérix, The Smurfs, Lucky Luke and Spirou.
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	THE YELLOW "M"

	 

	Another huge influence was the extraordinary magazine Métal hurlant, that featured everything a geek could dream of: sci-fi, rock'n roll, avant-garde or ligne claire comics, reviews of movies, books and music, and even a column about strategy and war games signed by Général-Baron Staff - aka Jean-Patrick Manchette, a renowned crime novelist, and the author of the French translation of Alan Moore's Watchmen. If you want to see how influential Métal hurlant was, just look at the production of ERE Informatique and Exxos: it's a whole tribute to the spirit of this magazine and its comics.

	The link between comics and French computer games is not just a matter of influence: strong connections between the comics world and the computer world in the 80's existed. Several major computer game magazines contained comic strips, and sometimes one or two pages of comic reviews. For instance, Micro News featured a long-running comic about video games, Bargon Attack, that was eventually turned into an adventure game, and its creator, Rachid Chebli, became a graphic artist for Coktel Vision - and so did Thierry Ségur. Carali was the illustrator of the newspaper Hebdogiciel, his brother Edika, one of the weirdest French cartoonists, made the covers of two obscure CPC games (Bad Max and Les Dents de sa mhis), and his son Olivier Ka was a game reviewer for Joystick. Amstrad 100% had its covers designed by some more or less famous artists. And it worked the same with game companies: Jean Solé was a Mac fan and a collaborator of Froggy Software. Daniel Hochard, aka Imagex, wrote a few comics before turning into a graphic artist for computer games and a textile designer. Benoît Sokal designed some of Microïds' biggest selling games. Philippe Caza made a few covers for Infogrames.

	The “weirdness” of the French designers just comes from their intensive reading of comics, and if you read any of Moebius' or Philippe Druillet's work, you know how imaginative they can be. It may also be one of the reasons why the French created so many textual adventure games in the 80s, with many pictures, few animations and short texts - unfortunately not of the same literary quality as Infocom or Magnetic Scrolls games. And it may explain too why France became the best and most productive European country for graphic adventures - and one of the first to do so: the ST version of Le Manoir de Mortevielle was released around the same time as Maniac Mansion.
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	The golden age major players (1983 - 2002)

	 

	The golden age of French computer games is marked out by two dates. 1983 is the year of birth of three key players of this industry: ERE Informatique, Infogrames and Loriciels. 2002 is the beginning of a commercial crisis in the video game market that put several important companies out of business in three years : 2001 - Lankhor, 2002- Cryo & Kalisto, 2003 - Silmarils, 2004 - Adeline, Delphine Software & Titus.

	[image: Image]

	CAPTAIN BLOOD

	 

	ERE Informatique / Exxos

	ERE Informatique worked differently than the other software houses: they had almost no in-house development team. They worked as a book publisher, receiving projects and demos from external developers. The editor, Philippe Ulrich, selected the games deemed good enough to be published, and the artist Michel Rho drew the title screens and the box covers. ERE Informatique's productions form a coherent mix of adventure and action titles, with a clear penchant for sci-fi and original scenarios. Some of their most memorable games are Macadam Bumper, a great pinball construction set, Get Dexter, the French answer to Ultimate Play the Game, the adventure game SRAM, the lovely Bubble Ghost, and the strip-poker game Teenage Queen. ERE Informatique also published the first games by Paul Cuisset (Phoenix) and Stéphane Picq (Birdie). In 1987, ERE Informatique was bought by Infogrames. In 1988, their members launched the label Exxos for their more ambitious in-house games. The first Exxos game, Captain Blood, was an artistic and commercial achievement. Crash Garrett, Purple Saturn Day and Kult followed. The developers claimed Exxos was a divinity giving them the inspiration for their games. Every time the development of an Exxos game was completed, Philippe Ulrich publicly sacrificed one of the computers used to program it with the cry “ata ata hoglo hulu”. Sadly, due to the financial difficulties of Infogrames, the team of ERE Informatique collectively quit in 1989 to form Cryo.
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	DRAKKHEN

	 

	Infogrames

	The company with the armadillo became in the 80's the first entertainment software producer in France. The recipe of their success: the “gift of the gab” of their co-founder Bruno Bonnell, some educational software, several crime-solving adventures (L'Affaire, L'Affaire Vera Cruz, L'Héritage), lots of comics adaptations and a few other things like Mandragore, one of the first French computer role-playing games, Chamonix Challenge or Sidewalk. They bought ERE Informatique and the intellectual property of Cobra Soft, and found in Epyx a reliable American distributor. Everything looked alright, but Infogrames almost sunk in the late 80s for several reasons: the flop of the terrible Bob Morane games, the cancellation of a promising merge with Epyx and the closure of their commercial partner FIL. They were narrowly saved by their deal for the European distribution of a little game named SimCity. Infogrames recovered and started the development of all types of games: original 3D worlds (The Light Corridor, Alpha Waves), role-playing (Drakkhen), sport (Advantage Tennis), and, of course, adventure: Eternam, Shadow of the Comet and the seminal Alone in the Dark. Infogrames diversified its activities in CDTV, CD-I, consoles, telematics (the network Infonie), and it was only the beginning...
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	Loriciels

	After the armadillo comes the kitten! Founded by Laurent Weill and Marc Bayle, Loriciels was one of the most prolific developers and publishers on 8-bit systems: a few utilities, but above all lots of games - mainly action, text adventures and puzzles. The quality of the games was uneven, but some of them were unforgettable or historically important: L'Aigle d'or (by Louis-Marie Rocques, who later co-founded Silmarils), The Fifth Axis (an excellent Impossible Mission clone for MO5), Eric Chahi's first two published games (Infernal Runner and Le Pacte), Sapiens (an open-world survival simulation in Prehistoric times), the pretty funny Billy la banlieue, the isometric adventures Bactron, MGT and Top Secret. 

	 

	Based near Paris, Loriciels opened two small offices in Grenoble and Annecy and switched to 16-bit systems with once again several achievements: Mach 3, one of the first 16-bit games with digitized voices and music in the title screen, Turbo Cup, sold with a toy car and sponsored by the racing driver René Metge who wore the Loriciels logo on his car, the lovely Skweek, West Phaser and its light phaser. In 1990, the company shortened its name to Loriciel, adopted a trendier new logo and tried to develop more complex games, like Panza Kick Boxing, but they started to struggle with financial difficulties, released several compilations to stay afloat and finally closed in 1994. Don't hesitate to check out the fansite Loriciel.net to discover their catalogue.
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	Froggy Software

	Founded in 1984 by Jean-Louis Le Breton, Froggy Software had a very specific activity: they published only text adventure games for the Apple II. This computer didn't sell a lot in France, and they refused to include a copy protection in their software, so none of their games sold much. In 1986, they released two adventures games for the Macintosh and closed down the following year. Jean-Louis Le Breton wrote a short history of the company on his website.

	http://jeanlouislebreton.com/L-histoire-de-Froggy-Software_10_20.html
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	MURDERS IN SPACE

	 

	Cobra Soft

	Probably unknown outside of France, this was one of the most innovative French software houses of the 80s. Their most famous production is Meurtres, a range of crime-solving adventures. Meurtres sur l'Atlantique was sold in a big cardboard file, and the boxes of the three following games contained lots of physical objects and clues to solve the case: letters, newspaper cuts, carved stones. The box of Murders in Space was so full it was hard to close! The battleship simulation HMS Cobra was sold in a boardgame-like box containing a map, a ruler, a protractor, two manuals and a 300-page book. Cobra Soft also made the first adaptation of a French movie on computers (Les Ripoux) and two boardgame adaptations (Maxi Bourse, Full Metal Planete). Their boss and lead designer, Bertrand Brocard, recently co-founded the CNJV and is one of the most active personalities of the video game preservation field in France.
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	GOBLIIINS

	 

	Coktel Vision / Tomahawk

	Founded in 1984 by Roland Oskian, Coktel Vision produced the same kind of software as Infogrames: educational software and comics adaptations, as well as the innovative historical games designed by Muriel Tramis: Mewilo and Freedom. Mewilo earned them a medal from the town council of Paris. In 1987, they used the label Tomahawk to publish their games and, with the help of game designer François Nédelec, they developed all kinds of games: erotic (Emmanuelle, Geisha), racing (Paris Dakar 1990, Skidoo), fighting (No Exit) and 3D exploration (Galactic Empire). However, these games got mixed reviews. In 1990, with the incredible success of Adi, they decided to concentrate their efforts on adventure games (the Gobliiins trilogy, Fascination, Bargon Attack) and 3D games (A.G.E., Inca). They significantly improved their graphic skills and were one of the first French software companies to work on CD-ROM (E.S.S. Mega, Fascination). They were noticed by Sierra who entrusted their European distribution to them. In 1993, they were finally bought by Sierra and officially became Sierra France. They stopped game development in 1996.
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	Microïds

	Financially supported by Loriciels during their first years of existence, Microïds had a surprisingly long career without any groundbreaking title in their eclectic catalog before 1996. Actually, one of their greatest achievements has been to keep producing adventure games after 1999, when the genre was considered dead: L'Amerzone, Post Mortem, Syberia (awarded “Adventure Game of the Year” by Computer Gaming World in 2003). Thanks to these games, they survived the 2002 crisis. Their most noticeable early games: the Super Ski trilogy, Grand Prix 500 2, the puzzle game Swap, Nicky Boom, Dominium and Genesia (two flawed strategy games with interesting ideas)...
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	Titus

	Ooh la la! This is the company we love to hate. After a long streak of bad games (Crazy Cars, Fire and Forget, Wild Streets), Titus signed a distribution and development deal with Disney Software in 1990 and made the equally bad Dick Tracy - the deal didn't last long, as one year later Disney Software signed with Infogrames. After that, Titus finally got a grip with several great platform games: Prehistorik, The Blues Brothers, Les Aventures de Moktar, and Crazy Cars 3, which is the best of the trilogy. The games they made after 1994 are mostly forgettable. It's still a total mystery to me that, with such a mediocre catalogue, they became big enough to buy Digital Integration and be the majority shareholder of Interplay and Virgin Interactive. Couldn't their investors make a better use of their money?
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	Ubi Soft

	The history of the company founded in 1986 by the Guillemot brothers can be split in two parts: before and after 1995. The pre-1995 Ubi Soft published - and sometimes developed - some historically significant French games: Fer & flamme, Zombi, B.A.T., the vaporware - or, as we say in a more poetical manner, l'Arlésienne - Iron Lord. We can add to the list the enjoyable Jupiter's Masterdrive and The Teller, one of Michel Ancel's first games. But Ubi Soft was also a software distributor. They imported in France some of the most famous international publishers' games: Cinemaware, Spectrum HoloByte, Activision, Mirrorsoft, Elite, Domark, and so forth. They also published the first games of Germany-based Blue Byte before buying them a dozen of years later.

	In 1991, their game publishing activity almost came to a halt while they kept distributing foreign software (LucasArts, Novalogic, Bethesda Softworks, Adventure Soft) and released lots of compilations of old games. Meanwhile, they secretly opened development centers in France, Romania and, later, Canada. In 1995, Ubi Soft accomplished its big comeback in the game development field with Action Soccer (designed in France, programmed in Romania), and, of course, Rayman - and the rest, as they say, is history. For some obscure reason, the company dropped the space in its name and is now simply labelled as “Ubisoft”.
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	Silmarils

	This company founded by the brothers Louis-Marie Rocques and André Rocques never tried to open offices in other countries or conquer the world, and it kept reasonable dimensions during its whole existence. Probably influenced by Psygnosis, graphically speaking (just compare their games' box art), Silmarils produced mainly action/adventure games (the hit Targhan, Colorado, Starblade, Metal Mutant), sci-fi management games (Storm Master, Transarctica) and role-playing games (the Ishar trilogy). These game often have awkward design flaws, but they also have a strong graphic personality and imaginative scenarios and universes. If you don't want to play them, at least have at look at them, they're worth it.
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	Lankhor

	This small company earned its place in the hall of fame for its two Jérôme Lange adventures, the revolutionary Mortville Manor and Maupiti Island: mouse-driven interface, digitized voice for all dialogues (without any soundcard), innovative design, deep atmosphere and plot. Maupiti Island's Amiga port is still a masterpiece of adventure games to my eyes. Their following game, Black Sect, flopped and put them in serious financial trouble. They also released the excellent and ultra-fast racing game Vroom on ST and Amiga, some educational software (Rody & Mastico), and several games made by independent developers, in the old ERE Informatique tradition: action games for the Amiga and the ST (Outzone, G.Nius) and adventure games for the CPC (Alive, Fugitif). For more info, visit the great fansite Lankhor.net.

	 

	Ocean France

	Okay, Ocean was a British company, but their French bureau, opened in 1988 and led by Marc Djan, produced some of their best arcade conversions (Operation Wolf, Pang, Toki, the unreleased Snow Bros), as well as Beach Volley and Ivanhoe. They deserved a mention here.
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	Delphine Software

	Delphine Software was the game development division set by Delphine Records. It was managed by Michael Sportouch and joined by Paul Cuisset and Eric Chahi. After two action games (Bio Challenge and Castle Warrior), they were the first in France to get inspiration from Lucasfilm Games and Sierra On-Line to make more dynamic adventures, and thus labelled their brand Delphine cinématique. They released an exceptional series of “cinematic” adventures and action/adventure games: Les Voyageurs du temps, Operation Stealth, Croisiion Stealthtemdavre (aka Cruise for a Corpse), Another World, Flashback, and Fade to Black. All these games earned them the recognition of their peers around the world and the respect of the British magazine Zero who tagged them the Gallic Bitmap Brothers (amid lots of Richard Clayderman jokes). Okay, they also made Shaq Fu. So what?
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	Cryo

	This team of ex-ERE Informatique members started exactly where Exxos had stopped: their first game, the gorgeous Extase, shares the spirit of Exxos games. They were immediately supported by Virgin Games, who offered them the license of the movie Dune. “Supported” may not be the right word, because Virgin Games dangerously interfered in the development of Dune and KGB. However, these two awesome games gave Cryo the international recognition they deserved. In less than two years, they became the most advanced French entertainment software company in terms of graphic technology and art direction. Megarace, Commander Blood and Lost Eden impressed the whole gaming world, even if their design is arguable - after all, Megarace is just a slower Fire and Forget with Silicon Graphics background and FMV. Following the development of their 3D engine Omni3D and the tremendous success of Versailles, Cryo created several historical adventure games (Egypt, China), as well as Atlantis I & II, but this mainstream direction disheartened lots of traditional gamers, and the flawed and/or buggy Deo Gratias and Saga didn't help.
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	Kalisto

	These Dune fans from Bordeaux originally started as Atreid Concept and worked mainly on Macintosh: Cogito, S.C.Out, Tiny Skweeks, and the Mac port of Powermonger. They later renamed themselves Kalisto and released the very enjoyable Fury of the Furries. Then they were bought by Mindscape, became Mindscape Bordeaux, released Al Unser Jr Arcade Racing and Warriors, quit Mindscape, got their old name back and gained wider recognition with Dark Earth, Nightmare Creatures and Ultimate Race Pro.
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	Adeline Software

	This development studio founded by several ex-creators of Alone in the Dark made the fabulous Little Big Adventure (AKA Relentless: Twinsen's Adventure) and Little Big Adventure 2, and the very decent Time Commando. Need I say more?

	 

	 

	
Four Iconic French PC Game Magazines

	 

	Hebdogiciel (1983-1987)

	This newspaper, whose name is a portmanteau of “hebdomadaire”/”weekly” and “logiciel”/”software”, was full of listings of games sent by its readers for all kinds of computers available in France. A few months later it started to feature short news and reviews of games, and a bit later reviews of comics, movies and music. What made Hebdogiciel so unique? Its “fuck you” attitude. Written in a familiar language and illustrated with stupid cartoons, it mercilessly ridiculed bad games and incompetent manufacturers. Some of their provocative headlines were legendary: “This computer is dangerous” (introducing a laudative review of the CPC), “Sorry, computing is shit”, “IBM: clowns!” or “Amstrad: mickeys!” Some reviews looked like they'd been written on drugs. Hebdogiciel made a lot of enemies and won a few lawsuits before ceasing abruptly its publication in 1987.

	 

	Tilt (1982-1994)

	The best and most famous video game magazine of the 80s and early 90s. Embellished with Jérôme Tesseyre's pixelated covers, it was neither too serious nor too immature, usually reliable and well written and featured great articles. In 1991, they tried to rejuvenate their editorial policy and the quality of the magazine progressively dropped until its demise in early 1994.

	 

	Joystick (1990-2012)

	Originally a weekly magazine named Joystick Hebdo, it became monthly and rebranded Joystick in 1990. During their first three years of existence, they scored the games too generously, but it got better later, and anyway the quality of the layout and the texts made up for it. Influenced by the Monty Python and some French humorists (Les Nuls, Pierre Desproges), humor was the trademark of Joystick for more than a decade : cartoons, fake news, running gags, silly videos on their CD-ROM, and so forth.

	 

	Génération 4 (1987-2004)

	Another long-running magazine, vaguely looking like Zzap!64 when it was launched. It changed its internal and external layout more often than necessary, and its humor was often heavy-handed, but it was still interesting

	
 

	THE TALES

	 

	Here is a list of the thirteen interviews you will find in Épopée . All of them delve into around the retelling of their prolific career in the video game industry. A lot of editing went through to avoid breaking NDA and to make sure the interviewees agreed with the content displayed in this book.

	 

	-Marc Albinet

	Veteran from the demomaking era in the 80s, he worked in Lyon's video game industry scene and now works at Montréal.

	-Stéphane Baudet

	Pioneer of Infogrames' consoles division and founder of Eden Games, he also created the famous racing series V-Rally.

	-Bertrand Brocard

	One of the “true” pioneers of video game development in France, who worked independently in the 80s and now one of the main forces behind the push for archiving French video game history.

	-Yannick Cadin

	The programmer behind Zombi, Ubisoft's very first in-house game.

	-Didier Chanfray

	Frédérick Raynal's partner-in-crime, Didier is the art director behind the original Alone in the Dark and all the games from Adeline Software and Dreamcast era's No-Cliché.

	-Hubert Chardot

	Infogrames' fixer who helped in many dire situations with the company for over ten years.

	-Patrick Charpenet

	Art director at Infogrames before moving town in Los Angeles, working for Activision and eventually becoming independent.

	-William David

	Founder of Swing Swing Submarine and creator of Blocks That Matter and Seasons After Fall.

	-Olivier Derivière

	The composer behind the Obscure series, Alone in the Dark (2008), Remember Me and many more.

	-Julien Dessourteaux

	Veteran of Cyanide Studios and creator of the Styx series.

	-David Legrand

	Founder of In-Utero and one of the minds behind Evil Twin: Cyprien's Chronicles.

	-Jehanne Rousseau

	Founder of Spiders Games and hardcore roleplaying game enthusiast.

	-Antoine Villette

	Founder of Darkworks, the studio behind Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare and Cold Fear.

	
MARC ALBINET

	 

	SELECTIVE LUDOGRAPHY

	Agony, Prisoner of Ice, Little Big Adventure 2, Hexplore, Assassin's Creed: Unity

	 

	GAME STUDIOS

	Infogrames, Doki Denki, Phoenix Interactive, Ubisoft Montreuil, Ubisoft Montréal

	 

	Kickstarting his career at a very young age by joining the “Ubisoft Mansion” in the heart of Brittany in the late 80s, Albinet can boast of having worked all the way with the French publisher as he eventually came back, many years later, to teach his peers about game design and to helm one of its biggest franchises during one of its dire times: Assassin's Creed Unity.

	Between those two periods, there is a long story of  jumping from company to company, assuming multiple positions and working hard to offer the best gameplay solutions in the very tricky domain of casual gaming in the Wii age. Once based in Lyon and now living in Montréal, like many French veteran developers who just cannot let go, Marc was kind enough to spare some time to reminisce while mapping the next step in an already fruitful career that spans over three decades. A career that all started in the demomaking scene.

	 

	Let's go back to your early years in the gaming industry.

	It's been a while honestly. How old was I? 17, 18? I was big into the demomaker scene. I was a 2D artist in all but name; making fonts, bitmaps, sprites, you name it. In the 80s, the Internet was merely a faraway dream and we essentially wrote to each other. Yet from time to time, we all met together. I often went to Belgium, and sometimes even as far as the Netherlands. Most of the “pirates” came from the Nordic countries, so we tried to find a pretty central place. The charming town of Venlo, about five kilometers away from Maastricht, was where we established our monthly “copy party”. Given Maastricht's crossroads location, stuck between three countries, one can easily understand why they chose to sign the European Union treaty there! Our meeting took place in a private event hall. A fairly big place, able to hold about 200 people.

	 

	Are you talking about the famous Atari ST demomaker scene?

	No, the previous generation, working on Commodore 64. I lent a hand to Belgian demomakers by making graphic assets. Reading one of the early issues of Tilt1, I stumbled upon a job advert by Ubisoft, looking for coders and artists. Keep in mind the very concept of a “game designer” was unheard of at the time. I told myself I'd rather do this as a summer job than stock shelves at Carrefour. A few days later, I got a reply and the interview process ended in Paris with Gérard Guillemot. My profile piqued his interest, so he offered me to come visit their Breton headquarters - fed and put up for free for the entire summer. Living in Lyon, I hopped on the earliest train to reach Redon station around 07:30 AM, where Gérard picked me up. He drove me to Ubisoft's manor, in the heart of Brocéliande Forest2. And that was my first venture into the video game industry.

	 

	You were already keen on video games, though. You read Tilt!

	In Lyon, I spent all my time at La Vogue, the name given to the local carnies' spot. They had a ton of arcade cabinets very early on and I became addicted to Space Invaders. I was thunderstruck, so I fed an astronomical amount of coins to these machines, especially Discs of Tron. Later, I spent an entire summer plucking cherries to pay for my Atari 2600 - Imagine, Space Invaders in your living room! Then came the Coleco with Zaxxon. I modded my home consoles on a daily basis. For example, the Coleco's plug ports are identical to the C64's, so I plugged in a keyboard to cheat. [laughter]

	 

	Let's go back to the Ubisoft Mansion experience.

	At the time, the Guillemot brothers had rented the left wing of a mansion while the owner stayed in the right wing. It was a pretty big place, with a kitchen in the basement that a caterer would come fill every day and rooms and workspaces on the upper floor. We all slept upstairs; it was like a top-notch hotel with cleaning ladies coming now and then. The grounds around the manor were 9 kilometers wide, with a lake and even statues at the center. Crazy stuff! Gérard lived on site and worked during the day half-an-hour drive from there in Carentoir, their family cradle and one of the two publishing HQs. Yves went back to Paris during the week, so we were left on our own most of the time. You came in, signed a crude author contract with a price attached and that was it. Needless to say, with a bunch of teenagers left alone, daily life became quite erratic. The Guillemot brothers were very young at that time and - from their perspective - the idea wasn't all that crazy. A lot has changed since.

	 

	So it was an incubator of sorts.

	Yeah, but we were 100% free, whereas in incubators you're always accountable. We were just a bunch of kids doing what we loved best. As a result, we ended up living during the night and sleeping during the day, cutting ourselves off from the outside world. Obviously at that age you can focus entirely on your passion and that's the wonderful thing about it, isn't it? We worked hard and produced a bunch of games for Ubi.

	 

	How many of you were there?

	Twenty-ish… I went there twice in a row: once after my bac3 and again at the end of my first year of college since you get a lot of free time there [laughter]. I became friends with other developers such as Yves Grollet, Franck Sauer, and Yann Robert. We made Unreal and Agony together before parting ways. You might recognize them as the creators of Outcast.

	 

	How did game development work back then? Coders and artists just designed gameplay as they went along?

	A rough analogy would be shooting a movie with only the actors and the crew. We never really put a lot of thought into it. Everyone shared the same wishes and the same artistic inspiration. Creation became an organic process where each person brought his own skills to the table and - more through passion than through expertise - something came out of the process. Our skills were summed up by how much mastery we had over our tools. We were simply passionate people trying to create games. It was a young industry; making a game was enough to simply exist.

	 

	What kind of tools did you use?

	On Commodore 64, I can't remember. I had a KoalaPad, an awful graphic tablet.. So bad the bundled software was much more interesting than the tablet itself! The C64's limitations were quite something: 8x8, four colors with one transparent, and the last three were restricted to a rough 12-color selection. I'm not even talking about the screen resolution; It was 160x80, I think? The Amiga was a game-changer. Deluxe Paint was king on that platform - a real Swiss-army knife. Great UI, a very handy little thing; you could even make animation using multiple pages, like cartoon celluloid. This system allowed you to save graphics into the Amiga's memory. In theory, D-Paint only allowed a main page and a spare page for each file, but you could cheat by using the animation pages as infinite spare pages. This represented a tremendous boost of time to integrate graphs in-game. With D-Paint, you could bypass the usual graphic hurdles and simulate recombination systems.

	 

	Then you worked on Ilyad and Unreal, still as an artist.

	I did the first one with Olivier Régis, a Swiss and another survivor of the demomaker scene. He lived in Lausanne, which was not that far. Distance wasn't much of a problem either, with the coder on one side and the artist on the other. He simply gave me the technical constraints and I dealt with them. Skype wasn't around obviously, but I took the train there from time to time.

	 

	You never thought about working in-house at Ubisoft?

	No, since I neither lived in Brittany nor in Paris, I remained a third-party dev, unlike my Belgian buddies Yves and Frank who settled in Redon. They worked two years there before coming back home. Then, we made Agony for Psygnosis together.

	 

	How the hell did three Belgians and a Lyonnais sign a deal with that legendary English publisher?

	Agony was born from a common desire to make a coin-op game, a serious milestone for us: using electronic cards with much more power. Unfortunately, it remained a dream as Yves had to do his military service a few months later. We gathered to think about the next step, making a game within a three to six-month window, something cheap and something easy. The coin-op would have to wait for Yves' return. Since I had just finished Ilyad in the span of a couple of months I suggested another shoot 'em up. With three people working on it instead of two, the dev cycle would be even shorter. We were pretty hardcore during our formative years, seeking both technical and graphical perfection. Yves brought this “trial playfield” idea to make the best of multiple layers despite the Amiga's limitations. Normally, a single 2D background would have been the end of it, but with Yves' tech we made something much nicer. All summer long we worked on it, right up until the ECTS4 London in September.

	Using a dev pass graciously provided by Ubi, our objective was to slip in during the business days and sell our demo to the highest bidder. As you can expect, the trial playfield prototype with a single stand-in character was finished at three in the morning the day before. We saved it on two floppies, because you never know - life is no bed of roses. So there we were, soliciting at every booth to get meetings with producers until eventually we stumbled upon Psygnosis' booth, where we met with Steven Riding. They knew we meant business thanks to our accreditation and our previous games. We inserted the floppy into the Amiga, launched the game, and he was blown away. He asked us to stay exactly where we were and a few minutes later Shadow of the Beast's dev team arrived and had a pretty similar reaction. We showcased our work for at least 15 minutes before Steven and Yves started chatting and we ended up having lunch in a restaurant. One week later, we were signing our contract in Liverpool. Once again we developed the game all spread apart: me in Lyon, Yves and Frank in Namur. I was a student, with a lot of free time, so I crashed from time to time at their place - usually for a week.
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	Was using an owl as the character a way to appeal to Psygnosis?

	No, it was the result of several things, not one in particular. During my film studies classes, I discovered Muybridge, one of the pioneers of film animation. He lived during the 19th century and to understand movement, he took successive photos of men and animals alike, birds included. What's a shoot 'em up without a ship? So we used a bird, directly influenced by his photography books. As for the owl itself… I suppose it made sense with Psygnosis' mascot. But the art direction came entirely from us. Every time we went to London, we would clean out bookstores looking for brand new artbooks, especially those about fantasy. I found a book - still in my library - about the 19th Century British naturalistic school with hyper realist depictions of forests. This book served as my prime inspiration for Agony.

	 

	Instead of getting a fine art degree, you went for cinema?

	Let's say my education took a strange path. I graduated with a sciences-oriented bac but I didn't want to become an engineer; cinema was my thing. So I went to Lyon 2 University to study “Culture and Communications” before diverging into cinema, Bachelor and Master degrees included.

	 

	So you brushed aside your video game career?

	No, but once Agony was over, I was next for the military service. Despite my best efforts to push it back, arguing I had to support my family, there was no way around it. Luckily, through a clever ploy, I was able to stay in Lyon. My service ate up eight hours per day of my life, so my career as an artist petered out. Once my service was finished, I decided to resume my endeavors and applied at two big studios: Delphine Software and Infogrames. I got interviewed by both but Delphine was located in Paris whereas Infogrames was in my hometown. A practical choice, that was. At the office, I was welcomed with open arms by Patrick Charpenet since I was destined to become his associate art director. But it just so happened that Hubert Chardot discovered I studied film and snatched me up! So I found myself working in Prisoner of Ice's production department.

	 

	PoI was a huge production, with a huge level of interference from the powers that be.

	Well, in the video game industry, interference is our daily lot! [laughter] Still, at that time it was pretty mild compared to nowadays. To give you an idea, in a senior position, you spend 80% of your time “doing politics”. That's what we called it. You're shielding your team from outside input or internal conflicts that might threaten the project. At first, one might ponder the reason for suits but it's actually pretty simple: the stakes are simply too high, especially with the obscene amounts of money invested. Laying safeguards - whether in production or through editorial - is the obvious way for corporations to minimize risk. The game must ship at the precise release date and it must sell. On paper, it's obvious and one can only agree. The problem is who gets put in the role. Since suits do not come from game dev backgrounds they are clueless about a lot of things and spend their time spouting stupid shit. They're not randomly picked, mind you, but sometimes the casting is dead, dead wrong. In a perfect world, those jobs would be filled by senior development staff, but not a single one of them will accept! As a result, finding a perfect match is rough and the situation provokes endless maelstroms. It's the sad truth.

	 

	You didn't stay on that job for long, though.

	After a few months, Hubert made me draft scripts for various games that never saw the light of day. A total waste. Internally, Infogrames was stuck between two stools with PC on one side and consoles on the other.

	 

	Let's talk a bit about those unreleased games.

	There were so many, I barely remember any of them except for the legendary “Star Disk”. It was a project on which everyone at Infogrames - and I mean EVERYONE - worked on at the time. The man at the heart of it was Guy Selvat, a school friend of Bonnell and UFO enthusiast to boot. The guy was on X-Files levels of belief and brought the entire package with him: flying saucers, men in black, strange lights in the sky. The project was revised at least fifty times. Talk about money thrown out the window. Common sense dictates that someone would say: “Bruno, this ain't a game concept - it's your friend's personal delusion!” Here is yet again an example of Infogrames' total absence of strategy. Words to the wise: your friend's idea - regardless of how good it is - is not a game concept. Good game design isn't lurking in armchair designers' heads. It took people years to get that and now, well, it's even more complicated since quality does not always bring good sales.

	 

	You gave a hand in Alone in the Dark 2, as well.

	Just a little. I helped for the Sega Saturn's port sound design since there… wasn't any audio! I had a sound engineer with me so everything went smoothly.

	 

	And you then you left for Adeline.

	The company was thinning out. Two reasons made me leave Infogrames: a job opportunity as a writer at Adeline, and the fact the company was going to hell in a handbasket. It was tossed around by every wind, held together by its developers without giving them the proper conditions to thrive. They had money, plenty of it, but corporate meddling was reaching critical mass. Furthermore, their quality and business objectives were characterized by a total lack of vision. When trouble was brewing, Bonnell aimed in a new direction and all followed - but that just wasn't enough. There was a huge structure problem, and it reeked of disaster. So I jumped ship with this nice opportunity.

	 

	Becoming a full-time writer at Adeline.

	When I arrived, Little Big Adventure 2's dev had already started and I dove into the writing. After months of devising Infogrames' aborted stories, I was used to the job. Once I got my bearings, did a tidbit of level design, I wrote pages and pages of dialogue. The guiding principle had already been set up, so the objective was to cover every remaining nook and cranny: locations, minor characters, etc.
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	Frédérick Raynal and Didier Chanfray just pitched you the game and off you went to write a huge part of it - wasn't that tricky?

	Once a game director gives you his intentions, you digest them pretty quickly. LBA 2 revolved around the original village and its characters. I also knew that down the line a second planet would be waiting, how the game was divided, and who the baddies were. For everything else, it was pretty much “sort it out yourself”! [laughter] It went without a hitch; I slipped in references wherever I could like Rick's Cafe on Zeelich, which is a nod to Casablanca. Little things like that.

	 

	I'm shocked by how many times you swapped positions.

	That's because you have a modern view of the game industry. Things weren't as partitioned back then. They looked at your skills and your background and dropped you wherever you might be useful.

	 

	You didn't stay at Adeline when they became a Sega first-party studio?

	No, it felt like they were going in a very different direction and I got yet another nice opportunity with another studio called Doki Denki. By chance, I ran into Mustapha Ailane, a former classmate, in the halls of Infogrames. Yet another one of life's many mysteries. Back then, he owned his own video editing company, Heliovisions. We kept in touch and a few years later he called me, looking to expand his activities to video games. Perfect timing, since Denis Dufour, another Infogrames alumni, had developed a brilliant voxel engine on his own and was eager to use it. This was before accelerated 3D. We made Hexplore with it, an isometric action-RPG published by Ocean.

	 

	A fun little game, half-Zelda, half-The Lost Vikings.

	I was just out of LBA 2, so its influence was still felt heavily and Zelda had been a prime source of inspiration for Adeline. I took back the concept, adding four-character swapping to make combat easier and puzzles using their respective skills. The team was pretty small, about 15 people tops. Denis did just as amazing a job on the online functions as he did on the engine. Hexplore was one of the first online coop games. Sales were good, allowing us to cover our costs. The staff was mostly made up of Infogrames alumni, obviously.

	 

	Names like Vincent Terraillon, Frederic Bascou.

	They came with the people responsible for console ports at Adeline: Olivier Lhermite and Mickaël Pointier - the former had just shipped Age of Conan while the latter was at EA. Hexplore's good experience steered the company towards expanding. The multiple branches - video processing, video games - led to the creation of a mini-holding, and Heliovisions became a full-fledged video game studio, now named Doki Denki. The boss was Pierre Mousson, a Harvard alumni and for a time the head of the SNJV5. Infogrames then contacted us to make a Smurfs game.

	 

	A production that became Arkane's cradle.

	Sort of. A hell of a lot of talented people were involved in it. Raphael, back from EA London, was the producer. The experience was quite beneficial for Doki Denki since it lead to Disney contracting us! They were looking for a studio with experience in children's games to make PSX/N64/PC licenced titles. Not only casual games, but games with solid gameplay behind them. Doki signed a deal for four games with them. It was enormous!

	 

	That's definitely the other way around in my mind. I would have thought it was the devs trying to get Disney's attention.

	Disney is about as big a ship as it gets obviously but they swap captains all the time and each has their strategy. At one time they want to publish their own games and another time they're happy with licensing to another publisher. We were reaching the end of the former strategy and once the four games shipped, they signed with Ubi for a quick buck.

	 

	How do you design a game aimed at children?

	At first, being game designer is a very reflexive job: you make a game you want to play. It's instinctive, natural; everybody does it. When your demographic target is made of children from three to eight, it becomes a whole new process - which I learned on The Smurfs. Back then, Nicolas Nova was an intern at our place, a cognitive sciences academic from Geneva Polytechnic school. He pulled out a spreadsheet with children's cognitive skills. For example, they learn to read around five. It might sound silly but it means that you cannot put any text before that, only voiceovers. There is also a mental capacity that cannot be overburdened. The first steps were pretty rough for me because I realized my creative ideas were totally outside of the panel I could offer. That's when I realized games are made for others, not for myself. The penny drops when you're able to ask yourself the following questions: Who is my target? What do they want? What can they do? That's when you enter the wonderful world of user experience.

	Basically it was what we call UX today. Everything must be tailored for your players. On The Smurfs for example, we had to offer multiple games, otherwise we would automatically alienate a fair share of our target. The priority is to appeal to the public - as a game designer or a creative director. Identify the value you are putting forth. In other words: why would someone put money on the table to buy your games? Let me give you an obvious example: Assassin's Creed. Admittedly the series has terrible brand fatigue nowadays but the first few installments sold for one reason: people sought an exotic holiday escape for the Christmas season. In a nutshell, they bought the games during the end of the year to take a break from their worries for a week and then never touched them again. From that statement, one can assume that complex retention and online features have no point whatsoever. There are thousands of little things like that to take into account. Immersion is also a big one since it helps the player better enjoy his virtual holiday. Denying this results in low sales. It's possible to make brilliant games than no one will buy. I've done a lot of those, by aiming at hardcore gamers. With this mindset, it's easy to get ravishing press reviews because they have a similar profile. But selling 10 millions copies is a different task entirely.

	 

	The tale of Fallout: an amazing duology still worshiped by a bunch of fanatics - me included - turned into a cash machine by Bethesda.

	Exactly, that's the maturing process of the video game industry. Early in development its fanatics making games for an audience that is their mirror image - the early adopters - before reaching for that mass market appeal. But that's incompatible with satisfying early adopters, so you have to use cunning strategies like making a multilayer game. This is one of the majors issues of virtual reality in my opinion. It will not work for video games, not with the current perspective, that's a given.

	 

	Can you expand a little on this?

	Physically, it's impossible. The human body isn't wired for it. When you move, there is a conflict between what your eyes see and what your inner ear perceives. As a result, most people get headaches or puke after five to fifteen minutes. You can train your brain to handle it, but that takes hours and hours. The only real way to proceed is to have a treadmill system - but then we're talking about fortunes in cost. Just check the awful Christmas sales numbers; it was bound to happen. A very good friend of mine, fierce believer in VR, made Eagle Flight. Obviously we do not agree on the subject, but he knows about motion sickness. I served as his lab rat for hours and I can see how he fixed a good chunk of the problems, but some biological facts simply cannot be bypassed. The only successful games will be vehicular ones because the direction of the motion is the same as your eyes.

	 

	With a game like Elite: Dangerous, it's a great way to enhance the experience.

	I tried EVE: Valkyrie and I enjoyed playing it with a VR helmet. But after half-an-hour, I put it down and asked the price: €500! And that's just for the helmet with no game, and I'm not even talking about the high-end PC you'll have to buy to play it, either. The gaming side of VR will remain an early adopter thing, and its success will come from somewhere else. Just listen to what Facebook has been repeating over and over again. First, you wrote on walls, then you added photos and then videos. Now it's 360° videos, and eventually it will be VR. It's a teleporter, plain and simple. If you're talking about travel, transmission, immersion, it works perfectly. All in all, it's just high-end surveillance cameras. Success will come from gigs and events, maybe even from cinema. Its success will come through mobile uses, too. What Samsung is up to is obvious, and Google will also join in. Then you'll buy your VR headset for Facebook and maybe pick up some $2 app store games, too.

	 

	Let's put the VR digression on hold for a moment - If I'm correct, Doki Denki died not long after releasing its last Disney game, in 2004.

	Yeah, we were lucky enough to have a solid core team so we made Phoenix Interactive, a new studio right off the bat to work on further Disney projects. This time Ubisoft acted as the publisher. Purchasing Delphine Software signed Doki Denki's death warrant.

	 

	You tried to salvage Delphine?

	Delphine was in bankruptcy; a nasty business that was. Their IP rights were entangled in confusing patterns and the only one they really owned was Moto Racer - that's why you still see mobile versions nowadays. So we presented ourselves in front of the judge, made a purchase offer with Sony and Vivendi swearing to continue publishing the series latest installment: Moto Racer Traffic. Everyone agreed, we signed, and off we went. Unfortunately, at Vivendi, those were the Jean-Marie Messier's days6. Henceforth, Vivendi never payed us and dropped the project after a year. This gave way to a dreadful court battle that lasted for years before sinking into oblivion. The studio died long before all that, since in game dev you barely have a three to six-month cash flow.

	 

	Moto Racer Traffic was a PS2 game?

	Indeed, our relation with Sony was solid. We had previously been working on a big first-party project with them, a platforming game based on Dragon Hunters. Sony was very interested in cross-media strategies, so we were supposed to take care of the video game while Futurikon conceived the movie and TV show back in Paris. So Sony financed pre-production and told us to come back to them six months later, which we did. We dropped by their London office at the beginning of the year with the prototype. Once again bad fortune struck and market saturation hit the PlayStation 2 during Christmas: Sly Racoon, Jak & Daxter, and Ratchet & Clank. I still remember Phil Harrison's rhetorical question: “What you did is great, but those three sold poorly. Think you can do better?” And so they canceled the deal.

	It wasn't easy but that's the way our business is. Sony had multiplied the number of platforming games up to the point of complete saturation. Luckily, Phoenix and the subsequent deals with Ubi allowed us to keep our heads above water. Without realizing it, we held the fort for four years, producing multiple Disney games and getting the mandate for Alexandra Ledermann's IP. The studio grew fast: we had reached 120 people by the end. All that including GBA development and a R&D department. But then the 2008 economic crisis happened with dreadful consequences for the video game industry. Publishers brought back all their projects internally and cut straight away every deal they had with third parties. For example, we were working on Arthur and the Invisibles, a trilogy for which we did the first installment, before they cut us off. And so came the end for Phoenix.
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	Lots of French studios died at the time: Darkworks, Monte Cristo...

	Up until then, the Wii's casual market had given a breather to small studios, but eventually we had to face the music. Since 2008, in my mind, three major elements became game changers: First, engines became widespread and mostly free - Unity and Unreal Engine among those. They are very powerful and can be used for professional game development. Besides, the support is amazing. Second, public funding made its appearance. They exist and they aren't that small. Their exact impact changes according to the country, but it can kickstart lots of projects. Last but not least, the monopoly of the old model - signing a deal with a publisher who becomes your only source of revenue - is no more. Today, Steam, the App Store, and the various console stores are also available. For an €18 game, Steam takes six and you keep the rest. With your €70 game, the publisher was leaving less than €10. Without their backing, raising funds was impossible - banks laughed at you when you mumbled the word “video games”. Everything has changed today. The funds are here and we're in direct contact with the client.

	 

	That might be the case, but when 50 games drop on Steam on the exact same date, visibility becomes a big problem.

	The only way to succeed is to make a deal with a PR company and sign with YouTubers. That is “if” your game is good, of course. Big publishers have their own departments to handle their personal batch of indies.

	 

	Phoenix closing down, that must have dulled your enthusiasm, no?

	I pondered the question: “Now what?” Everyone has moments of introspection like that in their lives. I took some time off because in France we're quite protected in that regard. I was an employee and in case of bankruptcy, you get your salary for six months and then two years of unemployment. Just then I was contacted by Stephane Natkin to join a PhD jury. It was with Emmanuelle Jacques' and I caught up with Nicolas Nova there. We had worked together at Phoenix, so he asked me what I was up to. I was used to training people in game design, so I thought about writing down my thoughts and turning them into a book. He put me in touch with a publisher and the next day I received a contract by mail! [laughter] It took me three months to finish it; that's when I took a peek at Ubisoft's job board.

	 

	Why Ubisoft?

	I was fed up with working at indies. At that time, it wasn't a good idea, ambitions shrank, real creative process happened at publishers, where all your projects were on time-to-market basis. I knew some Ubisoft peeps fairly well so I devised a plan: join them, get back on the game dev side, end up in Montréal, and once I'm there get the Canadian citizenship so I can break into the North American market. I didn't plan any further, that was enough. Pulling strings to get a job was out of the question for me - I never liked it - so I never called Serge Hascoët - the head of editorial. They were looking for a game design trainer and I simply applied. I found myself in an interview with Eric Couzian - Ghost Recon's creative director - and Lionel Raynaud - Hascoët's righthand man at this period, today VP of Creation at Ubisoft Montréal. Eric told me straight away that Serge wanted me to join them. [laughter] So, I found myself leading Design Academy, an Ubisoft internal organization, taking place in Châtenay, a god-forsaken town in the middle of the woods North of Paris. In a castle, again! [laughter] Training sessions lasted two weeks with 20 people from all over the world: gameplay programmers, game designers, game directors, etc. This was followed by a fortnight break before resuming, and so on. This kept me busy for a few months until I transferred to editorial as a casual gaming expert. Lionel eventually asked me to prepare another training session about the player's perceived value/time spent ratio, but Yves had already got that part. In the end, I moved to Montréal because half of my “students” worked there!

	 

	No one seems to be able to pin down editorial and its power within the company.

	Having been on both the production and editorial side, I can safely say it is powerful and not at all powerful at the same time. To be honest, people make a mountain out of a molehill. Editorial's greatest strength comes down to its cross-disciplinary accumulation of knowledge, which is rationalized and transmitted to studios. But most of its staff has never shipped a game before, which is an issue. The last games Serge shipped must have been the original Rayman and maybe two other games… 20 years ago. He is a brilliant guy, no doubt, with a real understanding of pipelines and true knowledge. Same goes for Lionel and his protégé, Yann Maçon. Eric had been a level designer for 10 years before joining editorial but he didn't stay. It's an entity struggling to hold senior dev profiles because its doesn't have the means to do so. Editorial has no direct influence on production; in the best case scenario it gives directives – which is quite frustrating for senior staff – and the line producers are fresh out of school. Youngbloods find themselves as liaisons between editorial and senior producers – guys with 10-15 years of experience. I think it's a very good concept at heart but one that must be revamped.

	Editorial's only powerful tool is called the “gate system”, which includes the pre-production gate, conception gate, etc. You fly to Paris for one day to present your work to editorial, business, and to Yves. Presentations can last an entire day. When you're done, you're invited to a restaurant while the bigwigs deliberate. From there, three scenarios can happen: green flag, orange flag, or red flag. Green means all is going smoothly, but it rarely happens – just like red! Indeed, it's impossible to halt big productions because your AC and your Far Cry need to release in good time. Blocking a gate at the start of production means your game won't ship in time. It's a business problem. Projects get orange flags all the time, and reds are reserved for new IPs. Gates can also be one-and-one meetings: four or five production people at the top of the Ubi building in the editorial room seated in front of Serge, Yann, and the line producer. Testing, talking, offering feedback – all-in-all a much better approach.

	The first Unity gate I was attached to took place in Montréal because Yves could not make it. Serge was there, the entire editorial was there, and the business team was on video conference, live from Paris. The event took place in Montréal's huge meeting room, with a 300-person capacity – and it was half full. So the presentation began. Alex Amancio, the Creative Director, and Vincent Pontbriand, the senior prod, say their piece until it's my turn to shine as game director. To my left is Yves Guillemot's face on the TV. To my right is Serge. And in front of me, a crowd of 150 people! And I had to explain my vision for the game to every and each one of them. [laughter] Yves, Serge, and a bunch of other people I can understand. But here with 150 people, it's a little too much, isn't it? [laughter] It was a gigantic Hollywood-like machine.
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	Hold on, I missed the part where you became game director on Unity. I thought you arrived in Montréal to train people.

	During said training, I was asked to showcase a Design Academy excerpt in front of the world DRH meeting. After 40 minutes, Catherine Roy approached me and tried to poach me straight away saying, “When are you coming to work for me?” She had set up the “trade direction”, an internal group made of experts dedicated to methodology and expertise. Most of its staff was made up of 15-year veterans who stayed for a year or two before leaving. I didn't hesitate long and after finishing my six-month training program, I joined. Unity was at that point totally FUBAR: no game director and no vision for the game. The production gate was three months away and panic was spreading. Pre-production was rushed, so I helped Alexandre Amancio, the creative director, with prototypes discussions. “How do we make a prototype for such a big game?” was the main question running through their heads. My reply was “Make a board game. You only need cardboard, paper and scissors.” At this very instant, he saw the light and wanted me to become their game director. I went to see Vincent and one week later, I was on the job!

	 

	Crazy, to think you'd go back to paper and scissors for… for a behemoth like Assassin's Creed.

	A studio as big as Ubi Montréal is made for shipping and only shipping, that's the essence of the problem. Like a high-speed train going full throttle, some passengers will forget why they boarded, why they left, or who is in the driver's seat. What matters is that the game ships, period. There is no strategy beyond that; henceforth the producers are king because they make sure games will be delivered on time, whatever the cost. “Do you have a problem? Tell us and we'll get you 200 more people!” That's how it works, and as long as you pass the gates, you're good to go in terms of quality and content. That's where things are messed up in my opinion. Conception and pre-production do not happen as they should. Unity was an even more dreadful example as it was the first “next-gen” AC and brands rarely survive on consecutive generations alone. The 3D engine already ran pretty well, with Notre-Dame cathedral perfectly modeled. Then the fated question is raised: “What are we going to do to make this game unique?” So the answer was to put online and single player content in the same game instance. Great! As I joined the production, I asked one of the guys to explain to me how it all works: “Well, it's easy. You open the menu, exit your current session, and then in the main menu, you finally launch the multiplayer.” To which I naturally replied, “That's nonsense, guys!” I was a big World of Warcraft player and a MMORPG fan to boot. So I took a screenshot of the alpha and circled a NPC on the screen: “This guy is a co-op quest giver, this guy is another player running around. You want to do online? Then just use a drag & drop feature without logging off!” Once again, they saw the light. Lots of things weren't properly kickstarted when I joined the production. It was very complex to bring these features back into the game, as the game had to ship. Besides, marketing kept pounding at us, telling us how tired players were of the brand. People were sick of it, so we had to find solutions. Anyway, I spent 80% of my time dealing with politics in order to maintain our vision.

	 

	But, I mean, you were the game director. Your opinion mattered, right?

	Yes, on paper at least. but when I landed there, during meetings, seasoned people gave me subtle – and not so subtle – hints that I “had never shipped an Assassin's Creed, nor any game at Montréal, period”. Alright, guys, I get it! [laughter] The people who were firmly in place, the ones who had already shipped three or four Assassin's Creeds, they had a “if it's not broken, don't fix it” mentality. Their pipelines were perfect as they were. But the sales, reviews, marketing, they all cried the same message - gamers didn't want the usual formula anymore! “But no, Marc, that's a load of bull.” Despite this context, I scored two wins: making a seamless online mode and integrating a crouching stance. It took me four months to convince all the reluctant parties. One of the main arguments against it was that the body metrics had to be retailored. But to my eyes, it was vital! My other underlying objective was to bring back challenge through “player stories”, or emerging gameplay à la Deus Ex. Here is a global objective, here are the tools, now figure the rest out yourself! Serge once told me: “The essence of Assassin's Creed is to be able to breath on your target's neck without anybody noticing.” That's all well and good, but eight times out of ten, it turns into non-stop rush & kill. The reality was cruelly detached from the theory. I tried to reconnect both. Challenge, player story, and co-op were my three main directives as a game director.

	 

	Full disclosure – I enjoyed Unity because it tried new approaches compared to the previous ones that made me drop my gamepad out of boredom. Co-op missions were really cool… when players knew what they were doing, that is.

	It's like WoW instances when someone doesn't know how to play. [laughter] I borrowed a lot from Blizzard's game for Unity, of course. I wish I had added a targeting system to divide work between players, but time was severely lacking. Plus, pre-production copy-pasted the previous entries without bringing anything new to the table. Once the project was done, I joined the funhouse, a department dedicated to innovation and smaller projects. We were working on a nice little tablet project with figurines, sort of Skylanders for mobile. But that's when we ran up against Ubisoft's tendency for inaction because when we went for production, we were told it was too much of a hassle to set up. That's when I found myself chafing at the company's limits.

	 

	What then?

	An opportunity to work on Nvizzio's Rohk came up. It was a full online game à la Rust or Ark made by Funcom alumni. The game was solid but I discovered that even a 100-person studio can have problems evaluating expertise. I never thought it possible for a company that size. I brought outside consultants in to make sure the game shipped, but I left as soon as it was done. Luckily enough, Alexandre Amancio from AC: Unity brought me another amazing opportunity. Cirque du soleil's founder, Guy Laliberté, has just set up a holding called Lune Rouge and wants to make cross-media projects: film, video game, bande dessinée7. Alex called and asked me if I wanted to create a video game studio with him! Cross-media is a tricky subject but can be a goldmine if done right, like The Walking Dead. Plus, opportunities like these are impossible to resist. Then I spent my days contacting my network and trying to recruit them. Today we have one of the best AAA Core Team in Montréal, a growing team and incredibly ambitious project. Not in scope, but the proposition value we have is so fresh that it represents a massive new market that'll quickly expand in the nest years.

	 

	Last question: can you name a few games that inspired you as a game designer?

	First would be World of Warcraft, an incredible shock for any serious designer that has everlasting longevity for good. It's a daily struggle for me not to jump right back in: WoW is immersive, social, and deep. Hate it or love it, you have to admit it's a brilliant game. There are lots of good games around nowadays, and lots of skilled people to make them. Myself, I'm more about gameplay-focused games, those that give me a lot of freedom. I can't get into linear experiences anymore, even an amazing game like Inside, I drop it after one hour of playtime; I'm just fed up. Obviously I'm big into open worlds. I welcomed survival games like Rust or Ark. “Figure it out by yourself, I'm not telling you anything.” You die in 30 seconds, then in two minutes, then in 10 minutes, and so on. The player gains experience, not the character. World of Warcraft remains my model above all. Right now the new Zelda is coming up, and I'm sure it will be awesome, but I'd rather play Witcher 3, Horizon, or the new Ghost Recon. I don't identify myself with linear games anymore. Well, I say that but I'm going through Dishonored 2. The story is linear but the way you play is totally up to you.

	 

	And the level design is amazing.

	And you really perceive the notion of time value. It's a tough game, so after an hour, you put down the pad because you're fed up. But as soon as you stop, you can't think about anything but your next session. Why? Because you were challenged. Open worlds rely more on immersion. Completing Witcher 3 felt like putting Frank Herbert's Dune back on the bookshelf. You exit a setting in which you had just been immersed for thousands of hours. Have you seen everything? Of course not, but it's more than enough and it's hard to let go. Then again, like everyone I buy tons of random shit on Steam and barely play any of it for more than an hour. [laughter] I thought it would be the same with Mad Max – having the mixed reviews in mind – but my playtime shows 80 hours! Distance is handled brilliantly and the zoning system is well-crafted, too. I'm a sucker for open-world games, I'm telling you.

	
STÉPHANE BAUDET

	 

	SELECTIVE LUDOGRAPHY

	North & South, Astérix, The Smurfs, V-Rally, Kya: Dark Legacy, Test Drive: Unlimited, Assasin's Creed Brotherhood, Monkey Quest, Ballpark Empire, Fallout Shelter, Rollercoaster Tycoon Touch

	 

	GAME STUDIOS

	Infogrames, Eden Games, Ubisoft, Behaviour Interactive, Tiny Digital Factory

	 

	Always seeking new experiences, Stéphane Baudet quickly moved from position to position within Infogrames, creating and expanding the entire console department and later designing the V-Rally series, one of the best driving game franchises of the game industry.

	Also founder of Eden Games, he tried to make his company thrive as long as possible before entering the intimate circle of Ubisoft executives. Now located in Montréal, he shares his thoughts on mobile gaming and monetization as they appear like new challenges he sees fit to tackle.

	 

	How did you get into the video game industry?

	As a teenager, I was big into tabletop games. I had various computers such as the Sinclair ZX 81, and later an Amstrad. But first and foremost, I was keen on the hardware side, so I studied industrial data processing in 1987-1988. Being self-taught, I programmed my own games, thanks to L'hebdogiciel - a very tongue-in-cheek and opinionated French computer mag. I learned a lot simply by reading and typing the code snippets within its pages; I even ended up being published myself! We only used Assembler back then; C & Pascal were just around the corner. At the end of my school days, I devised a career plan: mess around for a few years with video games before shifting to a serious job. How well did that turn out! [laughter] There weren't many French game developers back in those days. In 1988 we only had Ubisoft, Loriciels, Titus, and Infogrames, which had just bought Ere Informatique and Cobrasoft. I applied to Infogrames and joined as a programmer soon after, to my teachers' dismay. I've never been good in school except in computer science, my real passion. I got the best grades in the entire Paris zone, so they were sad to see me go create video games.

	 

	I can imagine they despised video games back then. Which projects did you work on when you started?

	Mostly Amiga and Atari ports. My first port was Opération Jupiter from Atari ST to Amiga. An infiltration game with the GIGN8 repackaged as Hostages abroad (ed note : The American NES port was known as Rescue : The Embassy Mission). The game sold well everywhere but in France, a recurring element in my career. Since I was quite fond of board games, I toyed with the idea of designing a real time strategy game - the first of its genre - set during the Napoleonic Wars. Fortunately, Infogrames had acquired the Tuniques Bleues' IP but the project wasn't going anywhere, so I transposed my concept. The gist of it was to offer dual-layer gameplay with both a tactical map of the American Civil War to move units around on, and an action phase to determine the outcome of each battle. It was a cool project that allowed me to try my hand at game design and project management. We had a team of only 5 or 6 people, and the producer was busy with higher-end stuff. Once again, the game sold well abroad but not in France.
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	In the US, North and South's NES port earned a lot of accolades.

	A Japanese company, Kemco, took care of that one, allowing me to go to Japan for the first time in my life. In 1991, things were less tourist friendly than they are now - there wasn't a single direction in English! I learned a lot about local work ethics, harsh hierarchy, traditions, etc. It was a very fruitful experience and the first of a long series since Infogrames cultivated many good relationships with Japanese partners.

	 

	Good relations that involved Drakkhen, for which you are credited as a programer. But it was on Amiga if I recall correctly.

	Amiga and Atari ST; those two always went in hand in France. It was my mentor's – Michel Royer – pet project. He worked on it with some colleagues after work. I lent a hand too, mostly implementing character creation after a hard day's work on North & South. Michel really pushed the engine tech as far as he could, creating a pseudo 3D RPG. But the pace became unsustainable, and Bonnell eventually approved Drakkhen as an “official” Infogrames project, limiting work hours to daytime. The game core was all but ready, made by both Royer & Richard Bottet - who passed away in 2013 - but with no sign of a plot yet. So they brought in Froideval9 for scriptwriting and Caza10 drew the cover art. The Japanese liked Drakkhen so much they bought the Fujitsu FM-Towns rights and I ported the whole thing. I typed lines and lines of text in Japanese while being totally clueless about what any of it meant. One thing led to an another and eventually Nintendo came to us seeking Mode 7 games for the Super Nintendo launch. Mode 7 was pretty close to Drakkhen's Amiga tech, so we made it to the launch with nine other games! No one gave a shit in France, but we were featured in Famitsu! Sometimes it took me years to realize that a game I had worked upon got a good reception abroad. It was very frustrating.

	 

	That much, huh?

	Keep in mind that working for Infogrames at the time wasn't all rainbows and sunshine, especially since we had bad press: short games, that were either too casual or too hard. French bashing was in the air and game devs here felt like losers. This was one of my motivations for seeking international positions.

	 

	Without Internet and a lack of international mobility you must have felt quite isolated.

	Well, it also brought some nice surprises. Every year Bonnell went to sell our games and seek potential publishers at Las Vegas' CES. He always brought back a ton of games with him, ones that would be potentially interesting to publish in Europe. So back in 1990, I rummaged around in the stack of CES games and unearthed a Macintosh floppy with the handwritten label “SimCity”. Man, Will Wright probably wrote it himself! I wish I hadn't lost it. Anyway, that was the original Mac black & white version, and being the only Mac fan around the office, I searched the entire building to play the game. The next morning, Bonnell arrived, opened the office, and found that I had pulled an all nighter on SimCity! Needless to say I urged him to publish it and it made a ton of money for Infogrames in the 90's. The game was sheer genius - simple to play yet with so much depth. I had the delight to meet and sit next to Will Wright to finish the game's Amiga port, and I eventually took care of the Atari ST, Spectrum, and Amstrad versions. Wright is such a brilliant guy, a genius; his code was perfect.

	 

	And you had no troubles tweaking his perfect code?

	Not in the least. SimCity was coded in C yet object-oriented, just like the future C#. The display was support-specific but otherwise I just had to copy-paste the source code to port the city simulation aspect! It only took two days for the city to come to life and for the traffic to run; that's how good the code was. Honestly, I read the code for sheer pleasure more than necessity. Infogrames was one of the only game studios coding in C and pooling tech resources, which was one of the strengths of the company for sure. Developers shared their code and set up a common methodology and libraries, therefore we could port games at a very fast rate.

	 

	You spent some time in England after discovering SimCity.

	My national service and the opening of Infogrames' London branch got intertwined. I dodged the draft by going there as a cooperative, and there ended up being four of us in a small South London office: Henri Coron, the office manager, Dominique Cor, another cooperative and marketing guy, and an Englishwoman. A true start-up and an awesome one to boot. In the mornings I coded, at lunch I ordered pizzas, and during evenings I acted as customer support - a great opportunity to learn English. We reaped the rewards of SimCity during a year-and-a-half, until EA took a closer look, that is. But at the time, we were all buddy-buddy with them and even released a Populous/Sim City bundle that sold like hotcakes. Later, I got a new roommate, someone named Frédérick Raynal! He was my whipping boy by day, while coding SimCity's UI, and laying the foundations of Alone in the Dark by night. He was working on the 3D rendering editor at that time. Coron and Cor went back in France and gave in to the siren song of EA, establishing their French HQ in Lyon. Cor later eventually became the CEO of Sega France. I stayed at Infogrames because EA France was more a distribution office, and did not develop games. And then I went back home and caught Japanese fever.

	 

	Let's talk a bit about your Japanese experience then.

	When someone comes to you and says, “Do you want to go to Japan to help on the NES port of North & South and visit Nintendo to talk about the launch of the SNES?” that's kind of a no-brainer.  [laughter] I never went further than the threshold of Nintendo HQ, though. When I went to Kyoto, their building had some sort of entrance hall with meeting rooms to the sides. Going past the temple's gates was forbidden. You had your nice meeting, and off you went without even peeking at a computer. I went there ten times and only once have I seen an open space, and even that was by sheer luck. It was much easier with other publishers; they put me in with their staff, where people fall asleep at their desks.

	 

	Yeah, that took me by surprise, too. Talk about culture shock.

	You're chatting with someone, and suddenly he stops answering and takes a nap. OK! [laughter] Interesting times, those were. Nintendo and Sega were taking their first steps in Europe, and there was the arrival of arcade games. Japanese Arcade gaming culture - especially Street Fighter II and Ridge Racer - hit me head on. Until then I had been pretty much oblivious to it. While working on FM-TOWNS, we received a stack of Japanese games that we were supposed to “take inspiration from” but I couldn't decipher JRPGs. Artdink's A-Train was the only one I pushed further with, wondering at every step what was going on with this super complex train simulation. I went back to Japan later at Maxis' request, because I had ported SimCity to the Amiga CDTV, CDI Philips' direct competitor, which sold 4,000 units. I still have a copy of that one! Anyway, Maxis asked me to help Nintendo with porting it to SNES, especially the control mapping. I suggested using shoulder pads to swipe from one page to the other. It was a four-day job. I went back there around the end of the 16-bit console era to get cartridge approval for Infogrames platform games. Until Nintendo said yes, I could not leave Kyoto! I sent the reports to our QA lead Olivier Robin. Each time he sent me back a new version, I would update the program and take it to Nintendo. Eventually they gave me their approval just to get rid of me. [laughter]

	 

	And when you came back, after the Drakkhen port, you decided to drop PC development and focus on consoles.

	Infogrames was big into bande dessinées' IPs, and Super Mario Bros had a strong impact on me - it had the perfect gameplay. There was no question in my mind: we had to reproduce that genre as closely as possible with a well-known European IP. First, we did Astérix on Game Boy and then on the NES. Then it was The Smurfs' turn. All in all, in a four-year span, we started from scratch and created the entire console department. It was very popular and brought Infogrames a lot of success, but the staff inflated exponentially and I ended up leading a small factory: a total of 40 developers with five game designers around me, with my role becoming more and more limited to a managerial position.

	 

	Most of these games were made in-house, yet the first one, Astérix on Game Boy, was made in Spain, right?

	Bit Managers was a tiny studio located in Barcelona. We worked together as I supervised development and designed it. Back in the day, we communicated through faxes and BBS, except during the beginning and end of a project, when I would actually go there. They were really good, but the company closed down many years ago. Key staff members, Isidro Gilabert and Ruben Gomez, are still in the game industry, at King, Gameloft, or Ubisoft.

	 

	Working abroad slowly led you to seek independence.

	Even back at Infogrames, people tried to woo me to come work for them. Activision in Santa Monica once reached out to me and Bonnell grabbed me by the scuff of the neck saying: “No, no, no, you tell me what you want but you ain't going!” And that wasn't the first time. Earlier, Maxis had mailed me a plane ticket to come and see them back in the US, but Bruno intercepted said tickets. I never saw them! [laughter] But he let me create Eden Studios as an internal studio within Infogrames, with more independence.

	 

	And that's when you came up with V-Rally.

	I had caught race car fever back in England, Formula 1 especially. Besides, during my Japanese field trips I saw a lot of cool stuff like Ridge Racer, Daytona, Sega Rally, and so on. But originally it was supposed to be V-F1, a Formula 1 game, since it was cheaper and easier to make. Rally would come later on. We were working hand-in-hand with Sony UK, with regular meetings about the PlayStation One. After eight months working on the prototype, I landed in Heathrow and spotted with horror a PlayStation magazine unveiling Bizarre Creations' Formula One. Oh dear. Sony tried to reassure us, but I knew the market to be too small for two games and besides, we hadn't signed with the FOCA yet.

	So we made V-Rally instead, with a super tight release date because my Japanese contacts had told me about the upcoming Gran Turismo. V-Rally came out in June 1997 and did not encounter immediate success. Reviews were mixed, pointing out its harsh difficulty and brutal realism. But then three months later, an uncanny word-of-mouth movement caught traction and the game began like to take off crazy out of nowhere. Stores ran out of stock and the gaming press reconsidered its appraisal; I even got a phone call from EA: “Hey Stéphane, don't you want to make a game with us?” [laughter] As we were still within the Infogrames offices, I made Bruno understand that I wanted to go independent. He complied and I brought part of my staff to co-found Eden Games with two talented and trustworthy colleagues: David Nadal and Frédéric Jay. V-Rally didn't make us a lot of money since we were employees, but it did buy us our real independence.
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	This game was a first for you. Any difficulties along V-Rally production milestones?

	Not much, I loved the genre and had played pretty much every driving game under the sun. In my opinion, it revolves around the cars' physics engine and the tracks. For the latter, we divided them into smaller chunks — straight lines, right turns, hairpin turns – allowing us to offer an unheard of number of tracks for that time. Think electric race tracks. Those poor artists had to carve out entire tracks from those blocks but it was worth it. I had some disagreements with the sound and car physics engineer; although a very talented fellow, he pushed for realism and hardcore difficulty. Needless to say when the critics pointed out those elements as drawbacks, we weren't as thick as thieves anymore. [laughter] I think the true challenge was to convince car brands for licensing; they could not fathom how important games were. Once again, I went to Japan to get big names such as Toyota and Subaru in our pocket. Don't get me started on the vehicle fidelity approvals, either.

	 

	As Eden's CEO, I'm sure you had your fair share of international PR trips.

	Release dates varied a lot by region and publisher, so I had to promote the game many time. Australia was a pretty funny memory since we were published there by Sony, the sponsor of Rally Australian! Sony Computer Entertainment wasn't around yet, so it was Sony Music. I was treated a bit like a rock star promoting his last album, with many press meetings and being gently carried around by the staff all over the country. It was a lot of fun. I demoed V-Rally with pods and the day after the race, I could sit next to the rally drivers taking the cars for a spin. The only bum note was releasing V-Rally a few weeks after Gran Turismo in Japan. We had no say in the matter since Sony dictated the planning, but it hurt the sales big time.

	 

	Yet, as tremendous a competitor as Gran Turismo was, it did not stop you from planning sequels.

	True enough. We made a Nintendo 64 port, led by Frédéric Jay, and V-Rally 2, led by David Nadal, once again for Infogrames. Eden's first year was rough since tension arose between our former colleagues and us. In a nutshell, they thought we were too cool for school and showing off. Then development got delayed, and so did our payments. The tables turned when I called EA asking them if they were still up to make a game with us. We did a Need for Speed for them, and all of a sudden Infogrames became much more accommodating. [laughter]

	 

	You pulled that off nicely. It's rare for an independent studio to have the upper hand against a publisher.

	1999-2000 clearly was our best year at Eden with V-Rally 2 and NFS: Porsche. I was doing what I liked best, having the comfort of Infogrames on one hand and the new challenge of EA on the other. I learned a lot working with those guys; they were much stricter. Basically, we couldn't be late on milestones, but at the same time we got a lot of dough to complete the project. They spared no expenses to make a good game. Unfortunately, after those two projects, both publishers demanded we make a choice between them. EA was even more explicit: “Either we stop working together or you sell us your company!” They aimed to turn Eden into a dedicated racing game studio. That day we almost became rich… except that we didn't find an agreement. The main hurdle was that half of Eden's staff had joined us hoping to do something other than driving games, if we would have sold the studio to EA, it would not have been fair to those employees and we would probably had lost a significant size of our staff. In the end, we decided to sell 20% of the company to Infogrames to secure the company and to earn some money. And boy, was I right. What came next was no bed of roses.

	 

	The Year 2K, the economic bubble, and the start of Infogrames' troubles.

	Indeed, but alas we had just signed an exclusive deal with them. I choose my passion and, on that matter, I have no regrets whatsoever. Financially speaking, it became rough; the studio's development halted. Lot of yelling and screaming, too, since Infogrames was closing one internal studio after the other while preserving Eden. Unions came down hard on us, dragging us into court because they wanted half of the layoffs to take place at Eden. We went through and made Kya: Dark Lineage to reward the non-ally staff.
 

	A great PS2 platformer, that Kya.

	And a very ironic project too. The inception came from Gilles Benois, one of Eden's Art Director, who had just discovered the Harry Potter books. At the time, the saga was up to its third volume; a great success for children but it had yet to become the phenomenon we all know now. He insisted that we all read it. [laughter] The IP rights were just signed by Warner Bros, a business partner of Infogrames, but when we were pitching the game, AOL bought Warner and chose to license Harry Potter to a partner of their own: EA. It was bad luck, because we pitched with the wrong partner; maybe we could have made a Harry Potter game if we had chose to sell the studio to EA. Afterwards, Kya become a Little Red Riding Hood game, and that's why the enemies in Kya were wolves. The project was intended to please those who disliked racing games and to showcase the Studio creativity by building an original IP within a different genre.
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	Financial troubles?

	Said sequel would have happened, if the game had sold well enough. But once again we had bad timing, with Beyond Good & Evil releasing around the same period. In short, our release date was way after BG&E but... Michel Ancel was late [laughter] and Jak & Daxter had been around for some time. The market was not really thriving anymore, and our game was too innocent and kid-oriented. Darker and more violent games were in demand. BG&E reaped amazing reviews yet sold poorly. In Kya's case, it's a bit different; sales were good in the US but not great in Europe, where BG&E got all the praises. The game was arcade-y, action-oriented with freeform gameplay and combat, overall, it appealed better to the US market. We did not make money, but were able to re-use the game engine to build a Titeuf game for the French market. After a commercial failure – and please note I do not consider Kya a “failure” in any other regards – a studio owner must launch a new project ASAP to boost staff morale. Infogrames, now renamed Atari at the time, got into serious financial trouble, threatening Eden like its other business partners with unpaid invoices. We had to choose between selling the studio to Atari and save the studio jobs or remain independent by finding another publishing partner, but at the risk of having to let go probably half of our staff. We chose to maintain the studio and its projects and sold the studio's remaining shares to Atari.

	 

	What happened to rally sports games?

	The genre seriously petered out, and Colin McRae was a tough competitor for V-Rally 3. The market was not sustainable for two strong rally games anyway. Around that time, Infogrames Americanized itself and moved its headquarters to New York. Aside from Kya, our games were not really cut out for the US market, so we went digging through the company's forgotten portfolio of IPs: We chose two brands from the IP chest: Test Drive, which no one cared about anymore, and Alone in the Dark, with its numerous reboot attempts. Team Kya went to work on Alone while the driving fanatics moved on to Test Drive.

	At the end of 2005, Test Drive Unlimited's beta had been launched, but Alone was still in the middle of production because the team had been maybe too ambitious and stumbled over technical and production issues. I received a call from Ubisoft letting me know Annecy's studio manager was leaving and the position was open to me if I wanted it. It was a once in a lifetime opportunity, and, being tired of Infogrames' shenanigans, I left and decided to abandon my buddies to their own fate. [laughter] Atari agreed to transfer the studio ownership to David Nadal who had been my second in command since the beginning Eden.

	 

	Studio manager at Ubisoft; talk about change!

	I took the job back in 2006 and was excited to join the team. There was a very familial atmosphere, and Yves Guillemot had gathered followers around him: Serge Hascoët at the editorial board, Christine Burgess leading production, etc. At first, I had a hard time because there were only 30 or 40 executives - Ubisoft's true strength - and I had to make a niche for myself. Also, the studio itself was out of shape and I found a lot of bitter, tired, and strained people there. The income gap was huge, and we had a lot of work coming up. I tried to get the studio back on an even keel, first by completing Splinter Cell: Double Agent. It was the first co-development project with Ubisoft Shanghai. They were out of control and the game was just not great. The first exciting year turned into a trial by fire! [laughter] Then I had to put the house in order since some people were clearly rooted in the place. I had to let got few developers, the first and only ones that year in France at Ubisoft. Straightaway, HR told me, “Stéphane, this is not the Ubisoft way!” [laughter]

	It turned out Ubisoft had recruited me to shape Annecy into a dedicated racing game studio, which was on point since Test Drive's multiplayer system was begging to be used again – just take a look at Forza Horizon. Ubi had open worlds but no multiplayer ones. I steered Yves towards buying Eden and the Test Drive brand from Atari, but he could not reach an agreement with Bonnell and ended up buying Reflections and the brand Driver instead. I knew Reflections, since Eden had helped them to ship Driv3r, but unfortunately although I really had much respect for the studio's key people, the studio efficiency was less than stellar.

	 

	What do you mean? Driver was something else back in the day.

	Back in the day, yes, but they were resting on their laurels a little bit too much. They had lots of extremely skilled people there dragged down by a complete lack of organization. Everyone worked in his corner with no global creative vision to channel all that work. Tech-wise, they refused to absorb Ubi's game engines; and having a very different culture from Ubisoft, they were difficult to manage. After six months as executive producer on what would become Driver: San Francisco, I decided to move away from the project because we were not sharing the same vision for the game. At first, I had intended to push for procedural design, open world, and multiplayer, but Reflections adhered to a narrative, and single-player vision which was backed by Ubisoft's editorial team. In Annecy we continued to work and support Ubisoft-Reflection on Driver's multiplayer component, but the released game was very different from the one we had envisioned.

	 

	Between this & Splinter Cell, Annecy was jinxed.

	Double Agent was not a good experience. When we had to develop the PS3 version of the game after the Xbox 360, the cooperation with Shanghai became so bad that they decided to stop the PS3 version. Because we didn't want to lose what we had done on our side, we proposed to finish the entire game by ourselves in Annecy. Not the most brilliant idea I had. [laughter] The next Splinter Cell opus was a timed Microsoft exclusive, and we only had a small window to finish the PS3 version before entering into this new window of exclusivity. I had Yves on the line telling me, “Release it! Release it!” but we had about four months of work ahead of us. Eventually, what we released was okayish, but the studio was completely burnt out; even mentioning the very name of Sam Fisher became out of the question.

	 

	How did you handle the post-Splinter transition?

	Well, the editorial department knew what they wanted for us, while at the other end Annecy's team knew what they would NOT do. From there, possibilities narrow down on their own. [laughter] We changed course and ported Arkane Studio's Dark Messiah of Might & Magic on Xbox 360. It was pretty refreshing. Arkane was not yet the professional studio it is now, and we had to work with Valve since it was the first game powered by the Source Engine on consoles. Here's the funny part: they were working on their own Source port for The Orange Box, refused to share it with us, and yet gave us all the support we needed to develop our own version!

	 

	Couldn't you pitch your own projects to the editorial department?

	Indeed we did, but afterwards. The most well-received proposal was a Prince of Persia multiplayer game, based on sand mechanisms. You threw sand in front of him, the sand turned temporarily solid, you climbed on it, and *poof* it turned into sand again. A great concept, but Assassin's Creed was already out, with a sequel in development, and it begged for a multiplayer mode. AC 2's scope was just insane, and during a meeting with the editorial department, Sébastien Puel, the producer, explained to Yves that his game would not be ready by October unless he cut some features. But the Breton stood firm: “I want my game for October. I want all of it. You have a blank check, but this is crucial for Ubisoft's sake.” Then he turned to me and said, “Multiplayer can wait, Sébastien. It's all hands on deck from now on.” Same deal for the newly created Singapore studio – composed of former AC 1 staff – which was already cooking something new: “oh, you know AC 1's engine? Great, you're going to help, too.”

	 

	But what could you do so far down the road?

	The missing features such as the villa management, game economy, and some tombs levels, if I recall correctly. At the same time, we kept on designing multiplayer. AC 2 sold extremely well, but since everyone had to work on it, the third episode was far, faaaaaaar from finished! So Yves asked for a new Assassin's Creed by fall of the following year to make up for the delay on 3. So, we taped up AC2's DLC and the multiplayer to make Brotherhood. “Don't worry, we won't ever do that again, I swear,” we told Yves. [laughter] When the cycle went on, that's when I told myself, “I think I'm good.”
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	Let's talk a bit about Brotherhood's multiplayer. I think only The Ship had done that before.

	It's a very simple concept taken from the Live Killer game I played in the city of Lyon during my first years at Infogrames with my buddies of the time Richard Bottet and Frédéric Raynal. Everyone has a target to kill but also an Assassin on his back and the circle naturally gets smaller and smaller. Then, simply throw players in an open city where they can either act stealthily by hiding among the crowds or using Ezio's acrobatic moves. Sessions always began timidly, as no one dared to reveal himself and waited for the others to do so, then everything went very fast. We had a ton of iterations and relied heavily on playtesting.

	 

	I thought playtesting was common at Ubi?

	Not to this extent. I had watched a Bungie making-of where they explained their iterative process. They did lots and lots of playtests very early, resorting to data tracking to analyze players' behavior and position. We brought in eight and sixteen student groups for each testing phase, then we began tracking to tweak timing, distance, hiding spots, etc.

	 

	You left Ubisoft after Brotherhood, right?

	I did enjoy working with Montreal, and my family and I were seriously considering moving there. But the position I sought there was coveted by many, so internal mobility was not obvious. Furthermore, Ubisoft's policy was to bring a closure team in during the last three months of development. Basically they come to cut features and to tell you, “The game is good enough, let's just debug and ship it.” I understand perfectly why and the reason behind that, but the game was still my baby, so it wasn't pleasing having a guy with three years of experience telling you how to do your job. Anyway, I did not take it well. I eventually quit Ubisoft to join my former colleagues at Behaviour Interactive in Montréal.

	 

	Behaviour isn't what I would call a small company, though.

	Yeah, but it had various departments, each offering work for hire services to international partners. I joined to develop mobile, social and online games. Back at Ubi, at the end of Brotherhood, I had even made a Raving Rabbids prototype, but nothing came of it. The Free-To-Play market was also emerging and everything had to be mapped out. My first job there was directing the live operations of Monkey Quest, a great F2P MMO for kids. It was a 2D side scroller/dungeon crawler with various builds; a really cool experience that made me learn a lot. At its peak, we had 20,000 daily active players, but we never managed to raise the game audience to our key competitors which were Club Penguin, Wizard 101 and Roblox. From the second year, Nickelodeon decided to stop supporting the game and after three years we eventually closed it down. That did not stop me, though, and later I released Temple Run: Brave, our first real success on mobile. At the time, infinite runners were not a thing, except for Temple Run.

	Disney wanted us to develop a licensed game based on Brave, three months before the movie's release! Instead of keeping up with impossible schedules, we told them to make a deal with Imangi Studio so that we might get the source code and slap on it the Brave assets from the console game we were developing as well. Everything went smoothly and to attract players, we placed a pop-up ad for TR: Brave in the original game. The success was instant and the game stayed in the paid game top 10 for months. Since it was a 99-cent premium game, I'm pretty sure Imangi made more money off this one than the original.

	 

	Strangely enough, on the PC side you also worked on the pitch for Star Citizen!

	At the earliest stage, yeah. Chris Roberts returned to video games with Star Citizen as his big plan. EA was supposed to publish it with the blessings of a German investment fund. Being on his own, Roberts needed a development studio for his project to work, and he chose us. Behaviour said yes but as fate would have it, Roberts wanted $20 million because it was a very ambitious game. I must say I was quite skeptical at the time but hey, can you blame me? A few months later, EA and the fund backed out and Behaviour ended up alone, still paying Chris as an employee. Yet Chris remained undaunted: “They're dumb, they didn't get it; I'll just go check crowdfunding then.”

	And so he planned his Kickstarter campaign and set up his own private crowdfunding platform. At Behaviour, no one believed him anymore apart Rémi Racine, Behaviour's boss, and people kept wondering if Roberts was a has-been. Behaviour build the Kickstarter content and kept only a minority share in Roberts Space Industry. GDC finally arrived and on Friday morning Chris had to make his pre-Kickstarter presentation. FYI, everyone parties and get drunk on Thursday night, so no one is awake the next morning. There were about thirty people total in the room if I recall correctly. Just imagine how he felt! I was there because I felt it was going to be tough for him. Still, he stuck to his guns and managed to convince those thirty people present that day, creating strong word-of-mouth. The Kickstarter succeeded beyond his wildest dreams, netting more than $6 million. He was a true gentleman because even though we almost departed from the project, he hired us as one of Star Citizen's studios. Yet, if we had been true believers, we would have made a lot more money along with him.

	 

	Did Behaviour make the jaw-dropping Star Citizen Kickstarter video?

	Only the assets. I had three successive meetings with Chris regarding monetization, but truth be told he was just brilliant and got amazing ideas on his own. Being able to lose your ship to make gameplay more tense and on top of that selling insurance in case of loss – a hidden monthly subscription – is pure genius. After that, I quickly left Behaviour's Online PC department and stuck with mobile.
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	You did a lot of things on mobile, yet I think Fallout: Shelter is the one gamers remember most.

	I didn't work much on that one, except for monetization, the free-to-play aspect. Bethesda had three successive visions for Shelter: first a social app to promote Fallout 4, then a real free-to-play game, and finally just “a good game” without harassing players with micro transactions. I was not comfortable to be honest because Bethesda didn't know this market at all, but it's also what made the project unique.

	Behaviour allowed me to work with a lot of brilliant people, like Todd Howard. When Todd said, “A,” no one would be at odds with him — no one except me, that is, [laughter] but always politely - he was paying me after all. On the whole, he did what he wanted and, despite some major crippling flaws regarding engagement loops, Shelter was a success. The first three months were a huge success and players forgave the big flaws thanks to the Fallout IP. Announcing Fallout 4 and making Shelter available the very day of the E3 conference was a pretty amazing marketing stunt. The game is still alive and kicking, and Bethesda brought back a part of Behaviour's workforce to create their Montréal Studio. Since the game wasn't made initially to last for months, the team had to fix the player progression throughout multiple updates, adding missions and other engagement features.

	 

	You set your sights on mobile games when the market was still young. Did you stumble upon any problems to get this market?

	Engagement is the key notion here: for every day spent in your game, the player might potentially buy something from you. Your goal is to make them play for as long as you can and offer them attractive content so they might buy something they want. The tricky part is they should not feel forced to buy anything, that is if you're not using a paywall system like Nintendo's Super Mario Run. Herein lies the challenge: analyzing player behavior. Why are some players going to spend money, while others never will? Nowadays there are tons of tools, but when we first ventured into this business we were completely lost. Four years ago, only 2% of our player base paid, so we were super depressed about it until we realized the viability aim was only around 3%! The iterative process is paramount: you must offer content to keep the player onboard for as long as possible. I'm going to go for the film and TV show analogy: once the moviegoer paid for his ticket, that's it; you've made your sale. But with TV, the producer pays for a pilot from his pocket, then negotiates with every major network for a handful of episodes, then a complete season, and so on.

	Finally, the biggest challenge is establishing the minimal viable product, or “good enough” as they say here. In other words, how much money should I spend on that game in the hopes that players might stick with it? There are three possible scenarios for a free-to-play game: it doesn't work, it doesn't work THAT bad, and it works great. First scenario, you cry over your lost investment and you design something else. The second scenario is the trickiest one: you want to give your game a chance and so you keep spending money on it. Last scenario, success! Now you enter a time-based logic where new content has to be created to captivate your audience.

	 

	Sounds like tricky stuff.

	It is and at Behaviour it did not make us a lot of money. To give you an example, I had a ten-game catalog with me and in one month Fallout: Shelter made more money than all my games combined did in months. Talk about a downer. [laughter] But I'm really interested in mobile so I left and created my own company Tiny Digital Factory in 2015 to keep at it. My goal is to make a real hit there.

	 

	Your career spans over thirty years in the game industry, in France and abroad. What's your proudest achievement?

	It's hard to pick just one thing. I guess I'm happy to have spotted the trends, even if it didn't always work out in the end: stopping PC development for consoles in the early 90s was a good move for Infogrames, as well as getting SimCity published in Europe. And no one can dispute the fact Eden was the first studio to design an open world driving games. But the most satisfying part is to have met incredibly talented people during my career.
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	Bertrand Brocard is probably one of the oldest pioneers from the French Video Game Development. From a printing shop, he developed a real network to sell video game through France before coding and distributing his own video games. Keeping a tight relationship with Infogrames for years and years, he almost pushed through the idea of a video game museum in Lyon and while the project never came to fruition, his idea persists in his mind and others.
      Now retired, he is still very active and fully dedicated to preserving the memory of said industry through archives. Having gathered an impressive number of items from his personal and Infogrames' archives, he dedicated his retirement to setting up a real museum dedicated to video games. A daunting task to be sure, which do not seem to make him go cold feet.

	 

	Since Brocard's free time was scarce, this chapter is based on an interview transcript provided by him and not based on my own work.

	 

	Did your education lead you towards the video game industry?

	In the 80s, the industry was still in its infancy; I joined it following a series of odd jobs. My mother had been a script-girl and we had an 8mm camera at home, so I already had a keen interest in movies. I did a few internships here and there, a bunch of short films, but it was too expensive for me. Around this time came the first personal computers, and the idea of getting a computer at home really excited me. I quickly obtained a ZX-80 with 1KB memory, one of the cheapest computers on the market. Thanks to it, I thought I would fulfill my filmmaking dream, handling every position on a movie set at the same time: writing, directing, tweaking. During that time, since I had graduated in mechanical manufacturing, I was working as a printer and had accumulated experience and industry knowledge. I finally set up my own printing shop, having moved out of Paris. I was printing video game arcade cabinet labels as René Pierre, a retailer in Chalon-sur-Saône, was importing PCBs from Japan and selling them to cafés and pubs. I used to print marquees, bezels, and the wooden boards for around the joysticks. Around the same time my interest in computers blossomed; I was creating little blurbs and programs, and eventually I thought: “Maybe I can become a developer too?”

	I met with Loriciel, a freshly created publisher, to sell them my work but during this time the ORIC had appeared, which was a bit more powerful than the ZX. So as I was going back home, without even waiting for their reply, I thought about setting up my own dev studio. After all, I already had a printing shop and appending “& Computer” to its name was the only thing stopping me from self-publishing. IT stores didn't exist at the time.

	 

	What year are we talking about here?

	Circa 1983. I had spotted an ad in the papers that said “Looking for ORIC retailers”, and I replied since they it seemed they were having a hard time finding some. So just like that I became an ORIC retailer. I nicknamed it “the poor man's Apple II” - a MOS 6502 processor with 48 KB memory. You also had to compare the price: it was worth a month's salary, while the Apple II was about a year's salary! And so I started distributing my own software, to some success. I ended up creating ARG Informatique and associating with another coder for computer retail and Cobrasoft for video game publishing. We were very few at that time: Loriciel was mostly an ORIC-based developer, Infogrames had just started in Lyon, and many other little studios sprouted in France with very different mindsets. Infogrames already had big dreams: going public, international horizons, etc.

	As for myself, I only wanted to create games, and our retailing network was very specific: bookshops, small stores, places like that.

	Gradually, general retailers started selling computers and were looking for providers. We were located in Chalon-sur-Saône and people were coming from as far as Lyon to get PCs; we sold them fast and without middle men. You signed the check, sent it and the next morning, you had your computer. It was a pretty brutal period, but we had found a niche and people drove 150 km to pick up their order from a printing shop on a dead-end street! True computer retailing networks, such as INNELEC, appeared a bit later and had much bigger scope and means, and could reach remote shops. We could not compete anymore and were more interested in the development and publishing side anyway. From the standard ORIC computer, we jumped to the ORIC Atmos model until the Amstrad finally released.

	Now, the Amstrad was a big deal in France, a revolution. The ORIC was 2,490-franc piece of hardware, plugged into your home TV through a Péritel converting box - the British didn't have Péritel - with its own special outlet and, last but not least, to record or load programs a tape reader was mandatory! Amstrad had its own screen, its own tape reader, which never conflicted with your home entertainment set-up. We saw its potential and quickly converted all our ORIC-based games to this new platform. No one followed our lead as Infogrames went with Commodore. So a few weeks into the Amstrad launch, we had 13 programs ready to go. We were virtually the first French publisher on this system with various genres. This year was a hit and we became a big publisher.
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	Which year?

	In 1985, as we were working on the Murders series. I talk a lot about Murders because it was one of our core video game franchises amidst a sea of smaller games, office, and utility software. At first, it was a single game labeled Meurtre à grande vitesse, and it took place on a TGV11. That type of train was brand new at the time, only having been in usage for two years. The game employed the classical unities of action, time, and place: a French senator is killed during the two-hour train ride from Lyon to Paris. Doors are shut tight, therefore the killer is still aboard; pretty simple set-up. That was the first, then I developed a second one called Murders on the Atlantic, followed by a few more: Meurtres en séries, Murders in Space, Murders in Venice. Setting, gameplay, and the technological sides evolved further and further but the core concept remained the same. Mostly being interactive fiction, as the ORIC's lack of memory barely sustained any graphics, we filled the box with feelies: physical clues, fake press articles, various little items. At first, everything fit in a small envelope, the second was much bigger, and for the third one, we crammed the feelies in a cigar box-looking wooden box! It gave a sense of reality to each game and also an important sense of fulfillment, something barely reused in other games.

	That's the gist of it; we were a small company, compared to a huge factory like Infogrames, and media outlets enjoyed the originality of our products. We earned many Tilt d'Or prizes, which was shocking for our small size. Cobrasoft only had five employees; you might double this number if you included administrative and shipping people. Around that time we met with Infogrames, who wanted to buy us as they had done with Ulrich's Ere Informatique12. Infogrames was big on acquisition and concentration. So in the end I sold the Cobrasoft name, and I co-created a new company with Bruno Bonnell to manage it as a brand. It did not work out and Infogrames killed the Cobrasoft label. I still owned the game studio itself; we went on selling products to Infogrames and other clients. While we had mostly worked for Bonnell for a few years, in 1987, his company was in bad shape financially. The national Informatique pour Tous plan13 was over and educational software was on the decline, so we started working with Loriciel, FIL, thus gaining our independence.

	 

	But you eventually worked with Infogrames again?

	In the early 1990s, Philips launched the CD-i and needed games fast. It just happened that Bonnell's uncle was a bigwig at Canal+ and friends with Philips Media's CEO. So Bonnell was asked to lend a hand, but he had neither the staff nor the technology to develop on this platform, so he asked me to do it. I agreed but only if I could do it internally and not as outsourcing for Infogrames, because financially it was a dire situation. So I created a company called IWP in 1991 and we jumped right into CD-i development. And it was a bit chaotic at first as every production step had yet to be invented. Video, photo, cartoon - they all had to be worked upon at the same time and the tools had to be created, too. Narrative and interactivity also required deep consideration. Most multimedia studios did not bother with interactivity at the time; so we had to step off the beaten path on that ground, and fortunately we had a carte blanche for our production.

	For example, International Tennis Open was a tennis sim with an audio commentary track, video rendering, and digitized characters, which was groundbreaking at the time. We did a few bande dessinée adaptations like the Smurfs and Asterix, where cartoon clips were slipped in. Shaolin's Road was another graphic-heavy game. We made a product based on the life of Marco Polo by buying a movie's rights and cutting up clips to retell his story in an educational way. We even did pure 3D games like Kether, but I didn't work on that one. My point is that all these domains were completely uncharted waters for us and we had to learn everything from scratch. Game artists had to learn animation techniques, and we collaborated with tons of external vendors for video and audio editing; we had to think of an interface between game development and the film/audio industry. Making those two cultures work hand in hand was quite straining but creatively interesting.

	CD-i also brought about the casual and familial audience, with all the design and ergonomic issues it brought to the table. Being on your sofa far away from your home TV is not the same as being close to a computer screen. The audience implies more educative and mainstream productions. It led us to work upon Infonie, Infogrames' private internet provider service, which quickly became all the rage. Unfortunately, it focused only on a few proprietary software applications and the Internet's true potential was virtually locked away, so we sailed off in our own and worked directly on website portals. It's a shame they did not see the potential of being a normal provider instead of becoming a choking AOL wannabe as it caused their doom a few years afterward. As for myself, I worked on Kazibao, an internet portal for youths and teenagers. We were leaders on the market for four years, even went public, but the Internet bubble burst and investors fled. Had they waited a few years more, something wonderful might have come out of it, but alas. We had an outsider position with a qualitative approach; I must said I'm quite proud of not becoming obsessed with what competitors were making.

	 

	So Bonnell bought Cobrasoft, discarded the name, but your team kept working on for Infogrames. What was its name?

	Hitech Productions. We did a lot of products under this brand, but the most original of them all was probably Cessna Over Moscow, which retold the Mathias Rust Affair: a young German who landed on the Red Square, avoiding MIGs by flying at low altitude. Before that we released a Canadair simulation game for France Image Logiciel, where the player had to extinguish wild forest fires. We used a speech synthesizer, a small feature but pretty original, to simulate tower control authorization. Anyway, we ended up swapping the Canadair with a Cessna by modifying its appearance on the 2D in-game map. It used a color system to evaluate relief height. The program simply checked the coordinates color to create the height. The Canadair had to fly low to extinguish fires, when we did COM, we added obstacles: balloons and MIGs, of course. Once you reached the Red Square, a cut-scene showed the landing and that was it. Instead of dropping water, we implied he was dropping political propaganda! The game was definitively made for opportunistic reasons. For the cover, my artist drew a sketch of the Red Square and I cut a Cessna photograph from Paris Match, and pasted it on his drawing. 20,000 copies later, we released a PR statement about a Mathias Rust game, three weeks after his own achievement. It worked very well but we obviously encountered a lot of legal troubles, using his image and all. It was a unique experience.

	 

	It sounds a bit reckless. Why did you do that?

	Half for the challenge and half for the publicity aspect; no game existed so we thought we might make one; we had already made a game about the Rainbow Warrior incident14. The opportunity presented itself, there was a ton of media coverage, and we wanted to be bold. “Will it work? Can we work that fast?” - those were the the kinds of things we asked ourselves. I even called Europe 1 to tip them: “There is a small game company in Chalon-sur-Saône making a game about Mathias Rust”, and 15 minutes later they called us back. It was kinda crazy as my artist went to talk at RTL and I was being interviewed during Antenne 2's midday news flash.

	 

	Did the press know about video games at the time?

	They knew about them of course, but it clearly wasn't a hot news topic. The cultural aspect came much later. Computers sold well and the sales were quite high. I just checked my personal archives and we are talking of tens of thousands of units sold; those kinds of numbers were a pretty big deal for book publishers as those games were pretty cheap to manufacture.

	 

	What was the government position on the gaming industry?

	Video games were a very young industry but inside Mitterrand's government and under Jack Lang, existed Agence Octet, a public organism dedicated to video games. As early as 1984, some politicians wished to create a true French video game culture, expand it, and showcase it. This is different from the Informatique pour Tous plan. It's funny because the Agence Octet already had an interest in studying games. I archived one of their own studies labeled “Creativity in Video Games”, in which people discuss narration, game design, and those kind of things. It's a very academic point of view, and we are talking about simple 2D graphics, bare bone gameplay, and so on. They were already reflecting upon theories that game developers had yet to discuss. I mean, it's like with Georges Mélies. He didn't think about film writing, he just made movies and used magician tricks and illusions to produce special effects. It was the same for us.

	 

	It's interesting that afterward you became keen on archiving and keeping game development's memory alive. What was your thought process when making those early games? You never thought about the process and the game design?

	That's normal, isn't it? Like the first bande dessinée artist - the guy probably just wanted to tell a story through drawings and using bubbles for narration, but I'm not sure he saw it as a groundbreaking invention. I mean, when you were creating a game in the 80s, you assumed nothing had been done before. But then you have the American way, like in my Infogrames archives: I have this game called Polo, which is clearly a Mario Bros clone. It's credited to Christophe Sapet, Bonnell's partner, but did he really do it? I mean the game is literally the same thing except the character is a carpenter instead of a plumber.

	I'm not judging though; two different levels exists in game development: the publisher level and the developer level. When you become a publisher, your own productions are not enough, so to fill your catalog you look for external productions. We weren't too picky about those and as long as said game was playable and ran without glitches, we gave the green light. Ok, some were barely playable, like this chess game where every move made by the AI was random! Those moves were legit but, boy, it was hard not to lose. Keep in mind that games had very short development cycles – The Murders series being an exception with a one-year dev cycle – and I even coded some in only one night. Once, I went to see my stepbrother in Saint Malo, and in one night we wrote down 100 trivia questions about French history, which became the game Histo-Quiz. It sold, and pretty well in that regard, and eventually we localized it in English. So game publishing offered all sorts of products and games. Now, when I talk about making games, I tend to focus on and enjoyed much more doing research-heavy projects like the Murder Series or simulations like HMS Cobra. Doing research, using references, and sticking to reality was mandatory in those cases.

	 

	Interactive Fiction was a big deal at the time in North America. Did you use any classics like Infocom's titles as references?

	Not in the slightest; I only became aware of their existence long after all that. Obviously, looking back, pure textual games were similar in their game design loops in terms of puzzles, logic, and things like that. But we made a point of inserting real places into our Murder series. Meurtres en série, the third iteration, took place on Sark Island and I even went there a few times, making sure to insert landmarks and respect its geography. Back then, there was an exhibition at La Villette and we reproduced an entire room from the game in a 9 square-meter room with all the items from the game. Visitors could enter the room, discover clues, solve a puzzle, and crack a safe. It was half LARPing, half escape room. We loved doing this round-trip between reality and fiction. Graphics were almost non-existent; in Meurtre à grande vitesse, the TGV was represented by ASCII characters and we had to make sure not to use alphabet letters, like the “A”, since we needed those for text. A little blinking dot for the player, little boxes for toilets, those kinds of things. All in all, it's a hundred lines of BASIC and it works, and people get into the story. Even if the graphics were sub-par, there was a real dialog system, and suspects would move from car to car. Players connected the dots in their head for the rest.

	Inside the game box there was an audio tape with as much dialog as there was in the game itself. We had to add that kind of fluff since we didn't have access to disks yet, so the program was 48KB - the size of a graphic icon on your PC. Meurtre à grande vitesse wasn't the smartest story or the best game I ever made, but it worked: players loved it and kept writing to me about it five years onwards.

	 

	Speaking of graphics, the power creep in CPU during the 90s paved the way to blockbusters and high-resolution graphics. Did that change the way you thought about games?

	That revolution started in the 90s, with multimedia driven platforms like the CD-i and later on 3D graphics. My personal opinion is that it splintered video games into two different things: a game and a show. A game is about design and how the player, gamepad in hand, is enjoying himself or herself. The show is not for him, it's for the person watching the player play. The player himself doesn't really care about graphics and whatnot; it's only a matter of how much fun he is having. Zaxxon and its small spaceship weaving amidst obstacles looks ugly as sin today, but whether it's 2 or 100,000 polygons, that won't change the player's experience: it's perfect the way it is. Meanwhile, for the other guy, the spectator, if the game looks terrible, he isn't going to watch for long.

	Today, games are beautiful shows, films with barely any interaction left; you walk through scripted sequences laid out in beautiful 3D rooms, amazing art direction and landscapes, without much to do. I think it lost something; thanks to budget inflation you end up having the safest gameplay possible and every game feels the same. Whether a boxing game has a twenty-pixel sprite or a high definition Mike Tyson lookalike, it's all the same for the player: good timing, punching at the right time, dodging, ducking, etc. Only the presentation differs.

	 

	When did that trend start?

	I'm not sure, I suppose it's a trend that slowly got traction. The notion of strong personalities or auteurs able to keep to their own vision disappeared in favor of huge teams and inflated budgets. Except for Nintendo, most game companies swallowed leads and auteurs inside humongous productions, leaving the final say to the producer, just like in the film industry. The artistic vision doesn't have any say in it. It was clearly intentional at Infogrames: no intellectual property, no royalties, no one pushed into the spotlight, therefore no one made the game. But I'm not an expert on today's games, I'm just a spectator blown away by the amazing graphics. But a game is more than pretty pictures, right?

	I always thought that about intro and ending cutscenes. I mean, it's a treat for the players but it also eats away half of the budget. A game can be reduced to barebone graphics; take a look at the thriving tabletop and CCG industry. Playing is a simple form entertainment. The most interesting game-changing event was the Internet. Without making more complex games, you were able to connect with players all over the world and bring a new dimension to gaming.

	 

	But with indies or even game narration, the auteur notion still exists and developers try to go for simpler stuff.

	Of course, I was merely talking about the AAA scene, with blockbusters always working the same way. Creative people will always find a way to make amazing games, that was Ere Informatique's strength and Ulrich's. They used their imagination, their madness, to fuel their game and bring a new dimension to it.

	 

	What was Cobrasoft's structure like? How did you divide the tasks between each person?

	Well, it wasn't complicated. At first, with BASIC, I did everything by myself, and when we switched languages a coder did the scripting. We gradually gave him the elements we needed and every time we had a good feature idea, we brainstormed about it and slipped it in the game. There wasn't much organization per se. Things changed when we became more professional, for Philips CD-i. The base was a four-man unit: me as a creator, an artist, a coder, and an assistant. We talk, I share my ideas, then I started writing dialogs. Afterward, usually by pairs, we started discussing the game design with concept scenes: “How is the player going to progress? How do they open this safe? How do we make the player aware of clue X or Y?” Once we got our proof of concept, we let the coder do his magic. That was a guy called Ronand Morla, working by night and resting during the day. So in the morning, I dropped my kids at school, walked to his front yard, picked up the disk he had left at his door, and tried out his version back at the studio. Around 2 PM, he would come check on us and we would share our thoughts on the new batch, then he would head back home and fix his code through the entire night. Production was really, really fast-paced.

	But we also did a ton of pre-production work. For Murders in Space, the coder, artist, and myself organized a three-day trip to the Space Camp to “get in the mood”: suffer through the vomit-inducing centrifuge, learn piloting basics, and observe real-life space modules. The core idea was “How does it work in real life? And how close can we get to it without losing the player?” It wasn't about simulation; it was about bringing some legitimacy to the game.

	 

	In what you are saying there are some pretty complex ideas and you keep using the word “creator”, but you never used labels such as auteur, game designer, or writer?

	There was no need to. Education for the game industry did not exist, neither did the terminology. When we recruited people for our massive CD-i output, we didn't check their label: creator, writer, etc. We needed experienced people who had an understanding of how a game was made. The first time the idea of a game school emerged was in 1995, during the CD-ROM boom. People started thinking, “we need a school to train game industry people” and we started thinking about a cité du jeu vidéo. There were a few formations versed in new media writing and we did recruit a few graduates, but their expertise was more in television and film. Basically, if a guy came and said, “I'm an expert on multimedia; I got a ton of video and audio resources and I can edit them,” that wasn't going to cut it because you ended up with a “choice 1, choice 2, choice 3, skip frame, back to menu” design. True interactivity and game design couldn't be studied at the time, it was all intuition.

	So it was either game design or technical prowess. Alone in the Dark was all about taking revolutionary real-time 3D tech and wrapping it around a cool story. Same story with Infogrames' driving games: they had killer renders and driving sensations in V-Rally. And it was the result of Bonnell seeing a few coders' passionate side projects and saying: “What is that stuff? Looks great, let's put it in.” It wasn't a directive from the top of the company; it was almost made AGAINST the company's guidelines.

	 

	Did you get a lot of people telling you video games were not a very serious business, or a reprehensible one?

	Strangely enough, we have never been confronted with public hostility regarding video games. True enough, there was a time when debates escalated but that's nothing new: violent video games, sex, blah, blah, blah, exactly like bande dessinées. Sure, it existed but we were never targeted individually. Here is an anecdote: I went into a bar as a fifteen year-old teenager and another kid was playing an arcade game. It was one of the very first ones, a simple shoot-them-up and he kept shooting on civilians over and over and losing high-score! And I kept thinking, “How dumb can one person be?” The audience has its own share of the responsibility. So, yes, the problem existed but we sure weren't part of it.

	 

	You had no problem legitimizing video games, but did you see it as an art form yourself?

	No, we just thought, “video game is a new medium, let's play around with it”. Est-ce de l'art ou du cochon ? (TN: silly French pun - “l'art” sounds like lard, bacon in French, therefore: Is it bacon or a pig?) I do not know. We never saw ourselves as artists. Some developers, like Philippe Ulrich, were artists before turning to video games and viewed it as such, with a specific artistic process. In our case, video game simply WERE. Now they are calling games “the tenth art”. I think a real video game culture exists, with proper codes of behavior, personalities, magazines, etc but that's about it. Video games followed bande dessinée's footsteps with a plethora of genres: ultra realistic, destructive, experimental, and so on.
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	Didn't you face controversies yourself?

	Not really, controversies are linked to a certain era of 90s. Archiving the French video game industry is a topic close to my heart and I worked hard on the cité du jeu vidéo project during that time. My aim was simple: “video gaming is a culture worthy of preservation, worthy of discussion; let's create a place dedicated to it”. There were a few projects in between, aimed at libraries, like creating exhibitions. But it was impossible to set those up because as soon as the word “video game” was whispered, mayors pressured the libraries to back down. It was a time when graphics became much more realistic and gained a bigger audience: running over people, shooting enemies in the arm, etc. Video game as a spectacle became so vivid that the average Joe, watching people play, only saw pools of blood and explosions, without any interpretation or mental distance.

	Nowadays, we've got libraries calling to set up video game exhibitions, because their curators grew up with games, and they grew up as fine young men and young women. It has helped cleaned up the trashy connotations video games had a bit. But looking back, I remember the huge campaigns against video games with Familles de France15.  

	 

	It's also used as a sort of scapegoat.

	Exactly, and now it's the Internet. You hear about how “kids are always glued to their screens”. Whether it is regarding the terrorist attacks or the latest hot topic, politicians like Nicolas Sarkozy or Nadine Morano16 are always bringing up the same spiel: “Of course, they committed X or Y, they spent their time playing violent games, therefore they are accustomed to violence”. It's definitely a scapegoat but it was much worse 10 or 15 years ago. Realistic graphics were a huge deal. Also, this happened in 2000 alongside the Internet bubble crisis. So people were already leery of new tech: “Just as I thought, that tech stuff is bullshit”. But realism definitely played a huge part. Blood and guts all over your screen. Now it's the Internet. People said the same thing about bande dessinée, rock & roll, cinema, and even books. It's like the Name of the Rose: “Comedy and laughter? In my sacred tomes? Burn them all!” It's a cycle tied to each and every new form of media but when confidential becomes mainstream, people gain a new insight on the whole thing.

	 

	Today, video games are back in favor, seen as true intellectual works.

	Yes, and also as learning tools, and terrific ones at that. Serious games are offering a brand new way to teach kids through play. It's an interesting evolution, but I think the gaming side should never be lost, as well as game mechanics. I think by analyzing the traditional, 30-year-old games and their rule-sets, you can learn a lot and become better at teaching. They are still relevant and fun to play dozens of years later; it is vital to preserve them. That's why I got this impulse to preserve everything – archives, notes, personal reflections on paper – because most of my generation started working in the game industry around their early thirties and now they are in their sixties. This memory must be secured before it fades away. I have been preaching that idea for 15 years and now it's time to act. That's why I created the Conservatoire du Jeu Video (Association for Video Game Conservation) as a first step. I'm getting contacted a lot to set up exhibitions and museums, but it rarely goes through. We need to act now to archive, preserve, and avoid the mistakes that have been done for the last 10, 20, 30 years, resulting in the sheer destruction of archives and therefore the disappearance of game development's traces.

	The industry has gained a lot of structure, administration, and red tape; true enough. As soon as we started working for Philips, our process became structured: pre-production, precise milestones, bibles, and so forth. It was interesting and all, but do those papers still exist? Are they locked away in some basement, or did they simply vanish? I have no idea at all.

	I get that today's players on the scene want to keep their knowledge, technology, and intellectual properties safe and sound, but we really need to spread the word about preserving these records for the future. The only reason we still have copies of Meliés's movies is thanks to some American pirated ones; those are the only traces of his movies. Why? Because Mélies burned all his own movies! Everything had to be edited back through a painstaking process on the other side of the Atlantic. There is still time for games, but people need to become aware of what is at stake.

	 

	I know you are very keen on versatility and not so much on specific job labels. Did you recruit any specific specialists for your products, like game designers for example?

	Personally, I never recruited any game designers. We hesitated for CD-i development, but it stopped around 1995 and then we jumped on the CD-ROM ship with the same teams for the two following years. We had producers though, which acted as supervisors and brought more industry standards: “What is a product? How does it work?” We did a lot of pre-production and prototyping, but mostly by ourselves. It was hard to label people back then as the industry kept changing at a very fast pace. Believe it or not but Bruno Bonnell is a person I would label as a game designer. He had tons of brilliant ideas, and he was very clever, and very pushy, too: “Let's do this”, “I saw what you did and it's not great, let's drop it”, “I got an idea, why don't you do this and that.” He had a very creative side. Of course, it had its downsides and going over budget or delays were tough calls. I like to stick to deadlines and budgets; for example each CD-i game had a total budget of one million francs. Now that seems ridiculous, and only four years later just Alone in the Dark III's pre-production alone cost that much.

	As weird as it sounds, the first thing I always conceived for a project was the box. It was always the box first. With Philips CD-i, it was easy since they had a standard. It was a great incentive for the final product: everything has to fit in there and the producer is ecstatic because he has something to show. Then, once the production has started, you go up to the publisher and say, “Here is the box, here is the game design document, and here is the estimated budget.” I think a real talent in this industry is having the guts to cut features or not bringing too many to the table lest the budget inflates and the release date get pushed back. Money aside, what's the harm in delays? Well, six months later, the hardware may have evolved or something new came out. The great console you've been using, well, too bad 'cause now the new Sega console or the new 3DO came out with better graphics and a stronger CPU. So you over-thought your project, got delayed, missed a step and now your game bombs – or you need to modify it for this new platform - meaning even more delays down the line.

	I can't stress hard enough the fact that game design isn't set in stone; it's an ever-evolving intent towards a goal. I experienced this first hand. So I'm prancing around a bit with CD-i projects being very organized, but the truth is with my first games there are no written traces of their game design. My archive of cardboard boxes are full, but full of what? Small notebooks full of ideas, little things, tidbits; you won't even find a 40-line synopsis in there, because at first it was a one man job. No need to share your ideas with a team of 50 people and argue about a product's vision, like for CD-ROM or CD-i where I had to keep in touch with an animation studio located God-knows-where. When the team is made of three people, that's still doable. You have everything in your head, the pieces slowly fit into the puzzle, and it's still a smooth process. It's still a craft. When it becomes an industrial process, organization becomes mandatory. You need to delimit tasks and pick up specialized skills. But the apparition of concrete job was a real evolution. At first, no one had training, therefore job titles did not exist. When I came up with the idea of a cité du Jeu Vidéo, a school project was attached to it. It was 1995 and we wanted to train people. But it didn't work and they appeared in Valenciennes instead, and now you have video game schools all across France. It's an interesting niche, a dream for many young people.
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	In closing, can you talk about your aborted yet wonderful “Cité du Jeu Vidéo” project.

	When Bruno Bonnell decided to relocate Infogrames to an industrial district the mayor of Lyon was then trying to rehabilitate, he had the idea of building nearby a “Video Game City”. I was appointed as leader of a visionary committee to make this project come to life. Gaëlle Devic, one of my production employees at the time, was dispatched to build a case and act as liaison with the city of Lyon in regards to the architecture. This complex should have included a museum with a part dedicated to physical preservation of games, an event room, a school to train students to work in the game industry, a gaming studio incubator, shared labs (e.g: for motion capture). Other publishers could come and back the project if they wanted. The architectural project was given to Vurpas Associés while we kept thinking about the concept itself.

	The direction committee gathered people from the City of Lyon, from the CNC, from Canal +, from Infogrames and lots of other interested parties. It became quite the ambitious and expensive project. The location itself was becoming more and more blurry. To avoid getting stuck in this quagmire, we proposed a prototype exhibition, to test our concepts on-site and see if our partners would take the leap of faith. It wasn't designed to be a big thing... and yet, despite the amount of work we had poured in, and the interest expressed in it, it never happened.

	We were starting to see traces of blood in the water at Infogrames: Gaëlle left for the USA and I was getting more and more focused on my Kazibao project, making it go public, etc. I sold my shares in 2001 and then I tried again to make the city idea come true by knocking at Infogrames' door, showing the work we had done. The new pitch was a great moving exhibition throughout the country to celebrate Infogrames' 20th birthday. Bonnell was taken with the idea, but then the company became a part of Atari and when push came to shove, nothing happened. The dream lives on in my archives, with an entire shelving unit of concept plans.

	 

	
YANNICK CADIN

	 

	SELECTIVE LUDOGRAPHY
Zombi, Le Maître des Âmes, Hurlements, Manatthan 95

	 

	GAME STUDIOS
Ubisoft

	 

	Being more than thirty years old, Ubisoft's history is filled with widely known games such as the Rayman or Assassin's Creed series but its humble beginnings remains quite confidential. Yannick Cadin was one of the very first Ubisoft game developers and the architect behind their first in-house game: Zombi. While a major hit at the time, its genesis was quite hectic as Cadin explains it. He had barely finished high school when started developing video games and like everyone back then, had to learn the job on the spot.

	While he only briefly worked in the game industry, his timing was impeccable to describe the mindset of the pioneer. Fiercely independent, never at a loss for words, Yannick was a joy to interview.

	 

	How did you become a programmer?

	Quite naturally. I was in high school and our very old but very enthusiastic teacher was asked to teach us about computers and programming. She was learning BASIC in the morning and teaching us during the afternoon on the very same day. We trained on SHARP PC-1212, 800-byte small-scale computers only able to display 20 characters and one line at the time.  This gave us a rough idea of the BASIC language. Seeing those IF, THEN, ELSE pop up on the screen made me naively think I could maybe create a friend through artificial intelligence. I was in a rough place at the time because I had just moved out with my mom to Bagnolet, Hell shaped as a Parisian suburb to my mind. Of course, I quickly realized computers would not allow to achieve this dream, but the idea of computer logic was such a shock to me that I became very interested in the medium. My next training came from the specialized press of that time, especially the amazing Micro Systèmes, which talked about AI - something that fascinated me - even if sucking at maths slowed down my progress. I bought a used ZX81 from a classmate and a BASIC program listing book while trying to learn as much as I can about Assembler and math.

	
So you stopped school to work?

	During high school, I applied to join l'École Nationale de Commerce Bessières, one of the only two Parisian school with a computer major degree and, despite my bad math level, I got in. Unfortunately, I quickly realized that the study level was the worst of the worst, leading me to spend my weeks playing tarot with the other students. One afternoon between classes, one of them convinced me to check a Boulevard Voltaire17 computer store and I met one of his friends who worked on the upper floor at Rainbow Productions, a small software publisher. I went back there a few times and eventually met Sylvie Hugonnier, who told me she was about to become the CEO of a young but ambitious new publisher. Reading between the lines, I realized that one of the sine qua non conditions for her new position was to ship a video game; she already had an artist and a writer but lacked a programmer. She asked me straight up to join them, and even after saying I didn't know scratch about Assembler, she insisted, eventually leading me to reply “Why not?”

	In the following days, I met Patrick Daher, the artist, and his sidekick Alexandre Bonan, who had already written Zombi's storyboard in a school notebook. Once we were all set on the planning, I started coding. I spent evenings and even nights, working until 1AM and beyond. Since I lived very far away from school, I often fell asleep during class. One day I explained to my mother: “Listen, either I push towards my bac diploma, fully knowing my major's coefficient will play against me, or I make video games.” That speech was driven by my gut feeling against this inept school and my scorn for the bac exam. Back in the day, the computer industry was just starting up and singing in the metro probably sounded like a more reliable career path to her. Despite all that, she trusted me and I dropped my studies. So I left in the middle of high school to work full-time on Zombi.

Were you a full-time employee at Ubisoft?

	No, not exactly. The only reason I became a part-time employee there is pretty silly. I wanted to go out with a girl and she promised she would go out to dinner with me if I got a job with a “manager” title in it. Sylvie was kind enough to give me a “product manager” position, which also paid for some of my expenses like transportation, but I didn't stay there long. The commute was insane for the few hours I was in the office. As soon as I gave my resignation letter, management totally changed the way they talked to me. I went from basic underling to service provider. In the eyes of the Guillemot, tutoiement became vouvoiement18 and people became much nicer. [laughter]

Where were the Ubisoft offices located at the time?

	In Créteil, I lived in the northwest of Paris, a bit higher than Argenteuil. It took me two hours to go and two hours to come back.
 

	Zombi took you six months to code.

	Yes, I knew that during the first weeks I still went to school. Then as it became more intense, I got closer to the artist by staying more often in Créteil. Some nights, we slept on a carpeted floor so thin you could feel the concrete under it – because there was no other place to sleep. Crunch is a pain and from what I hear it didn't really change that much in that industry.

Zombi was made for the Amstrad. Was that a deliberate choice?

	When Ubisoft was created, the Amstrad CPC was the most common game machine in France and, from a more pragmatical point of view, I had just bought one of those a few months earlier. This machine has a very special place in my heart because I was only able to buy it thanks to a saving account opened by my grandfather for my future endeavors. He expected me to use those 10,000 F for college but my mom, seeing how my life was going, spontaneously asked me if I wanted them. I decided to invest my money in this computer to learn coding as fast as possible. I went with her to the Voltaire Boulevard to an Ultima store19 and presented a very precise list to the shop clerk: high end Amstrad CPC 665 with two floppy readers, a black and white monitor to prevent eye fatigue, a Péritel adaptor, and another color screen for more “playful” moments. On the software side I added Masterfile to handle databases and a pro matrix printer. I will always remember the look on the clerk's face wondering who the hell was this kid. [laughter]

	With my brand new Amstrad rig, there was no question about which platform to develop for, and I was lucky enough for this to be a very common model in France. The girl I wanted to go out with also had one very early, so I went from time to time there to check this model. So when I started making Zombi, I had no problem writing graphics within the video memory since I was already used to it.

	
You sounded very enthusiastic about it, but surely you encountered some problems?

	A bit earlier, I had mitigated my shortcomings on the Assembler Z80 side by joining a club informatique20. Those started to pop all over the place but most of them demanded an expensive joining fee, a sneaky way to pay for the pirated games you could grab there. Their initiation classes were very basic and revolved only around word processors. Neither interested in the latter nor willing to spend too much money, I eventually found a small free one in Paris through Micro Systèmes classifieds, and for good reason! There was only person there and no computer to be seen. I think I'm the luckiest guy in the world because the person in question was a retired math teacher, a true brainiac. So every Saturday, he'd cram my head for two hours with as much knowledge as possible and an entire week was barely enough to digest all that info, but I made tremendous progress. During my last year of high school, my teacher was happy to let me to slack in class because she was scared I would contradict her! The development went well and fellow coders who ported Zombi thanked me later for my tidy code, which made me really happy.
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	That must have helped them a lot

	It wasn't all rainbows and sunshine, though, because the software I used to write in Assembler – the “best” they said – made me lose two hours of work because it had left me write a mnemonic code – a logical inscription from its point of view in syntax so it converted it to binary. Unfortunately the instruction did not exist in the Z80 CPU microcode and this bugged everything. It might sound stupid, but this was the first time I realized programs are made by other human beings, which are also fallible, and hence they require caution. There is a specific point in Zombi that shows my lack of experience: the boring fight scenes, especially when fighting zombies - you have to shake the joystick in all directions. It sucks, but we lacked time and I wasn't very well versed in game mechanics either.
 

	Did you make game design choices, or were they only made by your colleagues?

	UI and mechanics were designed as a group with the writer and the artist. For example, incorporating a spatial indicator after joystick or keyboard input. Black and white display was a technical constraint since it halved the size of each background picture and let them fit on one side of the floppy. In hindsight this was a pretty handy way to highlight the point of interest in each location. So at first we all gathered and said: “Ok, we have eighty backgrounds that make up the whole game environment. We can't hold them in memory, whatever color number we use.” Compression was out of the question so we had to use black and white, but that was fine because the items on screen had a little color so they popped out all the better.
 

	Was the game an immediate hit?

	Honestly, I don't think anyone saw it coming but the number of copies we sold was much better than expected. The game was very original and some shops didn't know what game category to put it in within mail order catalogs. We ported the game to five different consoles, but only two left me a strong impression. First, the DOS one with the CGA graphic card, because I had learned the turbo Pascal language to port it, so it was good training. I was quite proud of myself because it only took me one week.
 

	Talk about fast!

	I only had theoretical knowledge about the Pascal language, having studied a book for a year before getting into it. Jumping from Assembler Z80 to a high-level language wasn't that bad in the end. Without showering myself with compliments, it shows how the original program was pretty good, because it made the adaptation fast and simple. Another tricky port people usually don't think about is the Amstrad. I mean, why the hell would you port it to such a low-end machine? The reason was the original sales were good enough for the Guillemots to push for an Amstrad floppy-less version. In order to do this, I convinced a buddy of mine to drop his studies for a while. Dozens and dozens of kb dedicated to art backgrounds crammed into 10kb tops. The background were identical in the end, but wireframed instead. We were quite proud of our tour de force. To their wholesaler status with Guillemot International Software, the Guillemot brothers added publishers stripes with Ubisoft.

	 

	Nicely done since Zombi was a huge hit.

	I'm bouncing back and forth trying to explain the real reasons that pushed them to create Ubisoft. It's only my own two cents, but I think it's pretty close to the truth. At this point, the gaming market worked like this: publishers released their games in their own countries, but abroad, they'd rather ask other game publishers to take care of it because they knew the ins-and-outs and knew how to market them. GIS, their company located in Carentoir, was specialized in wholesaling, not publishing - they saw all that juicy money slipping through their fingers and they were upset about it.

	To seduce the foreign publishers, they decided to pull the wool over their eyes and create an ex-nihilo game development studio. At first, it was very blurry - they changed their minds later on - and they only wanted to distribute foreign games in France. They also did not want their names to appear so they created a company handling the administrative while putting in place a straw CEO as a facade. They poached Sylvie, with her experience from Rainbow Production, and lured her with shares in the company. It turned out the Guillemot bros are pretty cunning, one might say sneaky, as they waited for Sylvie to hand over her resignation from her previous job to modify the papers, erasing any mention of said shares. Faced with the fait accompli, she couldn't step back. My point is at first Ubisoft only wanted to prove they could make games as a sign of good faith, but making good ones didn't really matter to them. A first game was a mandatory condition for future distribution deals. Speaking of quality issues, another game came out just after Zombi…
 

	Masque?

	Correct, and it got a fixed version called Masque+ because the creator uncovered a critical bug preventing you from finishing the game! I encountered the same kind of qualitative laziness with Hurlements. I remember well a few hours after delivering the gold copy spotting a small bug. Being thorough, I called Ubisoft and offer to drop by the next day with a fixed version. In essence, they explained to me that the ready-to-go version wasn't going to be modified. We're talking about a 60 F copy, almost nothing at the time. Likewise, I was used to make them look good during meetings and lunches with foreign publishers. Showcased like this: “Here is Yannick, the Zombi developer!”

	
I think I get what you're saying. They used to distribute big foreign games like Double Dragon and such.

	Both their vision and politics changed in regards to all that, but those first two years mostly revolved around seducing publishers. I stumbled across lots of folks from EA or Mindscape. They tried to dazzle them to publish their games.
 

	So, coming back to Masque.

	This was my second project, but I mostly worked on smaller, more precise points. The first handful of Ubi game creators were moonlighting students, so many programmers were still learning the ropes in the field. Display and protection codes were their weak spots, and since I had been well briefed about that, I set up the copy protection on three or four games. Le maitre des âmes is the only game for which I actively participated as main programmer. That was a lot of fun. The game conceptor was Eric Doireau, who is still a very dear friend.

	
He was a Ubi employee, too?

	No, when I started working at Ubi, the core team was very small, with Sylvie acting as the CEO, a young secretary straight out of college, Yves Guillemot who shuttled back and forth from Brittany, the graphic artist, and me as a part-timer. When the general public heard about us, people wishing to get into video games started calling Ubi. Some had experience, others didn't but wanted to learn how to make them. Most of the calls ended up with “Look, I'll forward your call to Yannick and he will explain that to you.” [laughter] I see myself as a kind person, so I tried my best. The first person I received was a young woman very interested in video games, not out of passion, but because she thought there was a lot of money to be earned! The second person was a very motivated 19-year-old electrician who expressed his wish to work on video games. His plan was to work for half a year and go on holidays the other half. I was a bit shocked because I myself was working about 10 to 15 hours a day. That was Eric, he was older than me but wanted to learn. So for a couple of months he studied Turbo Pascal, following my advice, on the Amstrad 6128. I helped him create graphic routines to link the language and the assembler (bitmap display, sprite handling). He made tremendous progress, very fast.
 

	A US blogger playing all the CRPG in chronological order discovered while playing Le Maitre des Ames that the PC version had very rough colors while the Amstrad one, despite being less powerful, had a much better display21.

	The Amstrad CPC version had four colours: black, grey, orange and blue. You get a similar comparison with Hurlements and Zombi. PC standard display mode, CGA, did not allow us to freely pick a three-color combination plus the one in the background. You picked the background from a twelve-color palette, but the three remaining ones could not be picked independently from each other. In the end, we only had three palettes made of three different colors - pretty bland and there was no way to recombine them to boot. On the contrary, color handling was much more flexible on CPC.
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	After Zombi, you worked on Manhattan 95.

	I was the main force behind it, and the main programmer, too. The other one was the guy I led astray from the right path. Seeing the mass of the work ahead of us, we had recruited a third person, but the guy had the amazing talent of creating two bugs every time he fixed one. It was pretty unbelievable and we had to let him go. So you probably noticed how influenced Manhattan 95 was by Escape from New York22 and I wanted to reproduce the movie as close as possible. I really wanted to reach for the stars with this one, creating a skydiver simulation to reproduce Snake's arrival on the World Trade Center. But yeah a flight simulator is pretty hard to make. I also made the mistake of hiring my friend's sister as the artist because she studied art. But being a traditional artist doesn't mean you can be a computer one, and that's why the graphics are not great. Yet I must say that through perseverance we persevered over the technical difficulties and I'm still quite proud of Manhattan 95.
 

	Zombi, Manhattan 95, and Hurlements - I can feel the 80s movies influence in your games.

	The first one wasn't my choice to be honest. I bought the movie for the first time two years ago and I haven't seen it yet. I only know the story through the game. But yeah, Manhattan is pure plagiarism and I'm fine with that. No one really cared about copyright and video games back then. Regarding Hurlements (aka The Howling), I had seen Joe Dante's movie which had left a strong impression on me, and you must recognize the title is pretty catchy, too. But the story has no link whatsoever to the original. It uses the same engine as Zombi but the story is different.
 

	Let's talk a bit about Hurlements then.

	Honestly, I still don't get why critics were so hard on me. I'm pretty sure the bad rap it got was due its controls, identical to Zombi. I don't see the problem there; if your UI works, don't fix it and change the rest. It would have been silly in my opinion to upgrade the graphics and keep the gameplay as is. Too many games,movies and so on swapped the picture on the cover art to make you buy the same thing three or four times. So Hurlements used the same engine but took place during the 1930s in North America. An outlaw and his girlfriend are hunting a treasure in the middle of nowhere and get cornered by roaming werewolves. You need to hide, protect yourself, get the loot, and repair a car to flee. Not offering more realistic graphics is probably my only regret for this game. While the artist was a nice guy and pretty skilled, too, he didn't really do the job with flying colors. The game rooms were quite empty at first, so I suggested he hit the books at the local library to get inspiration. When you live in Paris, it's not that hard, but he didn't even try; the only prop he did was a pump-station and that's only because I brought him a picture. Back then, video games took place either in the distant future, in heroic fantasy, or in contemporary settings. I wanted to transport the player somewhere else, but there was only so much I could do.
 

	Did you leave the video game industry just after that?

	No I also did a PC adaptation of a sexy poker game called Teenage Queen. But all those games I've talked about until now only occupied the first part of my “gaming” career for two years. Even if I didn't dislike it, I was a random intruder in this industry and the most interesting aspect was definitely solving tech issues - video format conversion for example. The Amiga display wasn't the same as the CPC's one and even more different than a PC one. I had specialized in creating image format conversion routines, and once those were done, you still had to transfer the data from one computer to another that was very different. Nowadays, with a USB stick, the job is done in seconds, but back then the very notion of compatibility was a distant dream and it's impossible to imagine how tricky it was to transfer data from an Amstrad CPC to a Commodore 64. Offering software and hardware solutions to publishers - ERE Informatique, Titus Interactive, and even Ubisoft - sounded like a good idea. Some had already developed internal solutions, while others welcomed me as the messiah. At Titus23, their “solution” was to stick a cable between a Commodore 64 and the CPC - so far so good - but they used the joystick port, which offered an amazing speed of 9 bits per second! [laughter] It was crazy - transferring a simple image would require three days. I used a mix of floppies and basic tweaks that allowed to transfer dozens of kb by the minute.
 

	Did you get a lot of echoes with the emergence of the retrogaming scene at the end of the 90s?

	Yes and no, in the sense that I only got feedback when I started to teach computer science. There would always be a trainee googling my name and questioning me about Zombi. That led to a nice anecdote about six years ago, before Christmas: I did a workshop on iOS dev with a class of 30 young students. During a break, one of them came to me timidly asking if I was Zombi's coder. “Of course,” I said, trying to show off and he replied that was cool and his father remembered me. I was like “Welp, that's the end of the road”. [laughter] I also lost it when two brothers circa 2008-2009 asked me for tips to complete the game. I was really happy, too, when I stumbled upon my name in an academic book dedicated to the study of the zombie genre.
 

	Did you see the remake of Hurlements by a fan24?

	Yeah, the journalist who was making the Ubisoft 30th anniversary book showed it to me. It was very moving since the critics hadn't been very nice. I thought it was great that the game still interested people. Another moving memory is when I taught at the Laval Tech Institue these three different classes in front of unmotivated students. Despite being bossy and inflexible, they liked me and blessed me with a nice surprise at the end of the semester. They dug up from god-knows-where an original Zombi floppy, which they gave me. I almost cried.
 

	As an external witness, what changes have you observed in the video game industry?

	It evolved from a world of craftsmen  - and I'm not using this word as a compliment - to a real professionalized industry. One cannot compare today's extreme specialization of jobs and financial stakes with the time we just reminisced about. For Ubisoft, a nice-looking game was good enough to be slapped into their catalog. It's a pretty simple conclusion, but we are talking of humongous million-euro budgets with ultra-skilled staff of 50-300 people. I'm more of a jack-of-all-trades myself, so I never felt the need to specialize in a specific niche.

Any final words?

	Despite the humongous game-making factories and their powerful backing, sometimes a guy in his garage, or in his room or somewhere, is able to create a hit, not tech-perfect but addictive - I'm thinking about Tetris, which on the verge of the industry's professionalization. It's unfair that its Russian creator didn't get a dime of what he was due, but it goes to show that money is not a factor in making a great, addictive game. It's reassuring to see good products pop out from somewhere you wouldn't expect.
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DIDIER CHANFRAY

	 

	SELECTIVE LUDOGRAPHY
North & South, Chamonix Challenge, Alone in the Dark I, Little Big Adventure I & II, Time Commando, Toy Commander, Moto Racer Advance

	 

	GAME STUDIOS
Infogrames, Adeline Software, No Cliché, Little Worlds

	 

	Frédérick Raynal is revered as the creator of Alone in the Dark but he was surrounded by proper talent within his core team. His right hand man for many years, Didier Chanfray had already established his career before that time as an outstanding informal art director within Infogrames' office. He followed Chanfray in his new independent ventures, giving life to the iconic child-like design of the LBA series and exploring the birth of the SEGA Dreamcast. After the failure of the cult console, he sailed on his own and ventured into the tricky grounds of edutainment and mobile gaming.

	I was astonished at the kindness and humility of a man that assured a tremendous amount of work on well-known franchise without ever demonstrating any resentment for the harsh situations he underwent over the years.

	 

	A classic question, for starters: How did you enter the video game industry?

	My career is a bit unusual in that I was already 25 years old when I joined Infogrames in 1987. I was already old. [laughter]

	 

	Before that you studied to become a surveyor.

	I was an assistant-surveyor, not a chartered surveyor yet. For three years, I worked in a mountain office. It was a great experience. Following that, I pushed back my national service as long as I could. At eighteen I was properly trained and ready to work. I came back to Lyon, did my service, and looked for a job. The only offers I got were city-based, and after three years in the mountains supervising chairlift installations, ski slope projects, and other outdoor things I really did not want to trudge into the sewers. On the other hand, I loved drawing and wanted to break through into that domain. I was always carrying my portfolio under my arm, and one day I got the chance to show my work to Bruno Bonnell, Eric Mottet, and Thomas Schimder. They gave me a three-month trial period, working for free since I had barely ever seen a computer in my life!

	 

	What was your baptism of fire?

	My first game was called Marche à l'Ombre (« Sidewalk »), based on Renaud's eponymous album25. I liked to draw those urban delinquent kind of characters, based on Frank Margerin's26 settings: the grim and trashy French suburbia of the 70s-80s. I was born and raised in the city, I'm from La Croix Rousse in Lyon, so his stories of riding on mopeds, girls, punks, and all that jazz really resonated with me. Glancing through my portfolio, Bonnell got the idea of calling Thierry Séchan, Renaud's brother and business manager, and that's how the project started. Alongside Kamel Bala, the coder, I developed the game in three months, just the two of us. That wasn't so far from mobile development today! I worked both as an artist and a game designer, even if the latter title did not exist yet. It was a tiny open-world where the player could fight or talk his way toward his goal: finding his moped. The starting point was random, as were certain events.  It was a good project and allowed me to sign a contract at Infogrames. I worked on a lot of games there and gained a lot of experience. I already had my second game's concept in mind: Bivouac, one of the first Infogrames' games sold to Epyx in the US.
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	CAD was a brand new thing for you. What were the main difficulties you encountered during that time?

	I roughly employed the same drafting techniques as I did as a surveyor; I had already designed gigantic maps there, which were used a few years later for the Albertville 90 Winter Olympic Games. To help me, the office lent me a Thomson TO7 computer so I could practice back home. At Infogrames, there was no drafting software yet, not even Deluxe Paint! Two very nice girls called Josiane Girard and Dominique Girou became my godmothers there. They helped me draft my first graphics on computers, pixel by pixel, applying tracing paper on the screen. They were true artists of their craft as they had already done Les Passagers du Vent (Passengers on the Wind) and La Quête de l'Oiseau du Temps (The Quest for the Time-Bird) point by point. They taught me everything there was to know about the job. Bivouac, my second game, had a six-month dev cycle and I was very proud of it since it was published by Epyx under the very serious alias Chamonix Challenge. Summer Games was my get to go title! Too bad they erased all traces of humor. I had filled the original version with stupid stuff. For example, you could carry a five-hundred-meter electric extension cord. The heavier the bag was, the harder the game became, so I went nuts with its content.

	After that project, I signed a permanent contract and worked for seven years at Infogrames. I did a lot of bande dessinée adaptations since Bonnell firmly believed in them. North & South, Stir Crazy featuring BoBo, Tintin on the Moon, etc. The later was especially tricky since Moulinsart SARL27 and Hergé's intellectual properties are such a bother. A handful of interns and myself reproduced the opening comic-strip: Hergé's signature and the rocket's lift-off. Bonnell with his gall managed to sell the project on the spot to Moulinsart. [laughter]
 

	North & South was a beloved game back in the day, extremely ambitious, too. Mixing wargames with action sequences.

	I have fond memories of it. It was a two-person development with my friend Stéphane Baudet. At the time, he was crazy about board games, especially RISK. I loved the original bande dessinée and was lucky enough to meet its creator Raoul Cauvin. And the game was a real joy to play, especially against a friend. Furthermore, it was packed with action like assaulting forts and real-time battles where you had to maneuver artillery and lead the cavalry.  My art really shone in the action scenes, while Stéphane was quite passionate about the wargame part. Crazy to think that North & South was this project sleeping inside a drawer until we asked to dust it off! Anuman Interactive re-released it for tablets not long ago, but I wasn't involved.

	 

	Which North & South versions have you worked upon?

	All of them! [laughter] I don't even remember how many ports I did for Sidewalk, same for Chamonix Challenge. Usually, the platforms were Amiga, Atari ST, or IBM PC 4- and 16-colors with that horrible fuchsia.  I lent a hand on The Quest for the Time-Bird for the 4-colors version. At the time, there was an “all hands on deck” policy for artists regarding big projects. My position evolved progressively over time. On Stir Crazy featuring BoBo, while doing the graphic ports, I also contributed to the game design. I had a lot of fun designing the various game scenes. We had six coders, one for each scene, and I lend a hand on each one except the one with the potato-peeler. It didn't go down in history as anything special but it was a fun little project.

	 

	Good bande dessinée games are scarce.

	Yeah, well, our work wasn't always stellar. [laughter] I remember working on Bob Morane: Jungle, and it was pure rubbish.  Each scene was as bad as the others and the deadline was only three months. Coding had to be as fast as possible, thus quality went down the drain. I also worked on other projects. For example, I helped on a game called 7 Colors, for which I did a tad bit of game design and drafted the hideous cover art. The game creator was a very sweet Russian called Dmitry Pashkov, who had come all the way down to Lyon for the project. We were in the middle of Tetris fever and Infogrames was seeking similar puzzle games. It was before 1989 and we both went to La Part Dieu's shopping mall because he was looking for a pair of white jeans! In the middle of winter, so it was quite the ordeal since they were a summer product. We combed every shop before finding a pair. He was pretty happy afterward!

	 

	What did the Infogrames facilities look like?

	In 1987, there were almost 30 people scattered across two different sites, which was already huge compared to the classic “four guys in a garage” cliché. Later, we moved to Villeurbanne and a much bigger building. The art department had great open-space offices. People came and went, shared their ideas; it was great. Hats off to Bruno, he was a visionary in that regard. He let us perform experiments without interfering.  All around, the company had great teams filled with wonderful people: producer Carole Faure, Véronique Salmeron-Genot in marketing. I don't count myself among them. [laughter] The work atmosphere was great, and there was a will to innovate and create cool concepts. I have no regrets about staying there for so long.

	 

	Did you work on US licenses, too?

	Yes, we made Fantasia for Disney. It was harsh; the first sketch I made for the game was rejected right away! But you need to understand that I never went to art school. At that time, art education came down to the Beaux-arts and I just didn't have the skills. For my parents, drawing was out of the question and painting was the only serious artistic job that existed. I don't blame them; schools didn't offer proper educations for drawing at the time. I learned everything on the job: modeling, animation, and of course the coming of 3D. Today, everything has changed since a lot of specialized schools exist.

	With Fantasia on Mega Drive, I once again jumped into the unknown: a new platform, a meticulous publisher. At Ubisoft, before working on a specific game genre, they tell you, “Yes, but first you need to work on X games of this type.” I always work in uncharted territory and I love it; that's one of the main reasons I'm still in the field. I'm fiddling with VR at the moment. A routine job makes me lose all sense of motivation. So, Fantasia was quite the formative experience.

	Honestly, I have no quarrel with Infogrames; I learned everything I know there and it's where I met Frédérick Raynal. While I worked upon Fantasia, he was on The Toyottes. At the time, we recruited interns from St Étienne Art College for colorimetric and art - that's how I met my wife. Frédérick Raynal had been spotted by Eric Mottet, thanks to his personal project Pop Corn. Afterwards, we ended up working in the same office and became friends. During the evenings, I would go to his place and test the real-time 3D animation prototype he had created! It crashed every two seconds, but little by little, we made progress and the project eventually grew into Alone in the Dark. One day, Bonnell asked us to develop a game where the player used matches to shed some light. From here, and knowing Frédérick was a huge fan of George Romero and The Hills Have Eyes-type of movies, we set up a reverse angle camera system for a horror game. Tracking shots were out of the question, so we had to work this out with static shots.
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	How did Alone in the Dark's development go?

	It was a great adventure. We were five or six in total, including Frédérick and Yael Barroz, who was in charge of 2D graphics. We had a 3D tool to design the room architecture. The Victorian house plan was established in three days. Then, we worked on the wireframe modeling, camera set-up, and eventually Yael painted textures. She is a very talented painter, coming from Emile Cohl School's second promotion. The characters weren't very sexy though, with only 50-100 polygons max. [laughter] At the time, 3D animation was something completely new for me even after seven years at Infogrames. Alone eventually came out and made a killing. I remember journalists being astonished after seeing the first demo. The characters came to life with Frederick's tech.
 

	Any issues during production?

	Delays, obviously. The first game version was made for the new CD-ROM support. We used it for Drakkhen's Japanese Fujitsu PC-98 port. All those platforms were kinda cool but I'm glad we now have Unity. I mean, each production had to be tailored for new hardware, ports, everything. CD-ROM wasn't made for gaming at first and it cost us a lot of additional resources, especially adapting to 44,100 Hz sampling. Still, I don't think the delays were that long, certainly not two years long like nowadays. Everything went smoothly, even if tensions rose around the end of the project. Bonnell felt the project was slipping away from his fingers, but he was aware of Raynal's genius and let him be. That was his intuitive talent. But with a product like Alone, everything went very fast and we were approached by Delphine Software and Paul de Senneville. Anyway if, and that's a hypothetical if, I had stayed at Infogrames, I would have joined I-Motion, the US branch in Los Angeles.

	All things said and done, De Senneville picked us up with a Rolls-Royce and we ate at the top of La Part Dieu Tower. He was Bonnell's antithesis and came from a very different world. He was a record producer: Richard Clayderman, Ocarina, Borrelli, etc. He was also a musician and jingle composer himself. Very, very different from where we were coming from, and he offered us a carte blanche; it was unbelievable! Carte blanche, now that's a rare thing in life, and, as for myself, I was fortunate enough to get three of those in my career.
 

	In 1992, after the release of Alone in the Dark, Frédérick Raynal, Yael Barroz, Laurent Salmeron, and yourself, left Infogrames to create Adeline Software.

	Laurent was coming straight from Drakkhen and Eternam. Paul de Senneville found us some great facilities around La Part Dieu. We got a lot of freedom for our first project, and Fred had an idea that had been running in his mind for quite some time: a game design concept where character behavior switched between normal, athletic, aggressive, and discreet modes. Today, pitching such a concept would probably be impossible; people would not understand. [laughter]
      Curiously, the concept worked, and Little Big Adventure clicked with gamers all over the world. We never thought of the universal nature of the story, or the “coming of age” metaphor. As the art director, I designed characters and the planet's geography. Philippe Vachey recorded the soundtrack in The Hacienda, Senneville's huge studio. Yael worked on backgrounds and gradually the staff got bigger. From our initial four people, we ended up with 12 people by the end of production. It wasn't easy at the time, Adeline prevailed but the video game market was going through major changes, highs and lows. As technology brings innovation and revolutions in gaming, crises also burst out suddenly. We were fortunate and the game was eventually signed by EA.

	 

	Looking back, LBA came out at a time when violent 90s games were all the rage, so it was a pretty bold move.

	Fred's mantra was: “Let's make the opposite of Doom”. Then again, it didn't mean that the game lacked action, just that it was a different kind of action than Doom. We played it a lot, but we wanted something more poetic. Fred is a child at heart, Yael brought a feminine touch to the backgrounds, while I... I don't know what I brought, maybe the overall quirkiness of each and every character? Walt Disney's talking animals were my starting point. Hybrid races, everyone living in harmony, a sweet utopia, and as far as possible from Doom. Fred's game design revolved around different behavior types. It's pretty interesting, looking back, to see that we received letters from British doctors; they had autistic children play LBA, and observed them as they adopted Twinsen's new behavior. Those people, shut off from the outside world in a way, reached out to it through our game.
 

	As the art director, you designed the planet Twinsun, divided by the Himalayi Mountains.

	I did the best I could with my surveyor's instincts. I suggested to Fred that we swap the immigration flow from South-North to North-South! In the backstory, the northern hemisphere is being evacuated and the Himalayi is the equator belt. We were inserting tragic elements, more serious tones, inside a wacky utopia - on the one hand you had talking animals, and on the other, Dr. Funfrock's totalitarian dictatorship. All that blended together to create a baroque setting. I drafted very different islands because I love natural landscapes like oceans and mountains. The process was very organic and when the issue of creating distinct races came up, my concept art was driven by the number one rule in video games: technical constraints. 3D had made gigantic leaps by that time but I tried to never go too far against Fred's tech. The game had been designed in isometric 3D, à la Crafton & Xunk, so of course it looks a bit outdated. But on the other hand, it allowed us to create great models and have a 640 x 480 pixels display! The highest definition of its time! [laughter]

	
Simple but efficient. I remember Funfrock's soldiers being made of two spheres and looking like World War I soldiers.

	Yes, we went for that old-fashioned and dated French soldier look. I had two spheres at my disposal; cheap entities to integrate in-game. Constraints are the secret to a successful game. They force you to improvise, to innovate design-wise. I mean, I wasn't hell-bent on this but we had all those procedurally created forms at our disposal, so why not use them? After that it was simply a question of resource balance between the characters and backgrounds.

	A Little Big Adventure port came out recently for mobile and its art direction is still unique after all these years. Visually, everything is perfectly balanced. That was my role at Adeline, but there weren't any schools where you could learn that job yet. We supported each other and created skill synergies. These things all happened occasionally and purely by instinct, which undoubtedly brought a lot more energy to the project.
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	There was a strong contrast between Funfrock's very sterile-looking citadel and Twinsun's much more colorful world. The more you went down south, and the more this dichotomy became obvious.

	Earth, wind, fire, water; You use what you know best. I always thought displaying crazy things wasn't much of a problem as long as they were wrapped in common axioms. It's much easier to accept a talking rabbit if you can relate to the story. Yael had set up a perfectly organized color palette to limit CPU usage. The game runs perfectly but the palette was fixed: 256 colors with 16-color ranges. So we had to pick the right colors for the entire game, which explains the not-so-great cutscene renders. We had to use the game palette for them and colors were bleeding.  Frédéric Taquet, my friend and 3D lead on this project, did a terrific job but it couldn't be helped.

	We got the first Silicon Graphics Indigo 2 in the entire city of Lyon! A 400,000 francs purchase bundled with the Softimage software. The Canadians even came to the office to showcase it. They have since been bought by Microsoft, and now are owned by AutoDesk. While it was already used in the film industry during the 90s for Jurrasic Park notably, we were one of the first to use it for video games. We were at the cutting edge of technology and located in awesome offices in La Part Dieu, some of the most expensive in Lyon. As for myself I feel at home everywhere, but I must say it was pretty, pretty good. [laughter] We could have worked in a smaller location since we started as a four-person team, but Paul de Senneville and his colleagues came from Paris and didn't want to walk too far. He is quite the guy for sure.

	 

	It's rare to have a patron of the arts as a boss.

	Eric Chahi and Paul Cuisset had the same deal as us, they too were lucky! The supporting staff was amazing, too: Victor Perez for PR and Anne-Marie Joassim for business dev. It's only because we had those gems working with us that we signed deals with Electronic Arts and Activision.

	 

	How did it go with EA, rebranding the game “Relentless”? That's still a riot.

	They didn't get the game at all. [laughter] My friend and industry veteran Randy Breen, a young producer at EA at the time, was handling LBA. A very nice guy who had been put up to the task because no one really understood the concept. For the first LBA, they thought it was Ečstatica, because all those voxel games looked the same. It had to be an action-packed game, full of fighting – America, you know. [laughter]

	Anyhow, marketing fumbled around a lot and the game didn't sell well in the US compared to other countries. The second episode sold much better with Activision. But I don't blame EA; they are good people, and we had a lot of fruitful discussions. Thanks to its unique character the reception at expos was pretty good. Obviously, it stood out with a name like Relentless. One of the key factors in its foreign success was the localization. The voiceover work and translation were top-notch, like with the Rabbibunnies and Spheros. It changed everything. Looking back, Little Big Adventure wasn't a great title for native English speakers. The mix of Funfrock's iron grip and the coming-of-age story, both filled with off-the-wall jokes, was a hard sell. Thankfully, Jean-Jacques Poncet did a tremendous job on the script and the dialogue. Some of the stuff is legendary, it's got people like Star Wars fans waiting for the sequels. A video game is a fusion of ideas and never the work of just one person. When your own ideas are enhanced by others, it's wonderful and a very good sign for the project overall. The soundtrack and dialogue really took center stage in the game. It was a work of art by Philippe.

	Today, a third of my working time is dedicated to teaching video game design. I always try to convey the following to my students: ideas are living and breathing things that must be shared within a team; it's not about simply about imposing our own. Game design is also about listening to others and incorporating their own proposals. It's like a rock band. Of course, things can be done in a rational, industrial manner, but the results always end up varying greatly.
 

	How long was LBA's development cycle?

	From the first roughs to the release date, I'd say eighteen months. Going longer than sixteen or eighteen months was a big no-no for us anyway - we would get bored with it if we did. Despite its large size, Little Big Adventure 2 successfully followed the same dev cycle, thanks to a larger team. There were no delays in both cases. A video game isn't just about the development team. It's also about the additional people orbiting around it: the marketing and press. Their importance cannot be emphasized enough. If a game comes out with a ton of bugs, or if the pre-release hype becomes too big, the sales might suffer from it. Luckily, we received a lot of positive press and received a few awards despite LBA's oddball nature.

	 

	Was there a lot of cut-content?

	Some small things, here and there: environments, characters, dialogue lines. While porting the game for mobile platforms for DotEmu, I worked from the MS-DOS version of the original game and was stunned by the sheer number of stupid things we hid in it: puns, lines, hidden animations – it's crazy! For the record, Fred and I met with LBA's world speed-running champion, a Canadian. It was a very interesting experience. The guy in question finished LBA in 55 minutes. It was a live Let's Play. Our best QA tester could do it in under two-and-a-half hours, and the ordinary length was 30 hours. Some people never made it out of the asylum!

	 

	Just my opinion, but maybe getting hurt just by running into a wall was a major turn-off for them. [laughter]

	That's another one of our stupid gimmicks that's in there because Fred really insisted on it: “You don't run in a house!” He didn't have kids yet. [laughter] Maybe it was his upbringing, who knows? I saw people who kept running everywhere despite this very punishing game mechanic. Speedrunners are so nimble they can pinpoint optimal running paths through the game's closed environments. They frequently gather, talk on Skype, and share tips to make even better runs. In LBA 2, they exploited a bug related to jumping, allowing them to reach the final part of the game while still wearing the t-shirt from the prologue! I must admit, seeing that hurt a little bit.
 

	After LBA, did you jump straight into Time Commando, or did you lend a hand to Delphine Software on Fade to Black?

	I genuinely do not remember working on Fade to Black. Then again, we were friends with Paul Cuisset and helped each other on a regular basis, especially regarding coding. It was meant to be, because after all Adeline and Delphine were the first names of Paul de Senneville's two daughters.
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	So why did you make Time Commando?

	Well in truth LBA 2's pre-production had already started. But before going further, Adeline had to deal with a long gap between projects, and it cost us a lot of money. Unlike the film industry, we don't have special legal status. Nowadays, shady financial packages do exist, allowing you to hire staff for the duration of a project and then wave goodbye to them after. You can also get contractors, but not for an entire production cycle; that's out of the question. The social factor can't be dismissed either: collaborating creates a beautiful bond between people and then you throw them out like Kleenex tissues. It's all too sad! Out of care for Adeline's staff, Frederick thought a few moves ahead and designed a relatively simple game using our technology. This production filled the gap between the two LBA games and allowed us to keep our team intact.

	Time Commando's pitch was simple: a time-travelling fighting game where only weapons from that era were at your disposal. Since environments were pre-rendered and only the foreground and 3D characters were in real-time,  I suggested long sequence shots for the level design. It was a bit awkward to navigate since you had to keep going forward and it was impossible to go back the way you came. Still, it became a great memory since the art direction demanded a lot of research and references to reproduce history. I loved that stuff. It wasn't technologically ground-breaking, but it kept us busy for a while. Surprisingly enough, real-time 3D wasn't too much of a hassle either. Meanwhile, LBA 2's pre-production was progressing a bit too slowly. I remember Fred and I going back to it to kickstart the whole thing.

	I can't press hard enough how tough these between-project periods are for French video game companies. It's the same deal at Arkane Studios, only with much higher stakes. It's a nightmare for the person handling the numbers. France's economic laws are pure shit compared to the rest of the world's. In the end, without being a major hit, Time Commando made astounding sales in Asia. Almost a million copies for the entire region! It was bundled with graphic cards over there, which sold for 800,000 copies. I still have fans from all over the world writing to me about this game. I wish I could make a sequel; it wouldn't be too hard given our past and its never-ending procession of conflicts. The game mechanics remain flawed in my eyes. If I remade it, a lot of stuff would be changed. Meanwhile, it did its job as an interim period game with flying colors and helped Adeline keep its staff.

	 

	So, after Time Commando, you came back to Little Big Adventure 2 to stir things up a little?

	Yes, production was stagnating so we gave it a little boost. As usual, we sketched out the story together and Marc Albinet, a bonafide writer, wrote the proper game script. Activision took care of worldwide publishing, except for Europe where it was Electronic Arts. Some great people at Activision, even if, once again, the American market wasn't very receptive. At its core, LBA is very European and I think it did not click with Americans. It's a shame because Activision had done a terrific job with their E3 Booth and our corner was top-notch. On the hand, Latin America loved it, especially Brazil, Argentina, and Chile.

	
Did you often go to E3?

	Yeah, it was one of the three mandatory stops, along with London's ECTS and Las Vegas' CES, if you wanted to showcase a new game. Strangely enough, my best E3 memories are from my first trip there: six people crammed in a cheap rental car, making the old Cadillac's tires screech on Sunset Boulevard, and sharing a Mexican motel located 80 kilometers from the exhibition hall! Game after game, we got closer, staying at more expensive hotels and eventually we could simply walk to the venue. Never give up!

	 

	Little Big Adventure was a textbook coming-of-age quest but in the sequel Twinsen was about to become a dad, just like you.

	It went in hand with our own personal lives. At the time, we were about to have kids. You write about what you know. It can be as little as a simple wink, but sometimes it goes deeper into the creative process. In LBA 2, the main ingredients came from the four new races, each with their specific habitat, and also from departing from Twinsun to venture into space. At first, you reunite with characters you had left in the first game, then you get tricked into leaving them, eventually fighting Funfrock once again. He will come back in the third game and of course he is Twinsen's father. Those are huge cliches obviously, like color symbolism – Twinsen dressed in blue and Zoe in pink, but it also acts as guidance for the player amidst the off-the-wall setting.

	LBA 2 wasn't about reaching players on a global scale with universal topics, it was more about opening them up to other cultures. Fred and I love traveling, so we brought in Arabian architecture and desert landscapes full of warm colors. The rest is just business: some spices here, a handful of new ingredients there, and tweaking the silly shit we injected into the first one like hurting yourself when running into walls. It was quite a rational project.

	
The budget was on the rise, too.

	On LBA 2, we had a 25-person staff compared to the original 10-12 members.

	 

	And what about the upgrade to the graphic engine?

	That was a big deal. We could have done full real-time rendering, but that would have hurt the graphic quality, and besides we wanted the game to run on normal rigs. Frederick made sure his key principle – adapting to the power of each CPU – worked smoothly. The average computer was a Pentium II 66 Mhz back then, but diversity of graphic and sound cards had to be taken into account. The game was bigger and more ambitious than its predecessor, 
      including some brand new alien species.
We conceived four new races for the occasion: Moquibees, Sups, Blafards (Wannies), always sad and living deep under the earth, and Knartas (Francos), de facto soldiers and the good people who followed orders obediently. It was a very social world-building. The very “French Empire” Sups led everyone with their V-shaped heads - a nod to the Hussards and Napoleon. Wannies were very outlandish since you mainly saw them toiling in the mines but they also had this strange religion and turned multicolor once outside. Lots of unsaid things were included in the backstory.

	 

	Did you write a setting bible?

	No, not really. I worked from roughs and from our world-building discussions with ideas coming in from everyone. We pinned drawings, roughs, characters, storyboards, and level designs on the wall – if memory serves, we even made putty figurines. We lived and breathed Little Big Adventure. As art director, I led 7-8 people in my department. Among them were Frédéric Taquet as 3D lead, Benoît Boucher, Arnaud Lhomme, and lead animator Paul-Henri Michaud. All of them are now either working at Ivory Tower, Bigpoint, or running their own companies. I recruited some of them at the IMAGINA Festival in Monaco. Those were the days.

	
The old festival dedicated to computer graphics? Now, that's a name I haven't heard in a long time. It was still held by the CNC back then, if I recall correctly. Did you get any public acknowledgment from them?

	We were on Canal +'s dime; we sure had a bit of fun. [laughter] The festival planners were people working in CG, communication, and culture, so they had insight regarding the digital revolution and its worth. Unfortunately, the politico were struggling to even understand what video games were. They only really “got” it a short time ago. They are slow and usually much behind the times. I mean, I remember one of the first policies regarding computer science: L'informatique pour tous in 1986!  Thomson T07 computers were set up in public schools and that's how Infogrames got its start with BASIC learning methods such as Le Cube Informatique. Since then, Thomson's computer branch crashed and burned like the Minitel. It's a shame because it was basically a proto-Internet and if it had been pushed just a bit further. The Americans saw the potential of the Internet and made good use of it. We missed the boat on that one. So in 1997, the establishment was still viewed us as outcasts. No public funds or anything similar.

	 

	The tax credit wasn't around back then.

	Geez, the tax credit... Back then, we never even would have dreamed about anything like that. But today it's finally starting to make tiny ripples in the industry after months and months of endless babbling with parliamentary committees! By the way, I thank the SNJV; they are always on the frontline and trying to make the voices of French game devs heard – not that simple a task in this ideological can of worms. For me, in a reasonable economy, there would be no need for tax credit. A much easier thing to do would be to lower taxes and social charges rather than dealing with a needlessly complex process each time.
 

	Was the situation clearer with music intellectual rights and dealing with the SACEM28?

	No, there was nothing on that front either. And thirty years after their appearance, nothing has been settled and it's still a case-by-case kind of deal for video game music composers. This gray area prevented me from working with unionized musicians for 15 years and I know I'm not the only one in this position – such a bloody mess! Still, there might be light at the end of the tunnel - a meeting will be held in mid-2017 to lay down new common grounds.

	 

	LBA 2 did pretty good for itself.
It did better than the first one. In the first three months of full price sales, LBA 1 sold 500,000 copies while LBA 2 sold 800,000 copies. Double those numbers when you take into account EA's budget re-releases. It was a decent hit without being a blockbuster.

	
So what happened to Adeline Software next?

	Ever since Alone in the Dark, Miyake Kazutoshi, a guy from Sega, came to see us from time to time. One day, he dropped by Adeline and told us they were working on a new console and looking for first party developers in Europe. In short, they wanted the entire studio to come work on Sega's payroll.
 

	How fast did Adeline Software turn into No Cliché?

	It boiled down to a three-month window. At the first meeting, the Sega guys wore mouse gray suits and spoke in English. I managed to understand half of what they were saying, but we all agreed it was high time to think about their offer. Even if our jobs labelled us as creative, we also had to manage the company. We had reached the size of twenty-five employees, which was already a huge source of worries; the global economy was in bad shape and the bubble crisis was around the corner. To keep Adeline afloat, cutbacks were once again necessary.

	So when Sega waltzed in with a technological and artistic challenge and – here is the real icing on the cake – offered to pay us to focus on the former, it was a no-brainer. The Dreamcast was a dream given form for coders. It was expertly designed compared to the PlayStation 2. We had already worked for a publisher and an independent studio, but with SEGA we were joining the big leagues. It was so different in every regard.

	 

	For example?

	Getting the dev kits before everybody else! [laughter] We got the Dreamcast kits two years before the console release, always keeping in touch with Japanese engineers, exchanging technology, meeting in Japan with other first parties. It was a very hush-hush process because the goal was to prepare a game for the European launch of the console, day one.

	 

	Toy Commander was part of the original line-up for the Dreamcast's European launch.

	All in all, ten games were planned. Making Toy Commander and collaborating with the Japanese were both fruitful experiences. I'm talking about their work philosophy and their diligence, but there is more to it. It's hard to put in words. They wanted us to make a multiplayer action game for boys. The evening after the meeting, I came back home, went to my three-year-old son's room, and saw he had built a tall Kapla tower. I took my oriental slipper, filled it with LEGO bricks, and bombarded the tower until it collapsed. My son started crying, but what can I say - the creative process is a very emotional thing. [Laughter]

	The next day, I pitched to Fred a project where you played as toys inside a vast house, hiding in slippers, shooting pen cap rockets, rolling on the walls, etc. Fred expanded on the concept, writing the story of Hugolin the teddy bear, and the toys' uprising, with boss battles and level progression. A huge brainstorming session followed and we started working on pre-production; Sega quickly greenlit the proof of concept. Having never worked on the machine, our entire staff and especially our tech branch were entering uncharted territory. Yet in the end, everything went smoothly and the dev cycle was short. It came out in 1999, exactly two years after the first meeting.
 

	Toy Commander was also the first multiplayer game you ever worked on. Was it difficult for you?

	I had a lot of first times in this business. Today at Ubisoft, if you haven't made 10 RTS games, they won't let you work on them. [laughter] Okay I jest, but I actually was used to starting from scratch. Video games are a technological sector in perpetual mutation. In the not so distant future, we will have neural interfaces, completely new ways of playing, so you have to be humble and go with the flow. Today things are much more streamlined, but stuff like VR shows there is still plenty of room for innovation.
      Besides, back in the day we used to play Age of Empires and Quake on LAN! Seeing how many hours we clocked in on those, we were pretty much experts on multiplayer. [laughter] But no, there weren't any major hassles. From the art side, programming and the dynamic aspect of split-screen worked hand-in-hand. Making a new engine was tough on the tech team, though. At first, Toy Commander ran at three frames-per-second. Through a repeated process of optimization, it became nice and shiny for D-Day.
 

	So you went often to Japan to meet Sega people.

	Yes, we had our fair share of business trips over there. I loved going to Japan and meeting with teams from Space Channel 5, Sega Rally, Sonic Adventure, and so on. It was a brand new world to my eyes. Over there, I also discovered that my English wasn't so bad. [laughter] We spent some great evenings together - the Japanese are bon vivants at heart. Every time they came to Lyon, they tasted every local delicacy: andouillette, cervelle de canut, graton de Lyon... while drinking a nice Saint Joseph. Real epicureans, I tell you!

	 

	Did you meet a lot of Japanese devs?

	Yes, we pooled research since the Dreamcast was just launched. Sega had studios in England and Japan, too. Each of us started from scratch, developing our own engines to produce games. Serge Plagnol served as our liaison with all of them. No Cliché was often showcased to studios wanting to develop on the Dreamcast. I learned later on that it pissed some people off: “Grrr, No Cliché are their favorite!” [laughter] According to the programmers, the machine was splendid and well-designed.
      One day, Sega's CEO came to see us in Lyon and was looking for... beaujolais nouveau! [laughter] It saddened us a little bit because well... the beaujolais, it's not a great wine. So, we told them, “Hold up, we are going to bring you real wine, you won't be disappointed.” Japanese sure like their wine, and are more knowledgeable on the subject than Americans. We got along well. They had hired Shoichiro Irimajiri, a former Honda guy, to market the Dreamcast. It was full scale war between Sony and SEGA at the time. Sega sure put a lot of money on the table: announcements in Monaco, parties, Bruce Willis in Los Angeles, the whole shebang. Too bad they lost the war - the others created hype for a system that wasn't released yet?. Well, the PlayStation 2 had some good titles, too. At the end of the day, 1.5 million Dreamcasts were sold worldwide, along with 300,000 copies of Toy Commander, giving us a penetration rate of 25%. My all-time best. [laughter]
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	From Toy Commander, you jumped straight into Toy Racer.

	Yes, but we also ported Quake III to Dreamcast in between. HOLY MOLY, A PORT OF QUAKE WITH ONLINE MULTIPLAYER! [laughter] Hugues Tardif took care of the port. He is now tech director at Arkane Studios. Toy Racer was a natural follow-up to Toy Commander; it had a very fluid dev cycle. Sega was becoming more and more pragmatic, and with those Dreamcast sales, who could blame them? It was disappointing and they were heading for disaster. We were already six months into Agartha when they pulled the plug.
 

	Aaah… The ill-fated Agatha and its alpha footage floating around Internet. That's quite the mystery.

	It was a horror adventure game heavily inspired by Call of Cthulhu. We had created a diorama to reproduce the scenery. I sent the art team to Romania with one and only one mission: “Bring me back material!” And so they spent a fortnight in Bucarest, rented a car, and explored the Romanian countryside. They brought back at least a thousand pictures! I still have the models somewhere. The game took place in a snowy setting with very specific architecture and hidden geographical landmarks. We wanted the player to get lost in the setting. It was a great project but they pulled the plug. Such is life.

	 

	The end of the Dreamcast must have come as a shock to you.

	They tried to salvage what they could through cutbacks here and there. Being located in France surely weighed in their decision. But by acting fast, everyone was able to get back on their feet and find new jobs. Nowadays, No Cliché's former staff is scattered around in many awesome companies. Of course, it was slightly disappointing to put a brutal stop to our studio, but I have no regrets. No Cliché was the second carte blanche of my life. Our only imperative was to correspond to a specific game genre and that was pretty much it; our pitches were accepted on the spot. Every time. It was an amazing partnership.

	
Can we step back a little and talk about Agartha? All I can recall is the old protagonist and the idea of reaching the center of the Earth.

	Actually, there was a morality system. At first, your character wasn't an old man but could become one, either through infection or through your own choices. A ghastly thing, that infection: sick people puked on you and could potentially infect you. The story outline was as follows: You played as a public figure riding with a military escort towards a village that had gone silent. The fate of the village had been sealed as soon as they started excavating a strange underground cathedral. And so, the squad reached the village but an avalanche swept the convoy away and blocked access to the valley path. The game began as you barely escaped the avalanche and stepped out of the head caravan. You entered the village and discovered that the villagers were sick, yet no one knew the cause of the infection. It's simple as that. 
      Gameplay wise, it started as a simple adventure game with item combinations and an emphasis on discovery. Information was scarce and you were immediately on your own. The more you progressed, the more prominent the horrific side became.  You went down underground and entered a monumental cathedral, whose very stones were probably communicating with an eldritch entity. There was a lot of potential in mixing adventure and horror. We worked eight months on it in total. When No Cliché closed, demo reels were made to make our developers' portfolios more attractive.
 

	The staff scattered after No Cliché shut down... but what about yourself?

	De Senneville called me to make the port of Moto Racer on Game Boy Advance. He owned the license, but Paul Cuisset didn't have the time to develop it. I gladly accepted since I was a huge fan of the original game on PlayStation. It was a tough case, but I learned a lot. I still use it as an example during my classes to explain menu tree views. I reactivated Adeline Software with a mini team of six people, all of us working from home.
 

	You did the whole project teleworking?

	A huge part of it, yeah. At the very least, I worked from the village neighboring my home. My kids were still little and it was rough working from my house, so I rented a little office on the top floor of the town hall. We also had a weekly meeting in Lyon at Hugues Tardif's, who was also tech director on this project. The pipeline was working well; I have a pretty sharp memory of it. It was an eight-month project. To gain some time, we bought a part of the engine from two bright programmers. The tech was hybrid in nature, not Mode-7. I wanted the player to be able to undulate on the field, just like in the original. I really broke Hugues' ball with this. [laughter] Development was on schedule and Ubisoft published Moto Racer Advance. It was a real success, we received IGN's Best Racing Game Award 2002, beating out Mario Kart GBA! Unfortunately I fucked up the deal with Ubisoft, because it stated that we would use of the smallest memory size cartridge, and when you design a racing game ONE thing is vital: saving each and every high-score for every track, each bike, each game mode, the reverse tracks, the ghost, you name it. It was as plain as the nose on your face and yet I didn't see it…
      In short, I needed the $0.23 more expensive cartridge but it wasn't written in the contract! And so, they broke the original deal and offered a new one with my cartridge but only half of the initial royalties. I tried to negotiate to divide the cartridge's additional charge among the team, or even on my own, but they wouldn't hear it. I hadn't respected the contract on their terms, therefore it was null and void. Profitability for Adeline obviously went down and the small embryo of skilled game developers was smashed to pieces.

	 

	That's a shame. So that's when you created Little Worlds with David Chomard?

	We met during Time Commando because Virgin Interactive was handling distribution in Asia. We spent about two years discussing Little Worlds before actually funding it. We wanted to go indie but that meant money, associating with the right people, etc. We jumped into the interactive DVD market. It was just before mobile and tablets. We exploited this niche market for three years and with this weird idea we were able to keep ourselves fed for a while. But even before we created the company, we designed interactive movie prototypes on our own. I also recruited former key employees from Adeline – Véronique Palmier, Sébastien Vianney, Pascal Dubois, Hugues Tardif, and Paul-henri Michaud – amazing people all around. In addition, I hired three youngsters coming straight from the ICOM school, trained for multimedia and making pictures. We had to reconfigure our entire game pipeline, but that's the story of my life. 15 commands per DVD and the standards changed according to the manufacturer, it became FUBAR. Half of the autoplay functions didn't work. Fortunately, our team was top-notch and we ended up competing with the British market leader, which had 50 employees. Overnight, we signed a partnership deal to work on big licenses such as PGA Tours, Tomb Raider, and TF1 Video. No one knew exactly where to put these products on the shelves: video games? TV?

	
Damn, there are almost 60 games released by Little Worlds.

	“The Lyon Mavericks”, they called us. [laughter] At first, we intended to initiate new projects and create IPs, but we ended up just offering interactive DVD services and kept working in this peculiar niche. Three years in, the market died with the release of tablets. So, we jumped on the Nintendo DS bandwagon, but it was already too late and the console was near the end of its lifecycle. We did a lot of contracts for Anuman; the service didn't pay much but we didn't really have much of a choice. We handled productions on a shoestring budget and had to make do. Unable to create our own IPs despite our best attempts and with the company's finances getting worse and worse, I left the company in 2011 along with two other collaborators. It helped a bit for a few months but the sinkage continued. The studio survived until 2014.

	
When Bigpoint bought them.

	I'm happy for the remaining staff; they provided the mobile expertise Bigpoint sought. Free-to-play is Bigpoint's forte. I must confess I'm not an expert in that domain; I'm an old school game designer, not a statistician. They have huge budgets to create free-to-play games, with large focus tests and TV spots as expensive as the games themselves. Many think free-to-play is a cool opportunity to make good money with a small investment but that's just plain wrong. The setup is incredibly complex and country by country. If you don't have a million-player base after a few days, don't even bother. Those budgets are crazy, it's way beyond my understanding.

	
You lent a hand on Raynal's 2Dark recently.

	I worked on early production, drafting level concepts. My roughs were meant to inspire the 2D artists and they met with a lot of success, if I may say so. [laughter] It also helped to establish set pieces in the game. Gloomywood did a fantastic job! 2Dark has a real visual identity, and the way Fred revisits the survival-horror genre is quite intriguing. I'm also glad they recruited one of my former students during preproduction and everything went well. I wish them a lot of success.
 

	Having it crowd funded is pretty neat, too.

	Yeah but €40,000 is nothing. To make a Kickstarter campaign, you need to pay € 20,000 up front for the trailer, the pitch interview, and all that basic stuff! With that limit, you get yourself a PR stunt, nothing more. Now, for Gloomywood, it allowed them to sign a publishing deal with BigBen Interactive, so it was worth it. Sometimes, I think about it as a way to finance LBA 3. I'd like to use Kickstarter but not for the entire production budget, that's impossible! I did some projections for LBA, helped by a specialist, and given the game's fame, the maximum we could get after a Kickstarter campaign would have been around $800,000. That's already a lot but we are far from a AAA sum. On the other hand, it's a very decent budget to make a prototype.

	
Ok, let's say you DO reach your estimated budget and get your prototype. What does Little Big Adventure 3 look like?

	Our ambition and the scope of the project would depend on the budget and the current recognition of the IP. No point in going for the big leagues. I'm certain we can make a very good game without reaching sky high budgets. To this day, nothing is set in stone plot and design-wise, but the outline was laid out a long time ago and that certainly won't budge. First, it will be the last episode of the trilogy with three playable characters: Twinsen, Zoe, and their son Arthur. Second, it will be both on PC and consoles. From there, anything is possible, even if I do personally have my own inklings. [laughter]

	 

	
HUBERT CHARDOT

	 

	SELECTIVE LUDOGRAPHY
Alone in the Dark I, II & III, Shadow of the Comet, Prisoner of Ice, Mission: Impossible, The Devil Inside

	 

	GAME STUDIOS
Infogrames, Game Squad

	 

	From the film industry, Hubert Chardot worked for more than ten years at Infogrames, founded the studio GameSquad, and did some odd script doctor jobs on games, here and there. Forging a close relation with the higher-ups, he quickly abandoned a fixed position in lieu of flying from department to department, going wherever he was needed, even abroad. But being Bruno Bonnell's trustee was not his only merit; he was also the writer behind their Call of Cthulhu and Alone in the Dark titles.

	To say I have a fondness for Chardot is an understatement. If his stories had not captivated me as a kid, I would probably never have started diving into novels. He is a wonderful storyteller - perhaps a little too wonderful - with a lot of interesting tidbits about his time in the industry.

	 

	What was your job before joining the game industry?

	I distributed films for 20th Century Fox in the entire South-East region of France, selling movies to operators and handling marketing. One of the Hollywood bigwigs decided to cut his losses and closed a bunch of European offices, including the one in Lyon. A good buddy of mine at Warner Bros knew Bruno Bonnell, who was on the lookout for scriptwriters. Since I loved to write small blurbs for fun with my colleagues at Fox,  I slipped a resume to Bruno's office and the rest is history.

	 

	Where was Infogrames located at the time?

	3 rue du 8 mai 1945. A huge building designed by a Canadian architect built with a unique wooden structure. Back then Infogrames occupied two-and-a-half floors. The company was out of sorts, just having experienced a massive failed venture into edutainment. They had decided to refocus on video games. After the downsizing, the floors were large and partially empty, without enough staff to fill them. There were fewer than a hundred of us.

	 

	When did you start there, precisely?

	January-February 1992, at the end of Alone in the Dark's dev cycle.

	 

	But your first project was Eternam, right?

	Well, not really. I ended up on that one by sheer luck. I arrived all suited up for my job interview, briefcase in hand, polished shoes, and cheeks crimson red after shaving twice. Strangely enough, Bonnell and I ended up talking about everything except the job: books, films, you name it. He ended up telling me: “Drop by the seventh floor. The people there are cooking up something that might pique your interest.” I went up there, knocked on the door, and lo and behold a freak wearing a t-shirt, cargo pants, and a baseball cap opened the door! [laughter] I told him Bonnell sent me and he replied, “That's not really a recommendation”. He left the door open, and that was pretty much my first encounter with a programmer. Programmers and Bonnell, now that's a quite the love story! The shut-ins and the loquacious fellow.

	I had just stepped into a brand new world. I was about ten or fifteen years older than them but I saw them having a blast playing with toys and figurines all over the room. I discovered Eternam, their project, and realized that Michel Royer, the guy I had just met, was the “master”. He was quite peculiar, a tad paranoid. He wiretapped Bonnell's office with micros and stole faxes to check the company's well-being! [laughter] He was one of the only guys to go on strike because of the lousy pay. That day, they went in the garden to play boules wearing shorts. Eventually, Bruno gave in and gave them a raise, but he still lived from hand-to-mouth.

	Anyway, I ended up chatting with the entire room, including Nobert Cellier, one of the programmers who was about to launch a new project. I also met the graphic and animation leads, Frédéric Bascou and Patrick Charpenet. As I listened to them, they had this embarrassed look because the upcoming project was based around the work of H.P Lovecraft and they didn't have a writer yet. Deep down I exulted because I was a huge fan. I went back straight away to 6th floor and promised Bruno I would get him a three-part script in a week. In the end, I wrote it in only two days!
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	Talk about a stroke of luck.

	I devoured Lovecraft's short stories when I was twelve or thirteen, and five years later I was able to travel to Providence! With my broken English, I tried talking to the city library lady because I wanted to donate a few French editions of Lovecraft books. She was very nice and allowed me to enter the library's archives. A real fortified bunker, those archives. Entire walls of neatly ordered correspondences in reinforced cabinets, all of them written by Lovecraft and his pen pals!

	 

	Crazy to think you joined at this precise moment, when Infogrames struck a deal with Chaosium.

	Yet, coming from the film industry, I had to be briefed about adventure games: controls, dialog, puzzles, and game flow. It was a perfect fit as a genre for Call of Cthulhu in my opinion. Reading between the lines, I gathered we had to reuse as many places and characters as possible. I knew a little about Chaosium; I'm not a tabletop player but I knew Jeux Descartes29, and like every good little Lovecraft fan I bought their erudite compendiums. I started working deeper on the project with Charpenet; a great guy this Patrick – not just a fan but blessed with real insight. I came back home and browsed through my short stories library to find a match: The Dreams in the Witch House, The Shadow over Innsmouth, and also The Dunwich Horror. All of them are remarkable and take place around Providence. The described landscapes really existed back then, Lovecraft did not invent anything in that regard. He must have seen consanguinity around there, too. They ooze a Deliverance vibe as well, only without the river. When you read his prose, you picture stagnating waters, a dying economy, warped trees, landslides, and little pockets of swamps. That's why I label Lovecraft as a realistic writer.

	Starting from there, with only my books and no Internet back then, I drafted the first outline. The place is a New England village. Bringing an outsider inside a microcosm, that's always interesting for narration. Established before his arrival, the community is be disturbed by the stranger's very presence. A good dramatic process. For the plot itself, I recalled my grand-father, who taught me astronomy. He often talked about Halley's Comet, and witnessing its passage at the turn of the century.

	 

	You never had second thoughts about joining a video game company?

	Well, when I was writing the first draft, I kept wondering: should I work for Infogrames? Or should I head up to Paris to work for MK230? It was a bad year for them, with a very ominous and gloomy atmosphere. When I looked back at Infogrames, I saw people having fun and being excited all the time.  So I brought back my two-days draft to Bruno with nine pages out of twelve and he was satisfied with my work. I even got to add two additional characters to the script. Of course, level design issues appeared soon afterward: what do the surroundings look like? How do you move about within them? With Charpenet, we drew a little map on a large sheet of paper and thick cards. Through a lot of cutting and pasting, we modeled little houses and used figurines laying in the room as characters. Then, with a felt-tip pen we traced the inhabitants' comings and goings: “This guy works at the town hall while this one is in the saloon.” Finally, I corrected the script's first act by adding a cliffhanger at the end: Parker arrives, meets the locals, smells something fishy, goes into the woods to take some pictures of the comet, develops his photos, and sees something so ghastly he has a heart attack. That's a wrap!

	 

	A very “behind the scenes” narrative approach.

	In my opinion, a video game isn't built on stories; it revolves around interactive settings with their own internal logic. At least one third of the “story” lies within this logic and applying it to characters: social status, fears, desires, way of life. Players might spot them, players might not give a shit, but in any case they FEEL it. Having 12,000-polygon characters with real actors' motion-captured faces slapped on them won't change that. People don't care about graphic fidelity. Minimalism and caricature are valid as long as emotion is present. If they don't feel it, the game won't work. A world can be lively, radiant, and full of perfectly animated characters, but if, when you enter their homes, you can't even talk to them, steal from them, or interact in any fashion whatsoever with them, you will be disappointed. Better to make a small thriving shop than a dead mall... or you just make Dawn of the Dead then. Otherwise it's just a waste of money.

	 

	We talked about storytelling but what is your opinion on Eternam?

	Pfff, Eternam had no plot! It was at best an excuse to cram in the dumbest ideas they could think of. They all went nuts on that game. One moment, Royer was pissed at Bonnell because the hero was supposed to land on the moon, find the American flag stuck there, and blow his nose with it. Bonnell told him straight away, “No, I don't think so”. In France, you can pull off that sort of joke by invoking Guignol, the spirit of rebelliousness and impertinence, but in the USA, the flag ain't no joke. It's like burning the bible; good luck selling it afterward. I stayed on there with an author contract, but ended up supervising games since I was older and more experienced in various domains – film, radio, journalism – than most employees.

	 

	Were they fresh out of school?

	It was their first job, their very first. Ain't that great? You get paid for your passion and I was myself getting paid to discover that world. Like being in Hollywood during the moguls' era. Bonnell cheered everyone on from behind the scenes, and from time to time marketing offered their input. Although once, we pushed the boundaries pretty far. Shadow of the Comet's bad guy was a Native American sorcerer – so obviously in the US that already brought a negative stigma. To make things even worse, we had to depict an abortion, in a very visual way. Very, very tricky stuff. But, since in Lovecraft's stories servants of the Great Old Ones disguise themselves as aboriginal cultures, I asked to keep the sorcerer in.

	We filled Shadow of the Comet with literary references. Making people discover Lovecraft, occultism, and whatnot was my own personal challenge. The Internet wasn't around yet and I secretly hoped kids would go to the library and say, “Oh, so that's where this is from!” I knew multiple games would come from the Chaosium deal eventually and saw the opportunity to build a saga – one part being Alone in the Dark.
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	Shadow of the Comet's graphics were quite realistic compared to Eternam's. I have fond memories of Vincent Price as the local doctor.

	Price reflected the socio-cultural levels that were very prevalent throughout Lovecraft's books. Being far right-wing, he attached the idea of aristocracy and intelligence to the concept of class itself. Characters do not display a lot of sympathy for people outside their own social caste. In the same way, social mixing is unthinkable since people evolve in their own strata and empathy is limited to their own kind. People from different classes do not even understand each other, and how can they from Lovecraft's perspective? Lovecraft's is a complex mentality to get but it's also really a funny one to explore.

	 

	Shadow was pretty smart because – even if the environments stayed the same – the paranoid intrigue kept going up like a crescendo.

	I had a lot of fun playing with narrative codes. It was my first attempt with game narrative so I used a ton of classic movies tricks. Reality is based on our own perception, is it not? Just change the angle and the whole world falls apart. Anyway, with the budget, the limited team, and the deadlines, we had to make due. Infogrames was still recovering financially.

	Constraints aren't so bad, though; they enhance your inner creativity. There is nothing worse for a creative person than to get a blank check; it makes him sad in a way. He'd rather fight against something, or someone, an annoying watchdog, a jerk. The bigger the asshole, the better it is. Our tech director was a nice specimen of this without any qualities! It's great when you stumble upon a real, mean motherfucker like this, and when he does his job right, it's vivifying. We were all like, “OK, he thinks we're dumb as rocks. Let's show him!” It wasn't cruel or anything. The dev cycle took nine months, more than enough. I hate long dev cycles, you get bored with people, you are tempted to manipulate them and vice-versa. The work gets stale and you want to slack off, and I'm not even talking about the final rush.

	 

	Let's move on to Alone in the Dark. How did you come to know about that project in the first place?

	After completing Shadow and upgrading my typewriter to a top notch computer, Bertrand Brocard, who was working on a Philips CD-i game, came to me asking for help. “Well, Chardot, if you have nothing to do…” Shaolin's Road retold the story of young Shaolin monk and Brocard needed me to write Chinese proverbs made from five randomly picked symbols. About fifty of those, each with a specific word attached to it – a nightmare in the making. Fortunately, Royer set up a routine on my brand new PC to determine all the possible combinations while discarding the bad ones. We ended up with a few kilometers of paper to print, though! It was right about then that Bonnell came by my office and said to me, “Well, Chardot, if you have nothing to do…” [laughter]

	According to him, a team was working on a breakthrough project on the fifth floor but they were stuck, and I might be just the guy for the job. I went down there and met Alone's team. The floors were U-shaped, and half of the fifth floor was an open space dedicated to the Alone team, not that there were many of them: Frédéric Raynal, Yael Barroz, Didier Chanfray, and Frank de Girolamis – late-comer and programming intern. Until then I didn't even know they were around! They showed me the project: the cellar map, the potato-looking wireframe character. Then the fat chicken crashing through the window, the zombie bursting through the trapdoor, and the shotgun. They explained the game design features: possible actions, background interactions. Didier drew the environments, then with Yael they took care of the mapping. Raynal explained that the camera was limited to fixed angles and that going out of a shot triggered a different angle. They needed help connecting the camera angles and had argued with the first writer, Frank Manzetti, a tabletop player working part time in Lyon. They had to let him go; schedule-wise it was too much of a hassle.

	Like I said, Bonnell wasn't paying his people very well. If Raynal earned €1200 net per month, that was already a miracle! The dude was clearly a self-taught genius who had sold a tech demo to Infogrames. His code was so unique and personal that the guys who picked it up were smashing their head against their keyboard. We almost had to start again from scratch for Alone in the Dark II.

	 

	You came in very late in the dev cycle, right?

	Already two years in. Infogrames was in dire need of cash, but they let them do their thing cause Alone smelled really good. But then at the same time, Eric Mottet was hatching a plot within the company to kill the project by releasing it ASAP. From his point of view, dragging along five twerps who spent their time having fun on a dead-end experimental project in a corner of the office was a waste of time and money. Assets were ready to go but not implemented in-game yet, so you always saw the same thing. The producer thought the project was stagnating, so Bonnell dropped me in their team to help them unclog the writing... and production. For the latter, I can't really say I was helpful, but for the first one I did my part. The script was just an ethereal concept by Bruno at that point. His pitch was to make a 3D game in a pitch dark environment and leave the player with only three matches to shed light. Natural and artificial light sources were available: the moon, an open fridge, etc. Boom! Alone in the Dark!31 Was that really the whole story? I wonder. To save money, he pitched another project: put the player in command of a bomber during a night operation, à la the Gulf War. In first-person, you flew over an illuminated city, dropped your bombs, *boom-boom-boom*, and then you get your highscore. 2D or 3D? No idea either.

	I'm not implying Bonnell was the project creator in any way. Like JFK said: “Victory has a thousand fathers, but defeat is an orphan.”  According to Frédérick Raynal, he was the sole creator, and the only person who can claim that. He certainly went through the grinder with that game, the poor guy. Then again, he is the sort of guy who is so impossible sometimes that you want to contradict him just to piss him off. [laughter] But I'll say it once again, he is a brilliant guy and no one can take that away from him. In my opinion, it was a team effort, and both Raynal and Chanfray should be awarded the laurels. Chanfray is a wonderful guy and a key player in Alone's success.
 

	So, what was your role in Alone?

	The project definitely hooked me in, but since most of the work had already been done, I feel my work was mostly cosmetic. I only came in to lend a hand on the story and stayed on until the end. Knowing the game took place in a mansion, an enclosed space, we designed level flow with Didier. Having two persons, an expert and a curious bystander, is always an excellent combination, and we quickly designed the rooms and their layout.

	Regarding the story, I dug into some short stories and used The Dreams in the Witch House again, for its unity of time and its parade of horrors. The Roaring Twenties offered a film noir atmosphere, letting the player choose between the hard-boiled detective and the heiress. Plot-wise, the limited travel options of that era helped isolate the characters. Besides, all the action took place a single night, with your character emerging from the mansion at sunrise. I quickly gave up on convincing the team to delete that... fucking plucked chicken, the first monster encountered. It was the first 3D model they made, so I guess it had sentimental value in their eyes – it's the only explanation. It's ugly, not Lovecraftian in the slightest, and just pure undiluted shit. Anyway, let's move on.

	Hitchock's Psycho was a great influence and contributed to the mansion's layout. When Vera Miles enters the Bates House, she climbs upstairs to the cellar where Norman's mind is revealed through his childhood room. Then, she goes down to the basement where the true horror dwells.  Picking up on that idea and using The Case of Charles Dexter Ward, I set up the idea of a hidden sorcerer, deep down in his cave, coiled within the tree's root just under the house. The writing process was simple. Every day, I brought a document encompassing everything related to one of the mansion's floors. We made some adjustments together before drafting the next one. The next day, I'd come back with the revised version and a new floor. A four-day job all-in-all. The only issue I encountered was with the UI: how would the player understand the story on screen? That's where the books came in. At first, the team thought about not pausing the game while reading them, but that idea was discarded eventually. Now, writing the books was a real challenge. I had to master a new software to insert the text and dealt with a limited number of characters per page. The French text had to be calibrated while keeping in mind that the English and German translations would be shorter. The golden rule was to never cut a word or a sentence at the end of a page. Style was paramount: mystical tomes from the Middle Ages, diaries written the day before, etc. It took me a very long time but it was a DELIGHT. I wish everyone could have a similar experience.

	The writing took three months, and during that time gaming press started coming in to see the game – around May-June. Alone blew their minds, simple as that. Their favorite thing was the shotgun and blasting the zombie with a satisfying sound. I tried to keep my script as open as possible since people making quick changes was a given in the film industry. But the release date was approaching fast and we had to close doors rather than open alternatives – the estimated release was September-October 1992.

	One must keep in mind that most of the money was coming from bande dessinées' IPs. Those were budget games and, while I loved them, my Chaosium games, were the same. When someone watched Alone, a pure lab project, it was as if they just witnessed a Marian apparition! I didn't know it at the time, but Alone's release matched Infogrames going public. Bonnell was knocking on every door to get some capital and Alone was on the verge of changing everything.

	Around that time Raynal had lunch with Tilt's editor-in-chief and, one thing leading to another, they came to talk about his situation: paid like shit, working like a slave, denigrated by Eric Mottet and not receiving proper recognition from Bonnell. He wasn't wrong, but maybe things were not so extreme. So the Tilt guy sent Raynal towards Paul de Senneville, a successful music producer and owner of Delphine Software. He set up a meeting between them. I wasn't aware of that stuff but I could see they were exhausted and Mottet wasn't helping. At a later ECTS,  Benoît de Mallman, a former doctor and co-founder of Infogrames, brought a baseball bat to threaten the Tilt guy since he was poaching his guys. [laughter]

	 

	How did the last months of production go?

	I mostly did PR trips since I could speak English. I got two missions from Bonnell: helping an ex-marketing guy from Danone settle in and dealing with Chaosium so they would drop the royalties on Alone. The guy was one of the first of the new blood coming with Infogrames going public. I led a ton of those guys around the offices. They were important for the expansion of the company, but still had their doubts about video games as a thriving business. Apparently, the US branch was already set in motion as offices had already been rented in Santa Monica. Things were moving on. The game had been ready since September but had not launched yet in the US market – we had a publishing deal with Interplay.

	Pre-production on the sequel was already underway with Raynal and Chanfray. With big potential came a bigger budget, and more staff.  Frank de Girolamis got promoted and hired three persons:  Christophe Nazaret, Laurent Paret, and a third one whose name I forget. The European launch was upon us and pace was ramping up towards the US release. Then the end of the year party took place, with its music, its awards, and its drinking. Everyone had fun, Bonnell started singing Claude François32, Norbert won a nice CD player, and so on – but some people were still sulking. But anyway, everyone rolled under the table on Saturday evening, life was wonderful, and the next Monday, still a bit drunk, I came into the office. The secretaries were pale as ghosts and I got a brief phone call from Bonnell: “Alone is done, it's selling well, and Frédéric Raynal is leaving.” Fun times.

	So Raynal was leaving with Yael Barroz, Didier Chanfray, and Laurent Salmeron - co-lead on Eternam and associate producer of Shadow. And Hubert Chardot? Well everyone knew but nobody told him. Bruno continued and said, “I'm counting on you. They have left but Alone must go on.”

	 

	Damn, that must have been quite rough.

	Two versions of this story float around. According to Bonnell, he could not offer the terms demanded by Raynal. Paying him €3,000 -  €4,000 and giving him the intellectual rights made justifying the salary grid for the rest of the company impossible. According to Raynal, Bonnell offered him the same deal as De Senneville to keep him but he was dead set on starting his own company and so he left. The truth probably lies somewhere in between. It was savage.

	 

	Were the MILIA d'Or Awards the final straw?

	Alone received an award there and Bonnell, with his characteristic tactfulness - and probably pissed-off by Raynal's growing ego - tried to put Raynal down a little saying: “I thank everybody: my wife, my dog, and my hairdresser.” Bad move. You can pay an author like shit, he expects it, but taking away even a shred of their glory is unacceptable. Bruno is smart and charming, but the braggart pied noir33 side is also included in the package.  People are like that; it can't be helped. Then, he tried to justify it as a lousy joke, which made things worse. Kicking someone in the butt after they sweated and bled for you is a terribly inhumane move. It's stupid and ungraceful. From there, they pulled out the big guns. Raynal in his first Adeline interview said Bonnell would sell his mother in an auction. Their egos both inflated and the money surely did not help.

	Around this period, intellectual property rights were non-existent and it only got worse when sales and marketing guys joined in with their business school babble, their “connections”, etc. Stock exchange money flew in at the same time the CD-ROM format arrived. What a wonderful little thingy! We finally could use photos, voices, and all that jazz. Once again, hats off to Raynal, who had a true stroke of genius when adapting Alone to each PC's CPU. You had an old model? No worries, you'd lose frames and animation would suffer but hey it worked. Vice-versa with a high end computer bought for Christmas; you got an optimal experience.

	Nothing predisposed me to be part of that adventure, except maybe having read Lovecraft at 12 and writing silly shit. I'm not saying I did amazing stuff but I helped here and there. Jumping from production to marketing, lending a hand on a manual, writing the blurb on the back cover; I loved all those things. I made a lot less money there compared to the film business, but I don't give a fuck. Can you attach financial worth to a job you TRULY enjoy? Is it worth nothing? Or worth everything? The only mistake related to that period was not giving the intellectual rights to Alone in the Dark's rightful creators.

	 

	Alone's release must have been quite something.

	Bonnell knocked on every major retailer's door: FNAC, Boulanger, video game stores34. It was crazy. The game sold out by Christmas and reprint immediately followed. The press was raving and the localization unit was sailing at full speed. Every day I was buried under tons of floppies with texts to output for different word processing programs. Italy, Germany, Spain, everybody wanted some! It was around that time that Wolfenstein 3D came out, and later on Doom. Those crazy LAN sessions we did at work, it never ended! We needed that stuff since it had been a very straining time for all of us. The great divorce left us drained, and personally I felt bad because I had an excellent relationship with Chanfray – it really tore me up inside. Thank God for ID Software!

	
How do you feel about Resident Evil and its similarities to Alone?

	The only thing that troubles me about RE is the fact that it should have been the logical sequel of Alone! But people left and Bonnell wanted a carbon-copy of Alone. Besides, stock exchange money hadn't arrived yet for the R&D department. Keep in mind that it was tough to make video games in France at the time and French law made it even worse.

	On the second point, if you compare Clouzot's Les Diaboliques and Hitchcock's Psycho, you'll see a direct influence. Can you attack the second one because some shots look alike? I don't think so. You can't make 36,000 different solutions for 3D characters moving in 2D environments. Same tank controls, same camera angles to preserve the player's visual points of reference. Alone's tech was used by many later survival-horrors but it was bound to technology. Should we restrain artists by locking down technology? No. Sure, Capcom may have received various remarks for ripping off some of Alone's ideas but what about it? Video gaming is an industry where no one cares about intellectual rights and where trials last fifteen years.

	Same with the government; they don't care. The media uses video games as a scapegoat and will never defend them. The official discourse is “We hope the French video game industry will find its path” when game developers are dying. Only the Guillemot brothers made it by moving to Canada. If they could move out of Annecy, they would. So hearing the trumpets and the red carpets for the “French touch”, it makes me laugh. Raynal won his trial, for a paternity that no one even dared to contest except for that one stupid move from Bonnell during an award ceremony. Will he get some money out of it? I hope, from the deepest of my heart, but I don't see who is going to pay.

	 

	You seem pretty angry at the French government.

	Consider the following: the Québec government only decided to become the French-speaking game industry hub at the end of the 90s. How did they do it? By simply saying to investors: “Here is a check and a nice, juicy tax credit. It costs us nothing since we'll get our money back when you pay your taxes. Oh, and we are not destroying any jobs because this industry did not exist until now!”

	In France, IF you do some R&D and IF you are already hiring people, MAYBE you will get a public grant. They bashed video games endlessly, and still want a complete control over art, like King Louis XIV. The CNC has the power of life and death over movies! But why? What's the point of this madness? Nobody knows. The only remaining reason is that the whole system is on a drip and if we put an end to the mixed economy, everyone dies35.  Even Luc Besson demands money from the State by threatening to go film Valerian somewhere else!

	Now take a look at all the struggling game studios in France. Move them to the USA and they'll do just fine. There, they won't have a guy coming every five minutes asking them why they aren't hiring. And if they have to lay off someone, they won't get sued for six months of pay at the industrial tribunal. If no one wants to change the system, just make an intermittent du spectacle status36 for game developers. A permanent/fixed-term contract system does not make any sense for project-based companies.

	Unless you are Ubisoft and making most of your money abroad, big developers cannot survive here. You're the subcontractor so you're going to die. You're the guy making rear-view mirrors for Peugeot, and the day they relocate you're utterly fucked. Game prices won't change, so it's the only changing variable. In France, you can't change the size of your company on a whim. It's true that in the US you can get fired at a moment's notice, but you can also look for work somewhere else easily. The system is rigged here, so games are made elsewhere. The only reason Ubisoft stays is because they made a deal with successive governments to get a nice tax credit. Pay a guy €3,000 total, add taxes, and the rent. Do the same thing 4000 km from France, even paying the guy a little more and even then you'll get something. And if the guy can't stand you or vice-versa, he can leave.

	 

	Back then, The press was harsh with Bonnell, mocking his ego and the infamous “Bruno Bonnell presents” opening title in every Infogrames video game credits.

	As I said, he has his brilliant side and some much less-than-stellar personality traits. He was a true people's person and a lot of guys would never have worked in video games if he hadn't been around. All of his decisions were common sense until we went public, then it became a Greek tragedy. The tale of Raynal's departure spread like wildfire and might have affected the company's capitalization. Everyone was trying to get their spot in the sunlight: Philippe Ulrich glanced toward other markets, De Senneville secured talent for Adeline Software, etc. As soon as the stock money arrived, every dirty trick in the book became legal.

	Going public was as much a personal and as a human choice. He could have moved his base to the US or London instead of staying in France. But he didn't, knowing full well that French working contracts are set in stone and that it's impossible to change your company's size on a whim like they do in the US. Revering Hannah-Barbera as a model, he understood that using existing IPs was the best way to keep the ship afloat. That's why he focused on bande dessinées. If he was such a tool, I think we'd have known about it. Just take a look at the video game studios in the Lyon area, 90% of them are made up of Infogrames alumni. What bothered me about Infogrames was going from the mindset of a small shoe workshop to turning into Zara.

	 

	So what happened after Alone?

	We released two small bonus games: the Lovecraft Museum, a virtual tour of his works and Jack in the Dark, a mini game powered by Alone's tech. You control a little girl fighting a jack-in-the-box in an old toy store. Very Tim Burton-like. By the fall of 1992, we moved on to Alone in the Dark 2's pre-production. The story was more or less the same as in the final cut: a little girl is kidnapped by undead pirates who have disguised themselves as bootleggers dwelling in a cliff side manor with a hidden ship walled up in the cave underneath. It was very much influenced by Wolfenstein 3D; this sequel had a lot more shooting and action sequences, which went in hand with the Prohibition Era. American history has always been made seaside: the pilgrims' landing, smugglers. I kept working from Stevenson's tales and London's folklore, from this underused aspect of their mythology. In early December, I handed my script to Alone 1's team but they were like “Sorry, maybe later. We are busy working on ports.” And you know how things went from there.

	We had to make do. New programmers, new artists straight from Emile Kohl school. Jean-Marie Nazaret took care of the art direction and made enough money to create his own studio, Étranges Libellules, later. His brother, Christophe, took care of the coding. Bruno was scared: “Hubert, we need to release this game by November 1993 otherwise we're dead. -No worries, Bruno.”  [laughter] So we had a nine-month deadline. De Girolamis made the bridge between the old and the new team, I wrote the script, and we were good to go.

	The script was divided into three acts and was seventy-page long. Like in every good film noir, the P.I gets knocked out and you play as the little girl during the second act, before coming back for the final act and blowing everything up. One of the programmers eventually left us because he found a better paying gig at a bank. Unfortunately, he was in charge of the second act of the game. So to gain some time in production, I did what John Ford did once: I ripped half of the second act out of the script! [laughter] It was mostly an escort mission where Carnby had to protect Grace, and another part where a will-o-wisp illuminates a path for the little girl in a pitch-black game area.

	 

	That's when Infogrames started selling Alone abroad, too.

	Prisoner of Ice's production was barely underway when I did some PR trips around Europe. Infogrames had just opened a London office to capitalize on the UK market. Besides, taxes where much lower there. One of the guys saw lots of copies being sold illegally, so he hired a detective. He followed the lead up to a castle in Scotland where floppies were printed on an industrial scale. Just when he dug up some names, he put a swift and brutal end to the investigation, the reason being that he had received death threats!

	 

	Alone 1 was repackaged for the US market as a CD-ROM talkie version. Greg Call was responsible for the new cover art and painted the sequels' covers too. A great guy, and a former miner! Bande dessinée games sold fairly well in France, but that was Alone in the Dark which opened the US market to us. I-Motion's QA department was swamped with calls about one single sequence: US players could not fathom how to unlock a specific door. Like every good Frenchman knows, the solution was to slip a piece of paper under the door and push the key out of the keyhole. But locks do not work that way in America! I think for the CD-ROM version, we added an artifact unlocking the door straight away! [laughter]
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	Did Alone 2 sell well?

	It did, despite bad blood with the French press thanks to Raynal's departure. A lot of people thought we were merely coasting along on the first episode's success, only adding more action to the formula. Yet a lot of hidden upgrades are present in coding: a better rendering engine, larger levels, and so on. Story-wise, I was very happy to create a consistent theme mixing film noir and occult history. The Alone series is all about America's occult history. This concept is very dear to my heart. Discarded sequel ideas included sending Carnby to Roswell during the 1940s to investigate the crash. But the endgame was always to go to the roots of American horror: Salem, Miller's Crucible, the headless horseman, etc.

	Here's a funny story about a big fan of Alone 2. I got a fax from Schmider Jr, the son of one of Infogrames founders. Being nine years old, he was raving about the game, and said it was the best game he ever played. Fifteen years later, he is now a bigwig at Ubisoft Montréal, running a 200-person team for Assassin's Creed or something. I kept the fax all those years until I sent it to him through a fellow Ubi guy who showed it to him in person. Apparently he had quite a blast from the past. [laughter]
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	Let's move on to Prisoner of Ice. What was your core idea for this sequel?

	Shadow of the Comet took place in the perfect little Lovecraftian village, or at least as perfect as our tight budget would allow it to be, anyway. Prisoner was a different beast where we diverged from the source material, with Chaosium's blessing. Adventure games and Lovecraft's stories revolve around uncovering the unseen. So doing a little digging, we settled on the pulp genre, something like Indiana Jones but as an archeologist of the darkness.

	What always fascinated me with Lovecraft was his Nazi side. Here is a man, a WASP, aristocratic, more British than American, who was totally different in his writings from his private life. Remember his racist ramblings about New York's immigrants pouring down from Europe? Yet, the anti-Semitic racist married a Jewish girl! This great pale asparagus of a man was able to spew torrents of pure hatred but would never had hurt a fly. A guy who wrote hundreds of letters, giving advice to new writers – advice he, quite frankly, needed himself – unable to handle money, a social wreck! A crazy dichotomy but all to close to Nazism. Darkness lies within each and everyone of us. Reading about the Nazi regime, you see 98% of them are normal, brilliant people with just a handful of loonies at the top. You get a four-eyed SS commander who is thin like cigarette paper, a fatty, cocaine addict, and make-up wearer as head of the Luftwaffe, and Goebbels the gimp. And these guys say: “Let's cleanse the race because there are too many ugly and impure people!”

	Were they joking? No, it was dead fucking serious. A land full of Nobel prizes, of philosophers, at the pinnacle of industry falls. Just like that. It really means this thing is in each and every one of us, right? And you can see it in Lovecraft. Ordinary people awakening something primal and doomed to a physical and mental transformation. The world becomes something... different. Man becomes the prey of shadows he refuses to see. Lovecraft died before World War II but I'm sure he'd have changed his mind after witnessing only thirty seconds of Auschwitz. His hate was more about self-hatred than ideology. World War II was the endgame of Prisoner of Ice. I used Beyond the Mountains of Madness as a basis, since it was the only story linked to real life events. From there, I used a shape-shifting alien since Carpenter's The Thing remains one of my favorite movies, and borrowed heavily from Wagnerian myth with the Notung sword, for example. Then you get the blind Borges-like librarian from Eco's The Name of the Rose, this time showing the connection between South America and Nazism. Revealing history's occult underbelly was my main goal. Nazism is filled with almost magical rituals. One may wonder if this madness was not some great offering to something even more inhuman.

	Video games target young audiences, especially back then. They can raise awareness of issues in a different way than school does. My idea was to show kids how butchers can justify their madness and their dominion upon others by brandishing the past.

	 

	To end Chaosium's trilogy, a sequel to Prisoner was briefly considered.

	Shadow was on the eve of World War I, Prisoner on the eve of World War II and the third one was designed as an endless coming-and-going between both conflicts. In the timeline written for Prisoner and the comics' expanded side-stories, Nazi Germany won the war, unleashing occult powers. Using a brand new character unrelated to either Parker or Ryan, you were sent to South America to uncover an eldritch power source, linked to the South Pole temple described in PoI. The very end took place among Berlin's ruins and the mysteries of Hitler's bunker. Maybe things inside had been burned for a very good reason.

	 

	Alone in the Dark 3 aimed to go back to the original formula. Well, with cowboys. [laughter]

	The original game design included an instant character swapping system. Among the ghosts of the Wild West, Carnby revived his ancestor, whose goal was to rid the town of the remaining undead outlaws. Think Eastwood's High Plains Drifter or Pale Rider. On his end, Carnby had to keep an eye on the surviving film crew, scattered around the town. NPCs could hide in barrels and whistling made them rush back to lend you a hand. Unfortunately, innovation holds no weight against a quick buck. “You can make an AlTD game in 9 months? How about 8 for the next one? Hold on, I'm just going to hire two more guys and off you go!”

	But I share the blame. I totally misunderstood the expectations of gamers and the press. We should have gone back to the basics. A reboot of sort, with better tech, and fresh ideas to induce fear and terror. Infogrames had became a factory at that point: one game per year, every department worked alone on their end, with no intention of changing anything from management. Tech was stuck since we had to reuse the same dying engine.

	It was disheartening to say the least. Mottet was a cunt, as usual, blocking everyone's aspirations. I saw a guy coding a SNES port of Alone 1. He has reduced the characters to potato-looking spheres that bounced against the walls. It didn't go any further, but looked promising, though. Something worse happened during Alone 3's development. One day, a guy in R&D told me to come and see something. He showed me Carnby attached with a third person camera, exactly like Tomb Raider! I saw him climbing up a flight of stairs, and opening a door; it was brilliant, simply brilliant! And then Mottet said, “Nah, forget about it. It's ugly and will never work with the collisions. -You're insane!” I replied, “That's what everybody wants! And that guy just made this ALL by himself in his spare time!” One year later, Tomb Raider came out. I was really, really mad. Why did he stop the devs? Simple, we had to release games as fast as we could to show how healthy our company was to the shareholders. Innovating was cheap but no, flow had to be supplied, and shops had to be saturated to make Infogrames' equity inflate since the original investors were starting to leave.

	 

	I think you dropped by Infogrames US office, no?

	Yes, I was sent there to see how the French developers, including a good chunk of Alone 3's staff, were doing. Our offices were on Ocean Boulevard, a stone's throw away from Santa Monica's iconic pier. What a great location, right? Problem was the staff was doing jack shit. I mean, if you parachute single, twenty-to-thirty-something Frenchmen into sunny California with a lot of money, you can bet they are going to do zip. It was a real frat house. I should have done the same to be honest. But when I got there I must say that I was really angry. [laughter]

	Also present at I-Motion, but much more serious, was Yves Blehaut, in charge of business development and approaching all the big players in LA for Infogrames. He had arrived with his entire family and now works for Anuman if I recall correctly. So with Laurent Paret and Patrick Charpenet, we worked on different projects, one of them being Americanizing Artdink's A-Train, an IP published by Infogrames. Since the original code was not made available to us, we put a lick of paint where we could, with Charpenet hiding the poor state of the assets to the best he could. Paret composed the music with an earworm yelling “A-TRAIN” non-stop. Still, it was worth it because I got to work with James Coburn for half a day!

	 

	Coburn? really?

	For the US Market, we renamed the game CEO and used Coburn in FMV to act as the player's mentor. It was really cool, I have always been a fan of his, and he was very professional. I wish I could say the same about Christian Clavier - when I recorded voice-overs for an Asterix & Obélix game a few years later. The guy was a total douchebag and didn't know his lines. Gérard Depardieu was wonderful though, so there is that37.

	 

	I guess some people handle celebrity fairly well, while others don't.

	It's funny, I never had this problem when meeting famous guys in the game industry. At E3 I bumped into Shigeru Miyamoto once and he asked me if I had worked on the original Alone in the Dark. I only said I had tweaked the script and the level design but that was it. He bowed pretty low by Japanese standards. I felt bad about that. I'm just a random guy while he was able to captivate millions of people with a gorilla and plumber, retaining that humility and sweetness. Video gaming is an immense industry with real things at stake artistically, and can inspire millions of people from their youngest age. Miyamoto is living proof of that.

	 

	A brief word on Time Gate: Knight's Chase?

	We were circling the drain at that point. Alone's engine had been stretched to its limit and we had pushed its clunky gameplay to the very end. Christophe Nazaret, back in Lyon, led the project for a time and eventually threw in the towel. “I'm out,” he said, “our tech is stuck in a dead end.” And so he joined his brother at Étranges Libellules. I tried preaching in vain the benefits of creating new engines to the higher-ups but all they had to say was, “Produce games as fast as you can” – a terrible mantra – and the Templars' game was a perfect example of that.

	Making Alone-like games was a simple matter of building assets, packing them in a box, testing, and shipping them. It's obviously very fast but meanwhile, the Earth keeps on turning and Capcom makes Resident Evil, the new survival-horror standard, an amazing game, ambitious and smart, better than anything we were selling. And just like that we were lagging behind. At the same time, money kept flowing into the company, Infonie, Infogrames' very own internet provider, was launched, studios were acquired, and our staff kept getting bigger and bigger.

	 

	How did you learn so much about the inner workings of the company?

	I got elected as a union representative, so I became part of the central management body and assisted with executive meetings. I discovered that sales numbers were the most secretive numbers ever made after the presidential nuclear codes. So I was present during the acquisition deals, I still remember when they planned Ocean's.

	A guy from Dassault, as investor, was there and the old fart from the SELL38, too. A very nice guy, just like François Hollande, always saying “yes” but never doing anything. During the meeting, I remember him copying his old address book on a brand new Filofax. To explain his business model, Bonnell had invented a new word: “relution”. Dilution was a big problem once a company went public, so he thought about buying external studios, assimilating them into Infogrames, and having everyone sail under the same flag. He had the best of intentions at first, just like the Crusades: everyone listened to St Bernard, polished their sword, but once they reached the harbor, everything went wrong. Schmider was explaining to the Dassault guy how things were really going to work out for Ocean: buy, cut into pieces, sell what could be sold, and finally trash the rest. The guy wasn't really listening but understood it was like “carving ham”.

	Video gaming is defined by such strong technological priorities that either you impose novelty outside of it, or you spearhead consoles/softwares as a first-party. In both cases, you're king of the hill for a while. Otherwise, you find a workaround, ride it as long as you can, and then jump to the next thing. Tech has a limited lifespan. This was especially true when I worked at Infogrames, but maybe it's not so prevalent now. In my opinion, e-sports and live events are obvious ways out.

	 

	What exactly changed when Infogrames went public?

	First and foremost, our staff increased exponentially in size: 2D and 3D artists, programmers, etc. We went from two floors and a half to five overcrowded floors. Logistic changed a lot with ID cards, security, time sheets, and objectives to reach in order to satisfy the armada of sales guys. The “too many cooks in the kitchen” syndrome became a reality with guys having no creative talent, and no right to be in the meeting room period, forcing their opinions on design. A video game is about three persons at most at its design stage: a dad, a mom, and maybe a godfather. And even at this stage it can be tricky, so just imagine what happens with a dozen wannabe parents who have no clue about video games.

	It wasn't all doom & gloom though. We had some wonderful moments like Infogrames' fiftieth anniversary where Bonnell invited everyone to a holiday resort in Tunisia for three days. Our families came, too. It was wonderful. It was in early 1995, and everyone was happy to be there because it was still a great place to work.

	 

	How did the company expand business-wise?

	Bonnell's first strategy was to buy external studios, hence acquiring I-Motion in the USA to get the lay of the land before buying anything else. Why America? Because it was much cheaper at the time to pay guys there than in France, and we were pretty clueless about the Asian market anyway. Keep in mind that Canada was still a desert at the time. And Infogrames entered a downward spiral of profitability based on its image and its upholding. That's why he looked at Infonie, and the Internet, as a new means of support to keep afloat.

	 

	But Infonie did not work as expected. Which new perspectives did Infogrames focus on?

	Driving games for the most part. An entire generation of programmers had been working solely on bande dessinée adaptations. I'm thinking about Raphael Colantonio who worked like a slave on awful Smurfs games before scraping together money wherever he could to launch Arkane. But I'm also referring to Stéphane Baudet, passionate and nice, who had no desire to “rock the boat”, and kept eating that huge Smurf shit sandwich to no end. He poured his entire heart and soul into his pet project V-Rally and it paid off. Old school adventure games were winding down and Myst was about to become all the rage. Infogrames refused publishing it because “that would never work!” I met with the Broderbund guys for Riven to no success either.

	 

	Did you try signing publishing deals with a lot of US studios?

	Yeah before one of the many E3s, with Bonnell and Mottet, we made trips to lots of those. I personally went to Broderbund and Lucas Arts. LucasArts was a toy factory with figurines stuck on the ceiling, open spaces painted in black, and human-sized models! Developers seemed to have just landed from a spaceship: crazy geeks with helmets screwed on, and others smashing their heads against the walls! An asylum! [laughter] The HR guy, an American but with no tie and wearing shorts, ended up taking me aside from the group and made me an offer straight away: “Bring your family, you'll get a car, no worries, etc.” I replied no, I couldn't see myself doing it. It was a mistake, not career-wise but it would have been a great life experience and I might have met George Lucas.

	Then we went to Broderbund, the polar opposite: a gigantic open-space, clean and sharp people, white shirts, all very Moonies-like. Abstract art was hang on the wall and there were great big printed mantras like “Let go of worry, let your imagination flow and you will find the way” plastered everywhere. They even had an “employee of the month” just like McDonalds! Employees took care of the studio's well-being and took care of the place, each in turn. It was a strange sect, focused upon educational, serious games, with a unique vision.
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	And then comes Mission: Impossible.

	Ocean had been bought along with all its branches, one of them located in San Jose. The deal implied the completion and release of a Mission: Impossible game, based on the movie. The game was a Himalayan task and the handful of French people dropped at Ocean, including Dominique Peyronnet, were already tearing their hair out. Bruno told me, “Since you like working with Dominique, why don't you go there to lend a hand?”

	So there I was in San Jose, the cradle of modern computing. At Ocean, I stumbled upon a great game design bible and yet for some reason the American lead designer fell into my arms crying, “You are the man of the hour, you will save us, etc.” Well, jeez, I like flattery as much as the next guy but I'm not God Almighty! [laughter] Chatting with the French guys I learned that the American staff weren't doing anything and were spending their days updating resumes, smelling blood in the water. During the first week, a Thursday, we attended a two-hour meeting where the lead bid his farewells. There were tears, a grand speech saying we were the best, and whatnot. The next day, he was working on the other side of the street and badmouthing us non-stop. Off to a great start!

	Tom Cruise had his say on the use of his image in-game, so we received faxes from time to time with weird demands. First, the hero could not kill anyone – Yeah, ok, we can come up with something. Then, he wanted us to pull his face from the game, period. I can understood his fears at the time of Mission: Impossible affecting his career image, but that didn't make our job easier. Also, having seen his personal desk in his office, I can confirm his small height.

	 

	What was the original vision for that game?

	At first, it was the true M:I experience. You got a classified document, listened to the self-destructive tape and the mission objective always had a catch. For example, an assassination but without the body being spotted. The AI was supposed to be pretty smart too. Unfortunately, no one was able to find lasting tech solutions for the PlayStation. The only trick we found was to make the body automatically disappear. Alarms had nothing to do with AI anymore and were linked to a handful of triggers. Of course, we strayed from the original plan but we were understaffed! Ocean's total budget was $3.5 - $4 million, and two of those had already been drained by the IP! So we went from forty to twelve developers! It was a business development problem, not a production one. Creativity is one thing but you can't paint a zebra black and call it a mustang, or make a AAA game from a pile of shit.

	We had a guy in charge of the French side of production there, a gifted kid, smart, talented, who already had a wife and kids – a serious man. Well, despite that, he had to smoke a joint every evening to avoid a mental breakdown. Frenchmen were acting as ER medics while on the US side; everything was going to hell in a hand-basket: eight departures in eight days, with crocodile tears every time. When I arrived, Peyronnet came to me, looking worried and said, “Can you believe this? This guy there, the one modeling a revolver. Four days ago, he was making the grip and today he has only reached the trigger.”

	I met with the French people to scavenge anything that could be saved. Bonnell was coming in person and we didn't want to show a big nothing to the CEO. So we indexed all the available animations, 3D models and environments and created a demo level with those. Sure, it wasn't great but it was something at least. During that time, Ocean's reputation was getting hacked into pieces in San Jose. Bonnell eventually arrived, all smiles, and asked us to put him in the loop. In a nutshell, we said M:I was FUBAR, the staff was doing jack shit and fleeing from the sinking ship. He watched our demo and set a meeting with all the leads. He told Peyronnet, Chrystelle – PR assistant and his future wife – and myself we did not need to attend. So we waited outside of the meeting room.

	Then I heard him scream. The only time in my entire life. Apparently, the only time he ever did before that was for Raynal's departure but I wasn't there. First thing I heard: “What you're offering me, you lazy bastards, is a shitty game!” I kid you not. Then it was more or less: “It's a waste of talent, money, and technology!” So a decision was made to return all the French staff and all the resources to Lyon. Houtman conceived a legal procedure to fire everyone, close off the books, and bring back people and hard drives as fast as he could. November 1997, a new team is assembled in Lyon to finish the project. The film lawyer, responsible for the original deal between Ocean and Cruise, arrived in town with his entire family to do some Christmas shopping. They stay at La Cour des Loges, the poshest hotel in Lyon – all on Infogrames' dime of course. After some discussion and reading the fine print on the contract, the company now had to cough up $500K on the spot. Even worse, for every additional six-month delay, the same sum has to be paid to him! So, finishing Mission: Impossible became a matter of life and death. Until then, we were doing a marathon. Now, we were doing a marathon with soles of lead, half dead, and with a noose around our neck. Oh and the graphics engine didn't work at all, so we had to scrap that, too. As a result, the game came out with a one-year delay. The lawyer came back, took his money, and left us alone. The game came out, was pure shit but had to be released to maintain Infogrames' financial credibility.

	 

	What a waste.

	Yes, but Ocean's purchase had strengthened I-Motion, and business contacts were finally paying off as we got more and more international projects dropping in, some closer to my heart: a contract with Fox for an Alone in the Dark movie! I met with the guy, and discussions went well even though I felt he was worming out all I knew about the IP from me! [laughter] Too bad for us, a marketing guy fresh out of business school fought tooth & nail to get the bigger percentage, thinking the seventy-five-year-old Fox would bow down to the rising video game industry. Fox spread the word around that we were morons, thus ending any good film adaptation chances we ever had and forcing us to sell the IP for a penny to Uwe Boll. Now, THAT was a waste.

	 

	Shortly after, you created Gamesquad, your own game studio.

	I was bored to death. Going independent slowly grew in my mind and a bunch of colleagues were on the same track:  Christophe Nazaret, Laurent Paret, and Christiane Sgorlon to name a few. Through sheer luck I met Fabrice Lourié, sales director at Cryo, who told me to meet Philippe Ulrich in Paris to talk about things.

	Working in a big studio exposes game developers to a lot of negative sides – stress, pressures, executive boundaries – but also brings the comfort to push projects forward. Ulrich knew about “going independent” and might have helped us. So when the occasion arose, I lunched with him in Paris. He liked my idea and told me Cryo might become a partner if we came to them with a game project, and even better they would deposit 300,000 francs (€45,000)! Cryo would become a minor shareholder with 10% of profits. I came back to Lyon, talked with the others and the five of us put 50,000 francs together to create a LLC. Without any thought put into it, Laurent Salmeron was made CEO unanimously. Bonnell was really magnanimous about me leaving. He found a solution to fire me so I could still get unemployment allowances and – if things went from bad to worse – I might even come back at Infogrames.

	Once we set up shop in a former dentist's office, came the crucial question: “What are we going to do?” US sororities served as my starting point. In an Ivy League college, unbeknownst to most teachers and students, exists a secret underground life. A club meddles in black magic while another is fighting them. Another feature was the presence of multiple clubs with international exchange students. Unfortunately, the Internet was still in its infancy and social features couldn't be pushed very far.  This project sounded more and more like a white elephant to our skeleton crew. So I went back to pitch the game to Ulrich, he nodded, and just before taking the train back to Lyon, he said, “Your story ain't working, what we need is a new Alone in the Dark.” Fuck.

	The next day, I called for an emergency meeting, flaying myself non-stop thinking I messed up the game pitch. It was a real pity party all day long, and the entire day flew by just like that. I came back home, and once my wife and my daughter were fast asleep, I pulled out the whiskey bottle from the bar and sat in front of the typewriter. I had to write something, anything. I had been drinking all day at GameSquad, so I decided to work with headphones on to stay awake with the TV turned on. My mind went on: Alone... big house. On TV, a Cops show was being broadcast, with car chases and helicopters flying around. I hear INXS' Devil Inside in my headphones, one of the rare passable things from the 80s, a real rock n roll album. I kept thinking and pondering, I was grasping at the beginnings of a pitch. I recalled Jim Thompson's The Killer Inside Me, with this Machiavelli wannabe sheriff. This rotten soul looking like the perfect fifties American on the outside, threatening everyone in the town.

	It was getting late and I decided to stop there, I was getting really really drunk, too. I woke up the next morning around half past seven and jumped straight to my typewriter. When I looked at the clock, it was already twelve. I called everyone to tell them I wouldn't check in that day, but tomorrow I would bring them a pitch.
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	And you already had the whole pitch idea with serial killer ghosts, the demon, and the reality show?

	Yeah, I recalled a fake ghost hunter show I had seen on TV, where they say stuff like: “it's weird, this corridor seems much bigger from the inside than from outside.” Everything came down to this demon using a cop to eliminate reluctant undead and drag their souls back to hell. Thanks to the society of spectacle, the whole thing got turned into a TV show following said cop with audience ratings indicating to the player how well he performed. Christophe refurbished the unused Alone in the Dark IV's engine he was working on, which multiplied camera angles. They could be attached to an object, moved in real time, etc. It was perfect for an interactive TV set. I got the green light from Ulrich and off we went.

	 

	How did GameSquad worked internally?

	GameSquad was conceived as a small studio with a handful of people inside, without art direction or animation. Why? Well since we could not use the intermittent du spectacle status, it was impossible to pay talents without active projects. So we kept a core programming team to inflate and deflate the art department on a whim, using contracts. It certainly was not the best approach but what did we know? None of us had managed a studio before.

	 

	What's your memory of that time?

	Magical. Everything was done in a joyous and relaxed atmosphere. Development cycles happened in different phases. From Cryo's end of the bargain, we were supposed to receive a piece of tech that worked on every PC, yet it never worked on anything. In the end, we had to hire more programmers and make the team bigger, forcing us to look for other projects. I met one of Activision's bosses in Lyon, looking for a studio to make a brand new 3D Pitfall. We had lunch together and I played the tourist guide around the old Lyon. I was really brilliant that day and he went back home very satisfied. The middleman later explained to us that Activision was ready to give us the project, given that we created a new structure. But of course Cryo had invested in GameSquad and they didn't want to share. They were handing us $300K to create it, and you know what we did? We remained independent. How fucking stupid we were! But it was our first company. So, no Pitfall and a Asterix & Obélix game for Tek 5 instead. 
 

	And a From Dusk Till Dawn spin-off.

	Our third project. Devil got delayed and production went from one to two years. Had we got the tech we were promised, all would have been okay. But it wasn't. People got angry and yet we did finish FDTD in time. Around the end of production, we were working on two additional projects at the same time, without getting paid of course. Cryo sent us our last payment and that was it. End of story.

	 

	In 2002, you received the GDC Penguin/Pioneer Award. Did that make you happy?

	Honestly, it was worse than a funeral. That day I was finished. I had closed GameSquad and was back at Infogrames, aware I would be gone six months later tops since they were firing everybody. Yet there I was, in the United States, surrounded by hundreds of people who are cheering. It was the last time I would see all those people, the last time in my entire life. It was an Irish wake, with people dancing and cheering around the corpse. I didn't do much for Alone in the Dark's success, I just lent a hand. And I did not forget to point out during my acceptance speech the real reasons for this very achievement: Raynal, his team, Bonnell, and the hero himself, Carnby. Game developers exist to serve the player, with the protagonist being nothing more than a way to immerse the player in the world we create.

	
PATRICK CHARPENET

	 

	SELECTIVE LUDOGRAPHY

	Eternam, Shadow of the Comet, Alone in the Dark II, Prisoner of Ice, Interstate 86

	 

	GAME STUDIOS

	Infogrames, Activision, Taniko, Digital Dialect

	 

	Patrick joined the video game industry almost reluctantly and ended up staying there for more than twenty years, moving from Infogrames to Activision and other smaller studios, eventually creating his own structure. Airdropped at the I-Motion office in L.A, he made the bold decision to stay and have been living there for more than twenty years, always keeping a feet with his native city of Lyon and still working closely to the game industry but on his own terms.

	Having started at an older age than most in the game industry, Patrick kept a calm and detached perspective while reflecting on his career with me, not sugar-coating the hectic early years of the French game industry.

	 

	As usual, let's talk a bit about your formative years and how you joined the game industry.

	My youth was pretty uneventful and directed me towards the usual pattern: getting my bac diploma, studying something serious, and so on. Growing up in France in the 70s didn't leave much place for the bande dessinée and sci-fi fan that I was to grow into. During high school, the punk music outburst reached the country and I blew a fuse and ended up joining bands and fanzines. Like many other creative kids wanting to “make it”, I decided to get a job to pay the bills and focus on my passion the rest of the time. After two years idling on the university's benches, doodling around, I put a brutal end to my studies and took up multiple odd jobs. At 27-28, I realized I needed a different approach to work in a creative industry and joined a non-profit PR agency. I worked virtually for free while they taught me art direction skills. That's where I learned the job, and after a time, with a bunch of colleagues, we set up our own PR company. By 1989, I was fed up but had also developed an interest in computers, having set up a computer graphics department there with Amigas. I knew self-taught basics and knew how to use a mouse to draw. While not having a clear interest in video games, I had heard about Infogrames through friends working there. I had also created an association dedicated to the promotion of comic-books and pop culture. IMAGINA excepted, we set up the first computer graphics exhibition in France.

	As luck would have it, I stumbled upon Bruno Bonnell while visiting on one of my friends. He was looking for computer artists, which meant anyone who knew how to draw with a mouse. I was reluctant because first, I knew their games and I thought their bande dessinée adaptations were lackluster compared to Cinemaware's high-end output. Second, having worked as an art director, I didn't feel like going back to the artist status. Lastly, working in Lyon didn't sound sexy either. But the next day, Bruno called me back and asked me if I knew what a sprite was and, since I knew, he told me to come straight away! For a couple of months, I worked as freelance, making sprite sheet upon sprite sheet for Eternam. I immediately realized that the gaming industry was so young that the art director position did not exist, contrary to the venerable PR industry. Here, project managers set the tone. I asked Bruno to create this position and he told me to prove that he needed such a position in his company. He kept his word and six months later, I became art director.

	 

	For a first project, Eternam was a weird one.

	It had a troubled origin and was built upon multiple layers. At its inception, it was Drakkhen's sequel driven by half of the original staff: Michel Royer as project manager, Laurent Salmeron coding, and Frédéric Bascou as lead artist. Drakkhen's legacy worked as a basis, but the whole project was upped to eleven. With the PC386 we used, we couldn't render full-screen 2D bitmap animations for the entire game. The project then diverted; levels became good old dungeons full of sprites upon which animated sequences were plastered from time to time. Michel Royer created his own software to display 2D vector cutscenes. We still used prior generation's technical constraints – Atari ST, Amiga, T07 – where each loading screen had to be less than 100K. Everything was done in tiles: backgrounds, characters, etc. Then came the thorny issue of the plot written by an external RPG-obssessed guy while we were aiming at making an adventure game. Thank God no one knew the concept of delivery milestones at the time and there was no sign of any investor barking at our asses to launch the game in time either.

	The schedule was a bit flexible and Eternam was one of Infogrames flagships, a big meaty adventure game. It fit on five to eight floppies! Those were the AAA standards of the time. We made good progress but I got worried because I wanted to make lush backgrounds like the ones I saw while flipping through game mags. I made my case to get pre-painted background loadings instead of assembled tiles and then we still had the plot: how are we going to justify random epoch-based dungeons? Some iffy space cop synopsis à la Valerian was mentioned but no one believed in it. Halfway through development we proposed the idea of merging Eternam into a planet used as an attraction center.
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	From Valérian and Laureline to Mondowest.

	Exactly, I was a big fan of Crichton's book and Bonnell had asked me for an “alternative” script. I worked on that during a weekend with a friend, and the project manager was a bit pissed when he learned that because it was his baby in a way. We used a 3D engine built by Frédérick Raynal, if I recall correctly, to simulate the strolls between each dungeon. That 3D used vectorial panels and was pretty cool but had been thrown in as a prototype and had no relevance whatsoever to the gameplay. The project was going all over the place so we had to bring in a lot of vendors to quicken the pace. With its hybrid technologies, Eternam was a Frankenstein's monster in production terms. The remnants of Drakkhen's team had to put in a lot of effort to make the graphics work. Besides, the approach was “let's rush, try things, and get the maximum amount of fun out of it in the process.” “Worlds” were assigned to each person: Fred, me, and so on. In the end, I'm very happy we shipped the game and injected a lot of humor into it. In hindsight it's a bit over-the-top, but the testers loved it and were laughing their asses off.

	Eternam taught us a lot and made Shadow of the Comet's production smooth right of the bat. Despite some IP-related twisting, an overly cartoony approach, and a tight budget, I think it was a well-managed job. We were lucky because Infogrames was in the eye of the storm back then: Alone was coming, the company went public. Infogrames went from fifty employees to hundreds with marketing, business planning, and so on in only a couple of years. Between Shadow and Prisoner of Ice, our ranks exploded and too many cooks got in the kitchen: editorial, marketing, etc. Dissensions appeared - if the game director wanted X, he couldn't ask the writer because they both worked for different divisions and had different bosses. It was very exciting at first but required a lot of finesse to make decisions. On Shadow, we dodged all that - in another room, Alone was growing into a mad scientist prototype while we were the good kids of the classroom. We had a female artist in our midst – very rare at the time – and delivered a nice little milestone every fortnight. [laughter]

	 

	Any problems on Shadow of the Comet?

	No, production was smooth all along. Michel Royer had become head of PC adventure games and dropped out of production. Norbert Cellier, an engineer by trade, took the baton from him. A programmer on Eternam, he instantly assigned the rest of the team tasks and everyone relaxed. Plus the IP owner was awesome.

	 

	Chaosium? But there must have been some trouble brewing because they dropped their logo from Alone.

	They didn't care about Alone in the Dark. To them it looked like an ugly action game. I mean, you have to understand them: a joyful bunch of bearded dudes 10 to 20 years older than the average Infogrames coder, spending their days writing tabletop roleplaying game compendiums in an Oakland warehouse. Jumping from RPGs to adventure games is easy to understand because the narrative isn't very different: MCQ, 2D characters, scarce game overs. Alone is the polar opposite; you struggle with the mouse, the characters are weird 3D polys, and no one had seen that type of game yet! A gamer automatically gets the appeal, and if he has a lick of interest in the industry, he can see the potential revolution brewing there. But that wasn't the case for Chaosium.

	 

	How close was your relation with Chaosium?

	No one spoke English except me, so I had to be pretty close! I found myself reading and writing faxes for Chaosium and was dispatched on a regular basis to California. When we finished Prisoner of Ice's script I went there to read it to them. We had a good vibe because I had played Call of Cthulhu with my friends and I loved Lovecraft, like Hubert. I talked with Greg Stafford and Sandy Petersen, I'm afraid I forgot the others' names. Amazing people, all of them. Stafford told me that when he finished his studies he took a sabbatical year before joining the workforce. He rode his bike around America for a few months until he reached Berkeley and said “I want to settle here”.  A cool and very creative guy, with all the qualities you can think of and able to surround himself with people made of the right stuff too.             

	 

	They were all very nice and generous with their knowledge. I think that was when I fell for America and its counterculture. Here is a small anecdote: the first time I arrived at Chaosium, I reached their warehouse at eight sharp on a Monday morning. A small scrawny Frenchy all clad in black. I found myself surrounded by huge Sons of Anarchy-looking bearded bikers. We introduced ourselves and I'm politely waiting to get to work but they say: “No, we can't work like this. First, we need to play!” And so, at 8 am, we were playing table hockey and darts, like in a pub. After an hour, they finally announced to me that working was now possible.

	 

	How did your newfound position work on Shadow's production?

	Lots and lots of technical constraints - both editorial and technical. When I joined, Norbert was lead and Hubert wasn't on board yet. We were all: “That's great! We can make a horror game like we always wanted!” Compared to Eternam, the objective was to make more realistic environments using reference photos, models, and a rejection of the previous cartoonish art direction. We were watching one Belle époque movie a day when Hubert joined. I regularly dove into La Part Dieu39 Library's archives to draw from New England turn-of-the-century photos. We wanted detailed close-ups and real cutscenes. Unfortunately, Shadow remains very cartoony. In the end, Call of Cthulhu was an endorsement more than anything else, especially on Prisoner of Ice. The “prisoners” were totally made up and Chaosium as true gentlemen let us do our thing. On an editorial level, Shadow taught me a lot about censorship.

	 

	What do you mean?

	Eternam showed me the line not to cross. Don Jonzz, the protagonist, could sneeze into the American flag stuck on the moon but Bonnell was already itchy about it. I crossed the line when designing the dungeons. One was called the “Dragoons' dungeon” and was filled with bipedal dragons: half heroic fantasy caricatures, half leathery bikers. We were freewheeling. There was also a torture room with a flayed man hanging from a hook swinging back and forth in the room. Bruno was all about protecting the artist's vision, but he tried every trick in the book to make me drop this one thing. Every time he went into the office, he would painfully ask if “that” room was still in the game. One day he triumphantly entered in the office with an anatomy book under his arm and said “See, your flayed guy's thymus is very developed, it's a kid! You have to remove it.” That's when I understood the difference between the ugly and the uglier.

	It was a lesson I was able to use in Shadow with the human sacrifice scene. In a flashback, a sorcerer had to rip out the still-beating heart from a victim on an altar. It was super hard to draw with a keyboard! [laughter] Blood running along the sorcerer's wrist, what a horrible sight. I tried to outsmart Bruno by making a “light” version of said scene and then showing him the gory one before acting as the martyr artist: “Wah, wah, the gore is not wanton!” after his initial refusal. Then I showed him the light version and he let me put the original one in! We did the same trick for Alone 2, but in general, Infogrames wanted to be Disney so concessions had to be made, especially for the German market and its anathema on juicy red blood.

	 

	How did things work in Infogrames when you joined? I mean, they had a lot of games so how did they manage without an art director?

	It was a horizontal process. Some projects had a project manager who imposed a strong graphic identity, like Drakkhen. Usually, Didier Chanfray did the job in every aspect but name. He was okay with being credited simply as an artist, which saddened me a bit. In the industry I was from, that stuff wouldn't fly. The only practical step towards art direction back then was a phonebook we had with all the artists' numbers! I inherited it when Didier left for Adeline, and only because he had the decency to give it to me. He was a very motivational guy who nourished the art teams. Plus, he was always available to lend a hand here and there. After he left, we had to put on the gas and hire a lot of staff. Alone 2's schedule was super aggressive and the good old “two or three internal artists in the same room” wouldn't cut it anymore; we had to industrialize.

	 

	You jumped straight from Shadow to Alone 2?

	Yes and no. There was another project in between, a 2D adventure game that took place in India, a big project for which I was supposed to take care of art direction. I was ready to do a photo-reportage there - I got my vaccines and all! But I ended up airdropped on Alone 2 - a less exciting prospect because it was a sequel. I already knew the graphic tools and the post-Raynal configuration backed us into an “all hands on deck” situation.
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	Alone in the Dark 2 sounds like it was no mean feat.

	In appearance it was FUBAR, but in hindsight it wasn't that bad on the art side. For example, we had Frédérique Bourgin in the team, straight from the Emile Cohl School. She had interned on Alone 1 and was a very talented artist. She brought alumni with her, and we assembled a good team very quickly. Coding was a problem because they had to adapt, pick up the pieces from Alone 1, and clean up. Fortunately, lead coder Frank de Girolamis was a veteran from the first one and knew what to expect. Same with the story; it was very complicated to write. Infogrames woke up, realizing a bit too late that Alone 1 was a bestseller. They had to strike the iron while it was hot and make a sequel. Here is the stressful part: we had to make a game twice as long in half the time. One day, management even made the offer to cut the game in half and sell it in two parts. I mean, I've never been much for editorial and people at the top of the glass ceiling, but at the time you could at least talk with them; there were less than a hundred of us. Trust was still there - you could talk with your boss and go drink with your colleagues to raise moral. With Prisoner, the structures grew more rigid and our work became much more complicated.

	 

	Prisoner of Ice's graphics underwent a lot of revisions.

	When the project started, we expected a nine to twelve month production cycle tops. It wasn't really a sequel to Shadow, more of a side story. Production issues came in waves, and with money came people looking over our shoulders to monitor us. Lots of red tape popped up like it always does in big companies. Our vision became diluted and gradually even the story became an issue in itself. I remember a nonsensical meeting with people arguing about the legitimacy of the protagonist firing the submarine's deck gun - a snapshot of the state of the project; it was beyond me. Obviously progress was very slow and we got our hands on more than 10 different iterations of the script. The whole project became a creative feast in which everyone added his own spicy input into Prisoner's big juicy pot - the big drawback we got with our sudden flood of cash. “How about we use full 3D? How about we use motion capture? We would be the first in the country!” So R&D bolstered what should have been a small adventure game designed to be out in nine months like a baby. And it dragged on and on: “Let's add top-notch voice acting, let's make the characters walk in a 16 direction axis instead of eight.” Do you remember the first paycheck you got in your life and you had no idea how to spend it? Well, that's the best analogy I can think of.

	We got ourselves stuck with months of delay, suddenly realizing in cold sweat: “Dammit! The game is coming out soon and LucasArts just went full HD with 640*480 backgrounds while our painted ones are in 320 pixels!” As a result, we stretched them out and added a coat of paint on top. Honestly, it wasn't our finest hour. With a simple Shadow-like plot and ready to use tools, the game would have been great, and even if we were short-staffed, at least everybody would have known their job. But with Prisoner, the variables changed for the worse. When I check Alone 2 or Shadow videos on YouTube, I feel like I did the job right. They have their share of flaws, but I can deal with it, whereas Prisoner of Ice is just painful to watch. I'm proud to have been able to ship it with such a huge team – a very rare feat at the time in France, especially the “not crashing in the middle of production” part. But the baby that came out… it's the freak monster sacrificed in Shadow! [laughter] I'm not fond of the story, the voices are mediocre at best, and let's refrain from talking about the graphics.

	 

	After this exhausting experience, you moved to Los Angeles.

	I-Motion was an organization set up for the release of Alone in the Dark on the US market. First and foremost, it managed distribution on-site and customer service. An attempt was made to set up an American-staffed dev studio, too, but that didn't work out. In 1995, I-Motion revamped their whole Santa Monica office. Not many people were there: a secretary, a manager and a bunch of business development people. Yet a French dev core team flew over to help: Laurent Paret, Jean-Marc Morel, and yours truly, with a Franco-American CEO: Marc Jackson. Once set up, management gave us the greenlight to make our little French development team. While helping I-Motion expand its network and its business development by contacting studios and hiring people, we hired guys to work on a realistic FPS à la SWAT. Interesting times those were; Quake had just came out, and Activision was next door working on Heavy Gear.

	 

	How did the American venture go?

	Two problems arose: first, the American staff objected to crunching and working late hours to synchronize with the French teams, and second, they could easily jump ship to neighboring competitors like Activision. Rumors grew and our reputation suffered from it. Lots of French people flew over from Lyon to help us but they got culture-shocked. Here are young coders or artists whose first job after graduation was in Villeurbane, a far from sexy location. Of course, the interest there lay in the camaraderie they built at Infogrames, but imagine Santa Monica for them: close to the beach, very hip, and full of trendy places, l'Amérique. It became very hard to channel them and keep them professionally focused. For a couple of months, we pitched ideas to HQ but received a “out of sight, out of mind” attitude, which never really rubbed off. They all got rejected, even the most interesting of the lot, the one I invested myself the most: Alone in the Dark IV.
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	Excuse me, there was an Alone in the Dark IV?

	I think NDA is not going to be an issue at this point, besides I don't remember signing anything of the kind at Infogrames. With Hubert Chardot and Laurent Paret, we worked a long time on pre-production. You can criticize a lot of things about Alone II and III, but I always felt like their historical and literary background rang true. Some real world places and authors resonate in those games. For the fourth episode, we aimed for the same approach. Propelled into a Dashiell Hammett atmosphere, Edward Carnby investigates once again the kidnapping of a little girl by a strange cult. After tracking them down, he interrupts a Satanic human sacrifice but the twist was that this time he fails to save the little girl and gets killed. The game was a reinvention of Dante's Divine Comedy. The game propelled you in a horrific depiction of the Nine Hells to save the child with a free-controlled 3D camera too. A terrific project that was, but Chardot was busy with managing PC games and couldn't defend his baby. Aside from that there were two reasons were given to me for the refusal: “You can't kill Carnby and you can't sacrifice a little girl”. Of course, the unofficial reason probably laid in Infogrames' finances not being that peachy in the first place.

	 

	Shame, I'd have loved to take a look at it.

	We tried to get by, but business development was I-Motion's paramount activity. After a year and a half, in 1996, pressure to release something started to mount. The N64 or codename “Project Reality” was showing up and we were strongly encouraged to work on it. I put a former PC project on the table, Halloween, a psychological horror game with multiple playable characters, each seeing his own fears come to life in a dreadful mansion. For example, the female cop who had lost her son would spot his silhouette being controlled by an unknown entity. I poured a lot of good ideas into it, with a multiplayer component I was especially proud of. LAN and internet-powered games were all the rage so we thought about each player having his own version of the mansion and transferring items and spirits to other players through mirrors. I was already a PC player when the home consoles hit in France, so the N64 was uncharted territory for me. A very interesting platform, especially for its use of 3D. Halloween was totally modified to match its specificity. Without relying on narration, the game design's core revolved around two characters interacting with each other on both a physical and astral level, which gave us a lot of traction to design a Doctor Strange astral projection game loop. The player swapped characters and influenced very different spheres. This was refused as well by HQ - sometimes, the ideas are good but the timing is all wrong. With the arrival of the Internet, I thought about an online card game based on TSR licenses, but I got a firm refusal there, too.

	 

	You were probably fed up by this point.

	The two other core Frenchmen went back to France and most of US staff got laid off. Those last six months at I-Motion, I was the only French guy designing games, with Laurent Parent coding. Talk about depressing. I flew back every month to France to see management and give a status report. I eventually learned that I-Motion was never created for game dev but only to expand our American network, sign partnerships, and scout for potential buyouts. We were only placed there to help business development. At that point, I had three options: help Ocean ship Mission: Impossible, come back to Villeurbane, or sort it out myself. I came back to Los Angeles, gave it some thought for two-three days and gave my resignation over the phone with only $800 in my bank account – enough for a month's rent or a ticket flight back to France.

	 

	And you chose to stay.

	I had met my future American wife and had already learned a lot about the video game market, business, and made my fair share of contacts. In urgency a friend had tipped me off about a position as art director at Digital Dialect, who contracted for Playmates Interactive Entertainment. It was a tiny studio working for the video game branch of a toy consortium. I worked on Adrenix, a Descent clone, and their only experience had been PC ports until now40. On one hand, I learned a lot and put food on the table thanks to them.       That's when I started game designing with loops and understanding production/in-game feedback. Being able to insert a newly made asset into the game and use it on the spot felt like a no brainer, but until then, for Infogrames adventure games, it wasn't the case. Departments were separated and assets were inserted within the game much later - which kinda killed any innovation attempt. On the other hand, the company was located in Tarzana, San Fernando Valley - Edgar Rice Burroughs' domain. It took me four hours of commute each day to get there, so I got my driver's license, but even then it was a pain in the ass. I was eventually approached by Activision, who were looking for art directors on multiple projects: Heavy Gear 2, Interstate 82 and a last one, maybe Dark Reign? I was on the same wavelength as the Interstate 82 team and I became a consultant for a year. I was even credited as art director on a Cabela's Big Game Hunter because the previous one had left them without warning and I had to jump in for them to finish the game.
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	Interstate 82 was far cry from Interstate 76.

	For two reasons, the biggest one being that the production situation was similar to Alone in the Dark 2, and that the original staff had left. Rick Glenn, the very talented art director, had moved on to Civilization: Call to Power, while Sean Vesce, the lead designer, had left for Crystal Dynamics. Assistants and right-hand men became the leads with a lot of expectations surrounding the sequel. With PC upgrades, we had to offer a lot of changes like dropping the low-poly look and jumping in the 80s. From editorial and art to technology, everything had changed, like we were doing a brand new game while keeping only the IP. Development suffered for it, with three different rendering engines used. A lot of time was spent on cutscenes and narration but not so much on tweaking the gameplay, designing new weapons, or optimization.

	After a year and a half, we were late and overspending our budget. We were not happy campers, with pressure coming from all around us. In 1999, Activision was undergoing consolidation, like Infogrames, with a new CEO coming straight from the yogurt business; everyone was on edge because the mandate was to externalize game development and keep only three of four internal ones. My contract ended six months before the game came out. The decision was mutual. It was a very ambitious game with very good multiplayer, and the enduring die-hard online community proved that. In terms of game design repertoire, it was a GTA blueprint with a very open world for the time, carjacking, and gunfights on foot.

	 

	Any thoughts on the Activision of that era?

	A very good company with solid strategies and dedicated to making good games, contrary to Infogrames. There were ups and downs, too: games which should have come later, or even simply never released at all. Middle management was made of internally promoted devs, not like Infogrames where they screamed: “But guys, the Peter principle! Let's hire managers from the bande dessinée industry or TV.” [laughter] Everyone spoke the same language, everyone made games - it was a straightforward and well-thought process over there. It might not have been the most fun environment I ever worked in, but I learned a lot thanks to them.

	 

	 

	Then you became independent.

	Not exactly, in 2001, I was working as an arthouse consultant for a company I liked, but the publisher dropped us in the middle of production. I was on holiday in France and when I came back, the company had closed down! I had just finished an Xbox project and felt like portable productions would be a nice breather, as they are more focused on gameplay. With other alumni, I made a GBA demo for a big French IP. Nothing came out of it but we liked the project and working together enough to create our own studio, Taniko LLC. We didn't have the official Nintendo kits so we had to make due with some from Chinese companies, you know the kind. [laughter] After an unfruitful publisher round, TDK gave us the Masters of the Universe reboot.

	Unfortunately, when you build a company with your friends, not everyone shares the same vision. When someone has to give orders, the others resent it. The first Masters went well but the sequel got canned because the cartoon was a flop. We did a bunch of odd jobs: Terminator 3 for Atari, MTV games, some Disney ones, TV Games Justice League, and Atari Classics for NDS. As long as we didn't earn a penny all was well, but when we started getting some money then things got messy. We lost our associate art director, then our lead programmer because things slowed down. In the end we found ourselves, the two founders, left with but a handful of programmers. After a quick evaluation, we realized we made more money as independents than with our company.

	 

	Sounds like an easy choice.

	I was getting fed up a bit, working three times as much than if I were alone. We cashed-out and everyone parted ways. We endured for five years, which is already a feat in itself, because independent studios are always in a position of inferiority against the publisher. You remember the GTA: San Andreas hot coffee thing, right? Fear of easter eggs spread among them like wildfire and they demanded an Errors and Omissions insurance from everyone. Basically, you insure the project and the publisher up to one million dollars against all the little things that could create losses. Yeah, I'm sure a little studio like ours working on JAKKS Pacific IP and Warner TV games was going to endanger itself by hiding easter eggs everywhere. And I'm not even talking about the “if the project is canceled, pay back a part of it” or the flat fee contracts meant to rob us of royalties.

	 

	How do you handle you freelance arthouse activity for the gaming industry?

	I exclusively work with studios and I focus on one project at a time; that's my favorite working method. I don't mind complex projects but resent spreading over multiple things. As an arthouse, I try to make people pay a fair price. If I have to hire someone, I'd rather they don't starve to death either. Of course, my leeway isn't that wide. I'm a mercenary working on a day-to-day basis and keeping in close contact with regular clients. Of course, I get into trouble sometimes because I don't handle my activity as a real business.

	 

	What evolution did the position of art director undergo?

	When I joined the industry, you only had to know how to draw with a mouse to get a job! It was even better if you spoke English, knew how to use a fax machine, and how to talk to programmers without getting thrown out of the window. It was both art direction and management, but over time the tech constraints for artists slowly vanished. We had the keys to the kingdom because we mastered the complicated pipeline - it's easy to hold on to power when you speak the same language as the devs. That need slowly disappeared because tech became more and more mainstream ; think of tablets. Art directors unfamiliar with the game industry appeared. It was impossible back then - I was self-taught myself. Nowadays, people graduate from Pasadena Art Center and many other design schools, and you can use a gouache concept artist to paint textures and they won't be bothered by the tech restraints thanks to Zbrush and similar tools. People like me tend to be more art managers than art directors. I've become the guy who knows the right guy for the right job.

	There is a lot of competition with arthouses located in Eastern Europe or Asia and the level of culture appropriation has risen exponentially these last 15 years. Before we used to pay them very cheaply for their services but knew there would be about 10-20% unusable assets - still worth it, though. With the Internet, training courses are multiplying and the concept art on offer largely exceeds the need. If an indie studio goes on DeviantArt, Art Station, or Upworks and drops a post for five pieces of concept art, they'll get 50 offers half an hour later. For your own sanity, it's better to step back a little bit. I work because I have experience, a network, and I know how to handle tricky projects. Right now, I'm doing interactive object concepts for 3D printing and a lot of VR. Honestly, simply mentioning my desire to work on those supports made some studios sign me on because they trust me. In a way, it's like I'm 20 again because I work on what I like and I don't need to act like I'm someone else to find work.

	 

	Staying on for the new tech is a recurring thing I hear from the mouths of veterans.

	Of course - that's how we started! For a lot of people joining a perfectly tuned production chain is boring since you learn nothing. Stimulating issues like “How do I generate procedural animation? How do I use VR?” are truly invigorating. I had lunch with a guy even more experienced than me and we joked about how to make an AR chess game. A lot of people joined the game industry when the pay was shit and people considered you a loser simply for working there. The motivation thus lay in the new tech you got to work with every day.

	
WILLIAM DAVID

	 

	SELECTIVE LUDOGRAPHY
Seasons After Fall, Blocks that Matter, Tetrobot & Co

	 

	GAME STUDIOS
Ubisoft Montpellier, Ubisoft Barcelona, Ubisoft Annecy, Swing Swing Submarine

	 

	Boredom at work is a deadly and silent killer, and even people working in an industry as passionate and dynamic as video games can feel like they're stuck in Office Space. After a time at Ubisoft located in sunny Montpellier, David decided he had enough and created an indie gaming studio with a partner “before it was cool”. But learning the tools of the trade, especially without any financial security, can be quite the ordeal.

	The mind behind such great puzzle games as Blocks That Matter and Tetrobot & Co, shared with me his game design philosophy and the many events of Swing Swing Submarine's studio life.

	 

	Let's start with the usual question: how did you join the video game industry?

	At first, making games wasn't my goal; I wanted to work in the film industry. I'm from Angoulême and I studied at a high school offering cinema and audiovisual classes. Then, I graduated from a film editing BTS41 as writing and directing had always been passions of mine. Through internships on full-length feature films, I discovered the professional world and did not like it one bit. Maybe I wasn't cut out for it - maturity-wise or regarding this specific industry - but Paris' film industry was filled with backstabbing, endless fits, and harsh competition between studios. Locals might be used to it, but coming from la province42 sure did not help me build self-confidence. I had a lot of expectations; it was my dream after all. So at the end of my degree, I pondered one and only one question: what's next? I wasn't cut out for the film industry - too hard to get in and I hated the insiders' behavior - so for a time I looked at film animation. Why not? Less actors to handle at least. Ok, maybe the actors weren't that much of a problem to begin with, and even if I did sketch sometimes I wasn't a great draftsman either.

	And then it struck me: “There is something else I've been passionate about since I was five years old: video games. Perfect! I entered Supinfogame43 on a waiting list. I did two internships. The first at Lexis Numérique, where I briefly helped on an unreleased mobile version sequel to In Memoriam (Missing) and then at Ubisoft's editorial department. The editorial writes guidelines for the other teams, acting a bit like an internal police force for the company. I signed on there as a game designer, first in Barcelona, and finally in Montpellier44 - my initial objective.

	 

	While Ubisoft Montpellier has a good reputation, I must confess I'm not well informed on Ubisoft Barcelona as a studio. What did you do there?

	To be honest, I was aiming for Montpellier from day one, but I needed more game design experience. At the editorial department, you get a grand-sounding title such as “Game Design Content Manager” but you don't make games so... Barcelona gave me the chance to try game design first-hand. Back then - it might have changed by now - they did not have their own “games” except a driving sim one, their flagship pride-wise. Therefore they were regarded as a secondary studio, so making a game was music to their ears, and it happened to be a Wii Fitness game. I mean, there is nothing to be ashamed about it - I love the Wii - but we had to use pre-existing assets from an interactive DVD-ROM fitness game. Six months later, I got an opening at Montpellier. There were around 40 people on the first game I worked upon there - a canceled MMO under the guidance of Frédérick Raynal - and between 20 - 40 on From Dust.

	 

	So that's what he was working upon when he acted as a “consultant” at Ubi.

	It was a free MMO, the kind of game that went totally extinct. Nipped in the bud, which is a damn shame since it had a fairly cool concept: an investigation game in which players could design their own missions, a bit like geocaching.
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	From Dust got a lot a revisions. What input did you bring?

	Well, I was credited as a game designer but I didn't stay until the end, so most of it was scratched. I was already thinking about leaving that place. I worked about a year on it and then left Ubi. With all the changes that happened you can't find any of my input in the final product.

	 

	Why did you leave?

	Because I was bored out of my mind! [laughter] I mean, I was lucky, From Dust was a cool project and I was always assigned to interesting games. But working on games while knowing that someone in editorial could terminate your game if they got up on the wrong side of the bed on Monday morning - I hated that feeling. Of course I'm overplaying it, but in my opinion if a game failed to come out, it had to be my fault. And vice-versa: if a game was good, it had to be thanks to my own work. Besides, I had just read Alain Damasio's La Horde du Contrevent45 so I was really into the idea of a journey and doing something with my life. [laughter]

	 

	How did your journey start then?

	I finished my contract on From Dust, or the first version at least. It was before 2009, the year I discovered indie gaming and saw a potential exit in it. I took part in the very first Global Game Jam in Paris and spent some holiday time to see what all the fuss over Montréal was about. I traveled around the province and met with some freelancers, too. In the other words, the American-Québecois Dream. I came back from my trip, told myself “No stepping back now,” and I asked to move my termination date forward. And there I was, indie at last.

	 

	Funny you did not establish yourself in Montréal. For many aspiring indie devs from France, it's a great place to live.

	Err, no, I've always been irksome. Let me give you an example. For many years, I refused to get a PS2, the reason being I adored the PSOne and I could not fathom why the hell someone would release a brand new console. Better graphics? Come on! I was quite conservative and only gameplay mattered to me. I can be like that. I liked Québec City but it was a bit in the middle of nowhere. I had never seen anything like the city of Montréal before and I considered it “ugly” on an architectural level. That trip was my first contact with Montréal and I can be quite unyielding but I'm working on it. [laughter] Later, I understood its appeal came from the diverse people living in it, not so much its appearance. But back then, I kept telling myself, “I love the snow but it's too ugly, I can't deal with it”. [laughter]

	 

	While Montpellier was love at first sight.

	I had already been there during high school for the CINÉMED46. It was the first time I ever saw palm trees in a city! I got shitfaced, too; so many happy memories! I also knew Ubisoft had a major studio there, so that helped. But yeah, I make strange life choices.

	 

	I'm not one to judge, I can't say I'm much better. But going indie, was that a tough career change?

	Not really, I didn't have a family to take care of, so from a personal level, it went well. I played a lot of casual games like hidden objects and time managers. I loved having tons of feedback and yet hardcore games didn't give me as much. Why? Injecting more money into production should not make a difference, right? In the mean time I met Guillaume Martin, fellow programmer at Ubi. Together we tried to make one small Flash prototype, which went nowhere. I made the art and he implemented it. In the end, we told ourselves that to create a real game – the future Seasons After Fall – we had to work full time together. So he left Ubi and I pushed for the early end of my contract. That's how we created Swing Swing Submarine.

	 

	Seasons was your first project?

	Yes, we started it in August 2009. Even after Ubi, I did not know how to make games, I wasn't mature enough so I had to learn as I went along. Same for Guillaume, who thought about coding his own engine. At first, we did plenty of little Flash games for fun, joining the Global Game Jam every year, too. That's how Tuper Tario Tros came to be. It was all fun and games, but in truth Seasons wasn't making any progress. We tried starting it off from August 2009 to December 2010 while setting up the company at the same time. Since we were penniless young entrepreneurs, we solicited investors, showcased our game in contests, and made ourselves known. To top it all off, our demo was really mediocre. Seasons would not be the new Braid – that much was clear to us – and at this pace we were looking at a ten-year dev cycle.

	The wake-up call came about a year after Swing Swing launched. In a nutshell, it was Christmas time, everyone went back home for the holidays and lo and behold, when we returned, a nice letter from the RSI47 was demanding 10,000 € from each of us! To clarify things, we each invested 500 € to create the studio. The amount they were asking for was arbitrary, so we explained to them we hadn't earned a single dime yet! Thus Seasons was out of the picture and in a week's time, we made the decision to stop what we were doing and refocus. What DID we have then? Tuper Tario Tros. Then, let's make a real game out of it! And that's how Blocks That Matter came to be. From pre-production to release, in five months tops.

	 

	Five months only? How the hell did you pull that off?

	Our brains were working like crazy but to be honest, I have no clue how we managed. Everything went very fast, that's for sure. A game with blocks. Boom, here was the concept. As it happened, a lot of factors helped us. Blocks were a good start, they weren't so different to draw from the shitty perspective houses I scribbled since I was little. BattleBlock Theater got announced around that time too, so this was a major incentive, too. For the two earliest weeks of development the characters were all flat, but then they shaped into real blocks. I couldn't draw characters for shit, so turning every last of them into blocks was perfect. [laughter] Instead of making a running animation, I used the little spinning cloud à la Dr. Slump instead of feet - much easier to animate. [laughter] We pushed the idea as far as we could. Since the character was a block, he would occupy only one block, opening up lots of game design possibilities. Neither of us were big Minecraft players at the time but it was already very popular. In a very naive way, we paid tribute to it, cubes and all. And so the plot began with Alexis Pajitnov and Markus Persson getting kidnapped. Never a single moment did it occurred to us that we were infringing some sort of law. Rights, references, whatever, it was all done innocently. We were doing a mash-up, so that's the whole point, isn't it? If I make a remix, yeah of course I'm using your music, that's kinda the point. The game eventually became a single formula: Minecraft plus BoulderDash plus Tetris, and a pinch of Mario since you break blocks with your head. That's pretty much our entire game. Props to Guillaume because he ported to different languages. First XNA, then JAVA for the PC release.
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	For indies, visibility is key amidst the constant tsunami of new releases. How did you tackle all of this in the case of Blocks?

	Exactly the same way, very naively. To give you a funny example, in the beginning, Swing Swing Submarine was the name of my blog. We had other name ideas for the company and yet people thought that was it, so we kept it! The blog acted as a way to talk to the gaming community, even if it was a bit bare bones, to be frank. We dropped pictures there, wrote articles, and we even opened a VIP Gameblog page48. We weren't scared about disclosing too much to the players at the time. As I said earlier, we had already participated to a bunch of game jams and released Tuper Tario Tros. Farewell games to the gaming industry were in vogue and mine, Leaving, had been chronicled here and there.

	Back then, you didn't have to be very smart to get recognized, you just had to release your game and have a column about it on indiegames.com. Of course, it was better to have a Twitter, a blog, and a Facebook page, too, but not mandatory either. I showcased Blocks to Canard PC's Netsabes49 and other journalists, and I organized playtest sessions at Pastagames and Mekensleep – those two studios were our indie godfathers in a way. Thanks to them, we were able to reach out to the press. But once again, indiegames.com and simply connecting with other devs helped tremendously.

	 

	Blocks came out on Xbox Live Indie Games, which wasn't as “sexy” as Xbox Live Arcade.

	It all turned out for the better, actually. Sure XLIG was a bit of a lost marketplace, but one shouldn't not forget it was peer reviewed by fellow game devs. Therefore, if the game was good, like the Arkedo productions, sales took off instantly and word-of-mouth spread like wildfire. We won Microsoft's Dream Build Play's first prize ex aequo, earning us the hefty sum of $40,000! We were ecstatic but the market hadn't reached its saturation point yet, so it was easier to make yourself known. Being part of the Humble Bundle Voxatron, only a few months after the Steam release, sure helped us too. At the time, being in a bundle with Voxatron and The Binding of Isaac was a real bull's eye. So yeah, all in all, success did not come from our PR tactics but essentially from a series of fortunate events.

	 

	Money-wise, you probably covered your costs easily.

	Blocks That Matter was funded by the last few scraps of benefits and a RSA50. We “calculated” it cost us about € 50,000, but we don't really know because we never really added up the numbers, neither did we pay ourselves. The Xbox version didn't sell much, but by stacking the award prize and the Humble Bundle sales, we reaped $120,000 between the two of us. When you're only two, that's plenty to live on for two years. Obviously, we were very happy with the sales; they allowed us both to work a year on various projects and another year-and-a-half on Tetrobot & Co with a core team.

	 

	Did you use that gap year to resume Seasons' production?

	No, this period was mostly filled with doubts about what to do next – as we had different ideas. Guillaume wanted to make a sequel to Blocks while I wasn't particularly fond of the idea. At first, we tried developing a platform/shooter game with Yann's soundtrack evolving in relation to the player's progress. But that did not work out because we were schnooks at platform design and we blew it. Then, we conceptualized a mobile exploration game with different versions, just like Pokemon: blue, pink, whatever. Players would get random versions, never knowing what to expect, and had to trade with others for items – awesome! We made some teasing on our website but the whole thing stopped dead because Guillaume hated the game. Change of plans, we decided to subcontract for others. It lasted only a couple of weeks! We clearly weren't cut out for that line of work. Besides Guillaume did everything while I twiddled my thumbs. I couldn't help in any fashion. We gave up again, and after three stinking failures, we jumped on the Blocks That Matter 2 bandwagon again.

	Going back to your question, we wanted to come back to Seasons but a bit later. I had dropped a CNC funding application but those things take time, hence Tetrobot & Co. When the project started we were only two, then Géraud Soulié joined – he had made Blocks' cutscenes and we had promised to recruit him – and Benoit Fouletier, predisposed to help since he built Rayman Legends' tools back at Ubisoft. So we hired all those people a bit too early, so they might lend us a hand on Tetrobot. It was a bit of a mess since some tasks overlapped. For example, Géraud was a far better draftsman than me.

	 

	Since you had some reservations about doing a sequel, how did you avoid this spilling over?

	Straightway, we aimed for a mobile game even if we released first on PC, since it was the development platform. We failed to port it to consoles on our own, so Neko Entertainment took care of it. On top of that, it didn't cost us a dime, which was nice of them. Regarding the game itself, we built upon the enormous player feedback we got. For example, they expressed how much the Blocks That Matter's platform sequences were a pain in the ass. It all boils down to the mash-up, where you mix genres - action and puzzles - but players did not feel that comfortable with it.

	A vast majority enjoyed the puzzles but didn't have the reflexes to move around fast. I specifically remember an email from a seventy-year old guy who wrote something like: “I enjoyed the puzzles but I can't go that fast. It's a shame.” When I read that, I told myself I had messed up. Furthermore, we wanted to put in on mobile devices, therefore action phases were out of the question because we hated virtual pads. In short, we stripped out any platform elements from the game and delved deep into the reflection gameplay. Sometimes, temptation became too strong and I inserted some timed mechanics, that is until Yann scolded me. Tetrobot & Co took us one year-and-a-half to make. Our goal was to refine Blocks' original concept.

	 

	From your point of view, why did Tetrobot flop? Too many Steam releases at the time?

	In part, yes. October 2013 is recognized as the shittiest month, when Steam releases skyrocketed. When Michael Rose was still at indiegames.com, he wrote a report proving that it was the month of the indie apocalypse, and it has only gotten worse since then. So yes, it was not the best of release dates. But I can't entirely drop the blame on someone else. We did not see it coming. I never thought the market was saturated up to this point, which was a mistake since we're supposed to keep tabs on that. After Blocks That Matter, we weren't naive anymore and were very careful about how we disclosed media. Too careful? No work-in-progress screenshots, no sharing with the community, just total radio silence. And we named the game Tetrobot & Co, a big blunder for a game which should have been named Blocks That Matter 2. Everyone had forgotten about us and we had done nothing to make them remember us. Even for BTM's fans, it took them MONTHS to realize it was a sequel! We fucked up on PR: we didn't do any at all back then, that was a straight path to failure.
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	Since you love the Wii, I figured you'd love to put your hands on the Wii U and insert special features.

	No, Neko took care of it. Personally, I'm very fond of each and every Nintendo console and I'm waiting to have enough money for the Switch. I don't think the Wii U is the best console they made, but I definitively want us to have a bigger presence on their consoles.

	 

	Which games had the biggest impact on your game design philosophy?

	As with a lot of people, you always remember your first ones. I grew up with the Mega Drive - no on the SNES side - with Dynamite Headdy for example. Then, I was more of a point & click guy: Broken Sword, Myst, and The 11th Hour. I really like this last one because it mixes puzzles and horror, and I'm a big fan of horror movies. When I came back to console gaming, the Nintendo philosophy really influenced me and I stuck to colorful platform games - Sly Cooper, Spyro. Admittedly, they do not share all the Nintendo qualities, but they have a unique feel. Then there are the Ueda games, well not so much ICO but I loved Shadow of the Colossus. It's insane, you have two buttons and yet tons of stuff to do and the scale is epic. Indie-wise, I'd say games like Knytt, an exploration game where the player can only jump and run, guided by a ray of light, too. The list could go on, and on: Tomb Raider, Psychonauts, In Memoriam - satisfying my internet stalking urges. [laughter]

	 

	What's your game design philosophy?

	The golden rule: there is a difference between what you do and what you want to do [laughter]. I like accessible games, and by that I mean easy to handle and without too many buttons. My favorite pad layout is the OG Game Boy: a pad/stick and two buttons; that's it. That's why I like Tetrobot, because there is only one button. It's great; I love that. Even if you do not have a lot of input options, it does not stop you from offering lots and lots of game design possibilities. I share the same cravings as Nintendo: creating a large number of situations from distinct ingredients. For example, in Blocks, some enemies looked like jellies, coming in two types: pink and orange, the latter of which are on fire. Drops of lava fell from the ceiling, and my intent was for the pink jellies to be set ablaze by them. That way, you get an enemy on fire that burns stuff in its wake.

	But we didn't have time for that feature, so it ended up in Tetrobot. That's how you design puzzles: create diverse elements and figure a way to combine them to create a real, well-planned situation. Tetrobot had the same principle but went further by offering even more diverse situations. Now, you could throw blocks on a slime or apply glue to blocks, thereby making different blocks able to stick to each other. We dove in this direction to make it possible for each and every element to interact with the others, all while keeping the one-button gameplay. Just like with Nintendo games, you learn the rules while playing.

	 

	Nintendo's mantra: easy controls with a deep game design.

	Exactly, and that's my own philosophy too, even if that wasn't really Seasons'. [laughter]

	 

	Speaking of Seasons, after leaving it on the shelf for so long, what changes did you bring to the game concept? Shipping two games in between must have changed you as a game designer.

	We didn't lay a finger on Seasons until we finished Tetrobot. We had gathered a team around us, too, who had lent a hand on it. Even if their very presence was vital for the game, they just followed our directives without really being able to take initiative. They did what we asked of them, without “getting” our vision. They offered me feedback and questioned my work, so I kept telling them, “Please, trust me. I know what I'm doing.” Of course once they saw the final results they were happy, but obviously the entire team had to be integrated into rebooting Seasons.

	Despite the fact that it was our initial project, we decided to make a clean start. Well, we did keep some notes around from the original prototype. Do season changes affect only the fox's surroundings or the entire world? Those kinds of issues. In fact, from the story and art direction to the game style, we started back from scratch, and the entire design board became a dialogue between the five of us. Made in Blender, the prototype was impossible to reuse since we had switched to Unity. Despite the new engine, the passing of time, and the team's input, Seasons' vision remained the same.
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	I was going to ask about that. For example, were the Guardians of Seasons already in the prototype?

	No, those guys came with the new version. At one point, the question was raised of whether we should offer more playable animals. It would have been a nice surprise but it was impossible production-wise. Our main goal was to make a game that was appealing to children and easy to play, too. When we demoed our first prototype, during the Festival du Jeu Vidéo's last edition51, all the people dropping by our stand were children. We sure did not see that coming! We became enthralled by this feeling, appealing to a younger audience. Let's do it for them! Looking back, Seasons wasn't exclusively designed for them, but we forbade ourselves displaying any kind of violence. At first, the fox underwent some nasty stuff and some prickly events. Well, he still undergoes prickly events but not as bad as before. A kid-friendly game that parents could enjoy, too.

	 

	Wasn't going from puzzle-making, where the plot is only in the background, to true storytelling a challenge for you?

	Quite the contrary, I've always wanted to make films, therefore I was really happy to tell a story. Well, as a vicious contraption builder, I had my fair share of doubts during development. I feared the game would be too easy, my intent was wrong, and there'd be virtually nothing to do. On the other hand, there are tons of walking simulators and such out there that I love, but that wasn't really my schtick. Eventually, I slipped some tricky puzzles in there. I didn't match the simplistic general approach.

	 

	Was that the feedback from playtesting?

	No, we mostly make personal judgments and have discussions with various people. Following Tetrobot's flop, we signed with Focus Interactive since we were penniless and they playtested the whole thing. People genuinely liked it, which was the only thing we really cared about. Usually, I tell myself our vision is good and our game will sell well. Ok, it's a dangerous tactic but I'm fairly confident in our team's capacity to design games. No team member will put us in an impossible situation, even if mistakes do happen, like me having problems tweaking difficulty. In every Swing Swing Submarine game there is a difficulty spike that might have been avoided through playtesting.

	 

	Did you have a good relationship with Focus?

	Everything went pretty smoothly; we learned a lot. For example, that we were troublemakers. [laughter] They did not interfere with development, so that was perfect. They acted as publishers and nothing more, which reassured us because that was our main fear. I can't say they were very happy with some things we did, but they never bossed us around. Magnanimous, too: the game should have been released around December 2015 but came out eight months later. No hard feelings on their end because they were used to that kind of stunt.

	We should have ported Seasons to consoles but in the end we didn't. They told us: “just get the PC version done, then we'll see”. Man, the stuff we showed them was so, so bad, they had to have had some doubts about us. Some builds looked awful compared to the initial promise. We knew how it would look in the end, but all we showed them were white blocks moving around against a grey background. Far from the stunning graphics we had sworn to deliver! I don't blame them, I honestly had a lot of doubts, too. Anyway, I'm very happy with Géraud's art direction.

	 

	What's a day in the indie game studio life like?

	Depends on how far you are in production. It can look exactly like an office job, like Ubisoft, with its share of meetings to set things straight and going out drinking in the evening. We share an office with The Game Bakers and Eric Chahi - a very stimulating environment. For Seasons, we had to be strict and have clear working hours. Now we're slowing things down. But there is always a moment when you have to stick to office hours, moreso when things have to be done.

	 

	What about crunch?

	We did, a lot. That's just a sign of bad time-management. It's all about managing your schedule. We want to avoid that now.

	 

	I remember the lone Banish creator working on his own during the week and immediately going hiking every weekend.

	That's the way to go. Work when you feel like it but stay regular, otherwise you won't go far. The hardest part as an indie is working from home - like I did sometimes. It's a mess, I muddle everything up: YouTube, my work, my dishes; it's the worst. [laughter] Multitasking becomes the job because you end up making no progress whatsoever. So, give yourself hours and stick to them. We used to do that, sometimes even working weekends, and even when we really did not feel like it. Now, our rule is: you don't want to work, then don't do it. As long as milestones are abided by, we're good. People need to stick to what's best for that; some of them have kids.

	 

	Any closing comments?

	All my favorite games are not 10s but rather 7s thanks to their flaws and weirdness. Cult games, to some extent. I like to think it's the same deal with the game we make. Without bragging, I think we make good games with one or two flaws that slow them down. But I hope the next one will have less of those. [laughter]

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	OLIVIER DERIVIERE

	 

	SELECTIVE DISCOGRAPHY
Obscure I & II, Alone in the Dark: Inferno, Of Orcs & Men, The Technomancer, Get Even, Vampyr

	 

	GAME STUDIOS
Hydravision, Spiders, Cyanide, Dontnod Entertainment, Planet Moon Studios

	 

	Every gamer under the sun stumbled upon a soundtrack for a game he loved and thought it was underappreciated. Hell, this is probably one of the most recurring discussion thread on video game message boards. Olivier Derivière is one of those composers who always bring their A game to the projects they are working on without automatically getting the success or the deserved recognition.

	This interview took a unexpected turn from the get go as this generous man decided to come back on his colorful formative years.

	 

	 

	[After briefly introducing my project, I asked Olivier to talk without waffling about his career. Here is his answer]

	Everything I'm going to tell you about me, is true, all of it. So don't give me any funny looks and don't say I'm storytelling52, because that's not the case. Born and raised in the South of France, I studied music at the conservatoire while pursuing scientific studies. In my spare time, I've always been a die hard gamer, fascinated by those moving pixels. Today, people sneer at old magnetic tape games but back then the unbearable sounds they produced were lovely music to our ears. [laughter] With my bac diploma in hand, the usual pondering of any new graduate came to mind: “Now, what should I do with my life?” and one day, I woke up in a math lecture hall, solving matrices. I told myself: “Hold on, this can't be happening!” This was pretty much my wake-up call. [laughter] So for the heck of it, I went to record a small album in a studio. My goal wasn't to make any money but just gain experience. Growing up I took part in “coding parties” for fun, where I composed music for the games made there. I had always wanted to work in video games anyway. During my studio experience, someone took a look at my work and suggested I applied for a scholarship at Berklee in Boston. I had no clue of what she was talking about but fine by me! I went through the audition and got selected!

	 

	Getting a grant for a renowned American University like Berklee is no small feat.

	That was pretty cool indeed. I landed there, living in the Boston suburbs at a Russian lady's place. I took Berklee classes and discovered the extent of the gap between American musical sensitivity and mine. They definitely have the “sound culture” where we have the “note culture”. This is a major point since it also reflects in film aesthetics for example. Anyway, after a term, and I emphasize again - this is no storytelling - I woke up at this Russian lady's place holding Berlioz's Symphonie Fantastique in my hands. I was studying the first three bars, trying to figure out what the hell was going on. A ten-year work at least for me. [laughter] Another Russian lady came visiting and spotted the partition. She straight up told me they were playing it that very evening at the Boston Symphonic Orchestra. I concurred in my terrible English - you know the one all French people have. The discussion barely made any sense as we both had very thick accents until she said we were actually going to attend the concert. But how could I attend? I was poor as dirt! I didn't have any money.

	Later that day, the Russian lady came up to pick us up, grabbing a third friend on the way there. We parked at the Boston Symphony Hall parking and I told myself, “Here comes the pain, it's going to be at least $100!” The knot in my stomach tightened up as we got closer and closer to the entrance. But instead of going through the big entrance, we took a side path. What was going on? We actually went through the service entrance, with one of the Russian ladies flashing a badge. After an endless flight of spiraling staircases, I found myself in the Boston Hall Orchestra, completely EMPTY. The second Russian lady - the one who had dragged me all the way down there in the first place - told me to take any of the remaining seats. Oh, well, SURE! Once again, I had no clue what the hell was going on, but the audience flooded into the room, tickets in hand. And the lady who brought us all here? Well, she went to sit in the first row and it turned out she was first chair of the Boston Orchestra! So of course, at that point, I was freaking out a little, even a lot, to be frank. And Seiji Ozawa was leading the concert. A wonderful memory.

	 

	A lifelong memory, to be certain!

	BUT THEN! [laughter] The lady told me, “You can come back to every rehearsals and concert.” I perfected my musical education at the side of Ilan Volkov, who was Ozawa's assistant. We were the same age but the dude was a genius.  He would give me his partitions and I would attend each and every performance; I learned a lot that way. Sometime later - and this ain't no storytelling either - I woke up one morning at my Russian landlady's and shared with her a strange dream I had where I was casually chatting with John Williams during the Cannes Festival. She told me she knew him. “Of course, you know him,” I thought, “the Australian guitarist, not the film composer.” But she insisted she knew him. What followed was an eerie pidgin conversation in which she finally pointed the floor with her finger to make me understand he had visited THIS house. A pregnant pause followed until she realized I wanted to become a film composer. She slipped the word to her friend the concertmaster, who informed me John Williams was coming up the next day. After all, he had been the director of the Boston Pop Orchestra for 15 years. “Do you want to meet him? -YOU BET I DO!” And that's how I spent an entire hour with John Williams, my first.

	 

	This is too crazy to be just storytelling.

	“My young friend,” he told me, “I'm going to give you two pieces of advice so be all ears. First, be patient, very patient, because it's going to be painful, slow, and hard work. You're going to make mistakes - a lot.” I was about twenty years old at the time, still learning the musical ropes.

	 

	What was his second piece of advice?

	Never get married. [laughter] I kept that promise but I have kids, so hush-hush. [laughter] This series of anecdotes is just another way to say I lived something amazing, at the side of the greatest conductors, who I was able to observe for years. I went back there many times. I even met Spielberg. It was so great, and yet I always felt strange talking to people I had no legitimacy approaching. We're talking about role models, heroes. The strangest thing happened after summer break when John Williams told me to come see him in L.A in September… 2001.

	 

	Oh shit.

	I spent summer with my family, got myself a plane ticket, and then all my plans fell through thanks to 9/11. The hand of God dropped and that's how it is. The world as we knew it changed. So change of plans: I settled in Paris to live off my music. All my coding party friends were now working in the game industry but I never succeeded in joining their projects, despite their best efforts. But I landed Obscure, my first game project. The one by which it all started. My goal - a driving goal I'd keep for my entire career - was to offer the most qualitative music possible to the player.

	Of course, Hydravision didn't have the money to do so: they wanted an orchestra - out of the question - and samples were lacking at that time. “Ok,” I said, “let's find an alternative.”  I contacted the Paris Opera Children's Choir to really bring quality to it. The Opera was really, really awesome, la Maîtrise des Hauts-de-Seine really gave its best. I mean to evolve in these spheres, being only 22, was undreamed of. Even the idea of making games after the Internet bubble crisis… Everything was crumbling in France so making quality video game music was unthinkable.
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	Care to explain in further detail your idea of qualitative music to a clueless person like me?

	As I said, I'm a big gamer so I want music to be something more than simple audio filling. This is my hobby horse and it's the reason why many see me as a technician rather than a composer. It's not because I don't compose - I do, a lot - but I never explain my work. I'm very shy and put a lot of myself into my music. If people want to know me, they should simply listen to my work, I can't explain it. Lots of composers can talk about their music. As for myself, I reckon it speaks on my behalf. Some composers have the same approach and try not to simply use music as an illustration but actively seek to integrate it within the medium. But this approach brings its own issue.

	 

	What kind of issue?

	We have a big complex towards cinema. Not only has it been proven for years, but there is a real ignorance, rejection, or even denial of our own medium. Because of this complex, developers and publishers have been trying to hire film people to do our jobs and those types of composers are supposedly going to champion things unrelated to video games: emotion, story, lots of stuff like that. I mean, obviously not Overwatch but the discussion regarding other games is mediated through the film prism. It's crazy when you think about it! Look at Skyrim or Rockstar Games, they talk about worlds, not games! For my part, since I started walking this path, two things really matter to me: 1 - a qualitative music meaning and rendition and 2 - a link with the video game medium. Quality goes without saying when we observe the people I work with: Brussels Philharmonic, Boston Symphony Orchestra, London Philharmonic Orchestra. The case for that second point is much trickier. Lots of people are going to enjoy a game and will consequently enjoy its music.

	It's a shame that no one realizes music could benefit from better ingame integration. I'm not talking about composition, but game audio. It's even sadder because once a game becomes a hit, each of its parts becomes amazing. Once everything is said and done, that's great, but couldn't music have a better spot in this? I'm not judging the music itself so much as its place within the game. It's so frustrating that some really amazing interactive composers like James Hannigan or Richard Jacques aren't recognized enough for their interactive works.

	 

	Bummer they didn't call Jacques back for Mass Effect 2.

	It's an industry, with a very specific mindset. Loyalty exists but it's still pretty rare in this very competitive environment. Composing a AAA game' s soundtrack is very tough. I made my peace and said goodbye to AAA games for now. I feel my input benefits better smaller and personal games.

	 

	What drove you to this decision?

	I did a few in my time like Alone in the Dark or Assassin's Creed: Freedom Cry. Now, they're turning into more and more open worlds and less interesting regarding what I can bring as my personal touch. Since Obscure, I started tuning the music to the game action, by designing my own tools. As a sidenote, I was baffled when a representative of one of the big audio equipment firms talked to me about The Last of Us.  He played one of the many game cutscenes with a track transitioning into gameplay and found this “amazing”. I glanced at this starry-eyed bigwig, feeling almost awkward. I couldn't tell him we had done the same thing in 2003 on PlayStation 2. Imagine if one of the big players in the audio field had reached this epiphany fourteen years ago… It's a real frustration, shared by the Jacques and the Hannigan. Take a look at many of the star composers, they don't know much. It's not a denial, they simply don't care much, they're musicians, and very talented but that's it. After all there are tons of people in the industry - sound designers, sound engineers, music supervisors - who are paid to integrate their work. I do enjoy working with them but our relationship and way of working is “a game changer” to quote my last collaboration.

	Let me give you a film analogy: In the 1930s, someone came to a random director and told him: “Instead of dropping a Stravinsky piece, I'm going to write your music depending on what appears on screen.” How long did it take for film music to be recognized as more than simple background music? Fifty years - fifty years for the Bernard Herrmann and the John Williams to bring recognition to the genre. Musically, the Mickey Mouse and Tex Avery cartoons are bold and astonishing. Taking into account this long time lapse for cinema, the slow change happening in game audio comes to no surprise. People simply make original music pieces, untailored to video games, and say “that's enough.” And yeah, it can be enough… but like the top audio guy they'll discover 14 years too late that a new dimension could have been brought to the game experience. Better late than never. However I can see the younger generation being much more aware of the possibilities, I have high hopes!

	 

	I remember a comment on your YouTube channel; a guy making a deep analysis of one of your Bound By Flame's tracks before lamenting your games never make it big.

	[laughter] I'm well-aware that composing a hit is the chance of a lifetime, career-wise. I mean look at all the “famous” composers in the industry, they all had, at least, a big hit among their roaster. I haven't got the chance yet to experience such success but I still feel lucky to be around after so many years and so many games. However this is not my primary goal, nor to win awards because it is related. I'm more attracted to the idea of working with great people on very unique experiences. But of course, I share the frustration of those who would see me make a hit game.

	 

	I'm sure it will arrive one day or the other. Look at the former Namco composers who worked for years on the Tekken before gaining fame with Nier.

	Hats off to them, they did some impressive work - like Okami ten years ago - with the ability of modifying the music according to the setting and the on-screen gameplay. I always fought for this even if it can be hard to spot in a game. Thinking about it, a video game is often very superficial thing: free the princess, save the world. I always tried to insert meaning in my compositions. If you look at Obscure - the very first one with the children's choir - the story revolves around teens and pre-teens uncovering ghastly truths linked to eternity and religion; hence why they sing in Latin. I can justify every note. I'm not pulling your leg on this; it's not some fancy-pansy overthinking. I'd rather a thousand times for things to have actual meaning than to put music to fill the blanks.

	That's why I moved away from certain games; their gameplay is becoming more and more diluted: crafting, discovery, non-stop dialogue - wow, stop already! It's not an attack on the compositions' quality because - until proven otherwise - not much can top Skyrim. You can bring beautiful contemplative things for ambience's sake. Me, I like to bring meaning. In Remember Me, the game's core revolved around bugs and glitches so I made the live orchestra glitch in the same way. Same for Freedom Cry, which was a massive historical research project. I still get emails from time to time from people discovering the origin of this or that instrument.

	 

	Where does this “quest for meaning” of yours come from?

	You'll have to excuse me, but the society in which we are living, with the U.S president we got and our next French president… I don't know WHO is going to be president yet but it sure is going to be rock'n roll53. [laughter] What I mean is nowadays a lack of meaning pervades throughout our daily lives. I'm pulling out the big guns, but I truly believe that the quest for meaning is actually one for spirituality. Please note this has nothing to do with religion - you can give meaning to things while being atheist or agnostic. All I did in the past and all I will do in the future is simply and only that.

	 

	I think I get what you're saying, your work on Obscure 2 was quite different from what you did on the first one.

	The core idea itself is quite different between both. Actually, it's pretty funny how few people picked up the game talked about body metamorphosis. For example, the first male enemies are big penises trying to devour you, then you fight flying women with gaping vaginal maws and pregnant women strangling you with their umbilical cord. I mean, Freud might have turned in his grave looking at this but most people would rather see it as a teen movie. I'm fine with entertainment, but adding subtext is even better. On the musical side of things, corruption emerges from electric guitars, violin dissonances, bewitching choirs, and a slight touch of pop music because the teenagers were starting college. A very weird mix.
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	They gave you more money for Alone.

	Yeah, not really. Once again, it was a “we want to go big but without spending a dime” situation. Sorry, guys, that's not how it works. [laughter] The whole game revolves around the mystery behind Carnby's identity and what lurks under Central Park. Mysteries all around - so I replied straight off “The Mystery of Bulgarian Voices” and I made them listen and they loved it. Not only did it bring a lot to the game's mystical meaning but it also offered an additional texture with their voices. We did a tremendous job on the lyrics with an author and our work was rewarded for using this grammy-awarded World Music ensemble - despite using a synth. My personal quest to design audio tools once again came up. The music was tailored to reflect all the actions undertaken by the player. Just look at the introduction facade climbing sequence,  I don't think any game went that far to “stick to the action.” But I did what I usually fight against  - a global film-like experience. “Video” game scoring instead of game scoring. Alone was a true movie, a failed one but still. [laughter]

	 

	It's a shame, the game had a lot of potential.

	It's incredible, all the stuff they pulled out for Alone. Even today, no game has been bold enough to cram in all the features they put in there. None. The soundtrack was recognized because it was a AAA, crossed the Atlantic, and got a record release under Milan Records.

	 

	Impressive.

	At that point I told myself my career was launched, whew! I quickly realized that, first, since the game wasn't a hit and despite the glowing soundtrack reviews, it didn't count for anything. Second, America was ruling the market - just like it does with cinema - and France was struggling. There was nothing in France in 2009; all the studios had died. David Cage barely managed to stay afloat and he was doing his own thing being a Sony first-party. Anyway I told myself: “Thanks to Alone, I'm off to the U.S,” and that's when I came hard up against reality: there is a fierce competition among U.S composers so, for a twenty-eight years old French guy with just a big game which had flopped and some smaller projects behind him it was just impossible to create interest. Besides, the problem is French studios hire American composers for a lot of the wrong reasons. It's crazy!

	So it was “America First” or something like this - I took a couple of blows and the U.S door slammed shut right in front on me. So I decided to find an alternative way to get in by creating a company in San Francisco. My manager - my sister - settled there and we tried. We eventually signed a deal with Disney to make a Tangled game. My only condition on this was to make my own music and use nothing from the film soundtrack. They agreed and it was the only American game for which I ever made music.

	 

	Did you enjoy working with Planet Moon Studios?

	Of course, I mean MDK, Giants: Citizen Kabuto… You bet! It was a real match since I wanted to work with them. They had a longing to develop children's games as they had kids themselves. I never knew it was a Disney game! Once again, no money for an orchestra. I swore to myself it was the last time, although I did a little Bordeaux-based game not long ago. [laughter]

	 

	The exception that confirms the rule.

	With Obscure and Alone, my career and my ambitions saw a real surge but after my U.S break, they sure became more realistic. On top of that the effects of the subprime crisis really rippled through the year 2010. Besides, I had an aura around me that scared people away, mostly because I defended music for video game's sake. But I'm not forfeiting my vision. In 2012, I did Of Orcs and Men, a great experience with the Boston Quartet Cello, simple music for very qualitative guys.

	 

	A strange soundtrack for a strange game.

	It's a game about racism. We couldn't treat the characters as if they were simple LOTR orcs and goblins. Cello is a great instrument because you feel humanity within every sound coming from it. The orcs are ostracized from the rest of society but that doesn't mean they're dumb. The cello's color is very warm and yet I wrote the music making sure it would sound uncouth. I'm happy they preserved that spirit for the Styx series.

	 

	You never felt tempted to move to the “Belle Province”?

	Never really felt like going to Québec, no. The industry is aimed at mimicking Hollywood and everyone recruits within their own talent pool. Except the French who don't want Frenchmen. [laughter] That's changing now, but it was like that a few years back.

	 

	You bounced back with Remember Me, though.

	Once again, by sheer, pure luck. You enter competition with fifteen other guys and you roll the dice. I didn't know any high-ranking figures at Dontnod. I did my thing, and sent my sample totally in the dark - I hate doing that and I swore I'd never try it again - and against all odds, I was picked up. I sure did not expect that.
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	How does pitching for composing video game music work?

	Quite simple, the studio shows you some concept art and a prototype video and you have to deliver two minutes of music - free of course. I hate how absurd it is. First, it's free work which is despicable in itself because all work deserves payment, and it's also a waste of time and nothing says they won't steal your ideas. Fortunately this habit is slowly decreasing within the industry, but it still goes on at some places - it's wrong and that must be said. The craziest thing in the end is that if Alone or Obscure had sold well, I would have continued working with those developers: Hydravision, Eden Games. Once they had worked with a composer who appreciates medium-focused music they didn't want anything else - they saw how much it brought to the overall experience. That's why I say to the other composers: go for it! Because then you become irreplaceable compared to those who don't pay attention to it. Those things take a lot of time unfortunately, years even, maybe. Anyway I composed Remember Me to incredible success again… for its soundtrack. [laughter] I then followed up with Bound by Flame, Freedom Cry, the MOBA Supernova, and an indie game called Harold. I love branching out my portfolio, not only for my career but for my own fulfillment. Never do the same thing twice and strive for new things.

	 

	How do you feel about working on indies? Do they give you more creative leeway?

	Triple AAA and indies - both are valid options. The key is to be as close as possible to the creative director because he/she is the one holding the global vision and you are here to sustain it. Yet video game remains an industry with employees, protocols, territories, and antagonism, which tends to expand the distance between the composer and the creative director. This must be fought against at any cost because the creative director is not going to take the time for it; he has lots of others things to worry about. Some people might see the very presence of the composer as a hindrance or as a guy stepping into their territory. Pure fallacy of course, since he is here to help people, not to piss them off.

	But the human factor always has to be taken into account. In the end though, everyone is open to new artistic ideas and that's what make it awesome in my opinion. As long as you respect their vision, whether it's a AAA or an indie, developers will be all ears. I always got carte blanche on my projects - if not financially, then at least artistically. On Freedom Cry, I used multiple ethnic groups living in the Caribbean to justify the instruments: Haiti, Belgium, etc. As long as you justify your choices, you get their approval. AAA do not cripple soundtracks but as they tend to be open worlds or multiplayer based; I think music has to be approached differently from that trend.

	  

	Is time a big factor for creating your compositions?

	Once again, it's a dice roll. Having a lot of time might be a blessing because you will be able to go in depth but you might also lose yourself in the process, spreading out too much. Making complex things instead of keeping it simple. If you don't have time, it's rougher for sure but allows you to be more efficient, too. Feeding creativity with time is good, with restraint. Every artist, every creative person, without a deadline, will keep sketching and rethinking their work. For example, Remember Me took eight months to make because R&D was very difficult, but there were no clear rules.

	 

	How do you feel about the technological evolutions in music making?

	First, there are the tools to write music which are becoming more and more efficient. Use them wisely; using them to write classical music is wrooong.  You can't consider it the same way using samples as if you're sticking to a pen and paper, because samples are going to give you an idea of sound which is not the real thing. They're best used for electronic sounds and music or effects. I like to use them to give color to the orchestra - not complementary but brand new. I try to stay on the electronica side of music, like Aphex Twin and all those people whose work I'm poaching. The second category of tools are tailored for video game music purposes. It's awesome because you can download the tool they used for Assassin's Creed - right now. And it's also the tools used for Halo, Remember Me - Wwise. It's like the Unreal Engine of audio - everyone can use it and integrate their music within the game production rather than composing and just sending the files. THIS is very important and it's the future.
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	Having seen the humble cycling beginnings of Paris-based studio Cyanide, Julien is probably in the best position to explain the transformation this small structure underwent during the last fifteen years: a partnership with Games Workshop, making a Game of Thrones CRPG and even more collaboration today. Fine example of internal promotion, Julien started as a 3D artist and has now directed the stealth game series Styx.

	With humor and a laid-back attitude, he accepted to share his thoughts on his company, his career and the importance of level design in games.

	 

	How did you enter the industry?

	I didn't really graduate in anything giving me an edge to get in; my profile is “eclectic”, to say the least and video game schools were still scarce back then. I made some mods on my own at first, mostly small maps to play with buddies in LAN. Unreal Tournament and Half-Life being pretty much the standard, thanks to the Valve Hammer at that time. After a while, scripting piqued my interest and I started highjacking game functions to create new ones. For example, I scripted a gun class allowing me to take enemies' control. It was a lot of fun to be sure but since I kept digging in 3DS Studio and the demand for 3D artists kept booming, so I applied for that type of profile.

	Around the summer of 2001, I was walking on Rue du Sentier54 in Paris for an interview at Monte-Cristo, holding my resume and my portfolio CD-ROM under my arm – CD-ROM portfolios, that takes you back, huh? Paris was trying to persuade high tech companies into setting up shop in that very street, with cheaper rent and good internet connection. Therefore, game companies were cropping up all over the place. On my way there, I spotted Cyanide's plaque, another studio located there. It was a small back then, about ten persons, funded a year before by seven former Ubisoft guys, all keen on cycling. I brazen out and showed up at their doorstep, saying “Hi, I'm here for an interview with the art director.” Against all odds, it worked! [laughter] And I got my meeting with one of the founders, who apologized for forgetting our meeting! I showed my work and half-an-hour later, Patrick Pligersdorffer, the CEO, handed me a one-year internship contract and told me to bring it back signed ASAP. Since you can't get an internship without a university's approval in France, I immediately grabbed a phonebook and browse through the list of schools still accepting application. One phone call later, I dashed into a web-design school office to get the precious golden ticket. Needless to say I never put one foot in the school's lecture hall!

	 

	Man, talk about sticking your foot in the door.

	Well, it wasn't all rainbows and sunshine either. As an artist, I handled 3DS Max quite well but fate would have it Cyanide favored Maya. I had to train on site to get a better hold out of it. Obviously, it's not that different, it's the same system of vertexes, faces, and UV. For textures, I also learned Photoshop which remains the one and only tool in the industry. I spent five years as an artist before even getting a taste of level design. Ever since I made mods, it had remained my one and only goal. After fifteen years of experience at Cyanide, I'm now the Game Director on the Styx series.

	 

	Fifteen years in the same video game company not called Activision/EA/Ubisoft, that's really rare. How did Cyanide evolve during that time?

	The company got bigger and bigger in time. When I joined, it was a small place in the Sentier neighborhood. At first, they only had one project, Cycling Manager, then two other sport sim projects at the same time. But Cyanide is a studio motivated by its' employees drives. Cycling Manager came from the founders' passion for bikes, their wish to turn it into a game, and succeeding into gathering people with similar interests around them. Obviously, not everybody shared their passion for le Tour de France, so Patrick greenlighted the board game nuts' plea to develop Chaos League, a Blood Bowl ersatz. Cyanide's success comes from its synergy with Focus Interactive. Their rise in power happened concurrently. Now, we're about a hundred people, and yet I do not feel as if Cyanide was a gigantic studio. Projects get more and more interesting though with budgets a little bigger every time, and veterans knowing Cyanide-specific production methods inside out. They're quite different from Ubisoft's for example.

	 

	Today, how many people would you say work on an average Cyanide game?

	On Styx, we were up to forty people top. Far from the two-hundred persons parachuted during an Assassin's Creed end-of-prod rush.

	
But your production cycles are longer then?

	Oh no, much shorter. You see, in Assassin's Creed case, it's a yearly release, or maybe a bi-yearly one but then you have dozens of teams synchronizing their efforts all over the world and relaying each other. So it's difficult to compare but if you take a smaller structure making a AAA - let's say Arkane's Dishonored 2 - it was a four-year production including the first game's two DLCs. And they only worked on the sequel for those four years. Styx, for Cyanide, was about a year with a small time gap at the end because no one knew if it was going to sell well. Thanks to the multiple projects happening at the same time, people from Styx could be dispatched on other projects within the studio while waiting for the sequel's approval. Sequel which by the way took us two years of production, and we're in the home stretch.

	
I know it's no Assassin's Creed but Cyanide still releases a new Cycling Manager every year.

	Yeah, obviously, but it is a small team. The first Cycling was launched fifteen years ago - our first game - and the production pipelines are well-oiled little machines by now. So you don't need a lot of staff, except when upgrading to a new graphic engine.
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	A really smart move to expand Cyanide's portfolio from pure sport simulation to board games, and roleplaying games.

	The founders always wished to make game they'd like to play, not filling outsourcing orders. We've almost never done outsourcing, and even then some staff enjoyed it to an extent. After the first steps with Cycling, Chaos League was the first big breakthrough. It's funny since Games Workshop is a real stickler regarding its IPs and we were walking on egg shells, changing every race name - even if each and every pixel screamed Blood Bowl. We did change a lot of rules though, Chaos League is far less prone to random dice rolls. The game got itself a fine reception, and after being banned from the official Games Workshop discussion boards, Nottingham approached us to make an official adaptation. The way had been opened for Blood Bowl but also for Dungeon Bowl and now Mordheim.

	Hats-off to Patrick regarding Game of Thrones too. He saw the IP rights had been just been dropped by Electronic Arts with no other competitors in sight. It was two years before the TV show release, so pricing wasn't that high, and we were able to make a RPG out of it. Did the TV phenomenon help us or not? I genuinely cannot say. Lots of people - and maybe marketing is to blame too - thought we had a AAA budget right there, Bioware-level of budget, so the hype wave threatened to drown us but we were only a small studio! I'm not ashamed of this game, far from it. It had its own merits and flaws but Cyanide pulled it off nicely.

	Even before that, we had tried our hand at the hack & slash genre with Loki. We had a lot of Diablo fans around the office who yearned to pull their own spin at it. We can try new things, dare stuff, and innovate because our games - while not being huge money-makers - always make enough sales to pay production costs back, plus it makes the developers who worked on it happy. Dungeon Party was also a cool attempt at free to play, as early as 2007. Back then, the economics were still in their infancy. We had no clue about what we were doing and yet we tried! The game was sleek and super fun to play but player retention was in the air at best: “what price should this item be sold at?” Cyanide never loses money but does not create suns every time either. Still, it's enough to exist and prosper.

	 

	Indeed, I recall an interview with Cédric Lagarrigue, Focus' CEO, saying he only needed 300,000 copies sold per game to call it a success.

	That's true but their marketing tends to confuse players by using AAA codes all over the place. Just take a look at Styx's, you could think it has multi million budget. Styx was a success, especially in regards of the “hour per euro spent”, with a twenty-hour playthrough for €30. Of course, the game has its fair share of flaws but the feedback we got helped us tremendously down the line. Once the sequel's pre-production launched, we polished the initial formula and learned from our past production mistakes. We also got a slightly bigger budget, especially for cutscenes, but that's mostly cosmetic.
 

	As a level designer, you jumped from genre to genre. That's quite a feat.

	For starters, Blood Bowl did not have any level design, since we're sticking to the board game. You just slap a bunch of 3D artists with specific constraints and that's about it. At first, I only did level building. But I'm not complaining, quite the contrary. Training as an environment artist allowed me to observe the production constraints an artist might encounter. As a level designer, Loki was my real, first trial by fire. “How do I manage procedural generation? How do I build dungeons? How can I tailor player experience with such an environment?” That demanded a lot of sweat from my part, especially since I had never worked on that kind of game before. No pain, no gain: you must do some research, analyze popular games and WHY they work, again, and again. You shouldn't be afraid to pick up elements from a totally different style of game should it uplift the experience. The lifeblood of level design is made of curiosity and testing, lots and lots of them. Personality-wise, humility is vital too, it's your prime quality. Lay down your intentions, let the player try, and observe if he got your intent, if he liked it. If that's not the case, go back to the drawing board. Do not push him around, do not take offense. There are dozens, and dozens of tool to make the player learn your mechanisms beyond the big text box in the center of the screen or the verbal order. A level designer is in direct contact with the player; he plays both the part of the director and the editor. It's a demanding job.
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	Loki was a hack & slash, so the feedback was very “in your face” but GOT, being a CRPG, brought a lot a tricky narrative choices to the table.

	We felt like being between two stools on Game of Thrones as it included a lot of narration for sure, but also combat. Level design is supposed to offer choices, branching paths, and world interaction. We were twisting ourselves in knots for narration and it was really harsh. Yet, once again, I learned a lot and learned to respect narration - which I despised a liiitle bit until then since, in my opinion,

	 in many games it hid a lack of gameplay.

	As a modder, game mechanics comes first to my mind. In RPG, you're basically forced to give tools to the player, so he can manage narration. I'm a big fan of Dark Souls' design myself, where narration is not hammered on the player but offered to him. He can turn off his brain, avoid reading a single item description and go on his merry way, solely focusing on the next area. But, if he takes an interest in the lore, the content at his disposal is enormous. It's far better than cutscenes interspersing the game - once again, my own little piece of mind. Just let the player makes his own choices instead of forcing his hand. That's one of the reasons I like Cyanide being an AA studio, tight budgets prevent the packaging from devouring the content. In Styx, the story is super linear but proceeding between those story bottlenecks is entirely up to you.

	 

	Cyanide ain't that small of a studio though. In ten years, you went from a ten-people start-up to three studios: Nanterre's HQ, a Montréal branch, and Big Bad Wolf in Lyon. Do you cooperate with the other studios?

	We do not communicate that much between ourselves. Projects are independent and made internally. It's easier to exchange and solve problems in the flesh than by traveling or Skype meetings. Synergies are there though; we shared Styx's engine with Big Bad Wolf but keep in mind each studio's ambition and vision are very different in scale. Call of Cthulhu is 100% narration focused, Montréal only works on tabletop games and Games Workshop licenses while we, the Paris HQ, mostly stick to gameplay experimentation with Styx.

	
You mentioned employees swinging between projects.

	It happens, even if I'm basically cemented in Styx because I love it. But to take an example, after being done with Game of Thrones, I went to Spiders to lend a hand on Of Orcs & Men. Once I came back, Patrick offered me to make a prototype. So for two weeks, I worked on my own, the next month, two people joined until I made a CNC request for “prototype funding”. A project is catchier if you get a government grant and it made a solid prototype.
 

	Do you get a lot of those?

	Not enough! Yet we tried whenever we can. Every year the funding labels change. A while back, they helped funding “transmedia products” and “new IPs”. There is also a R&D engine development funding. Lots of public funding actually. Axelle Le Maire55 dropped by the Paris Games Week to see if video games could get similar public funding as films. I think it's great, it creates jobs, and some great guys are coming out from schools.

	
What kind of evolution 3D modeling tools underwent?

	When I started, 3D Studio was the only tool on the market and splines were built by inputting sines & cosines. What a nightmare! Later, more and more sculpting tools showed up always simpler and more ergonomic. Today, you got Substance which allows you to create a leather model and spring particles on it to reproduce wears and tears. Same with Z-Brush, now we manipulate and sculpt as it was real matter. It's very well done.
 

	Are Cyanide's engines proprietary?

	No, we use everything under the sky: Unity, UE 4, and so on. I prototyped Dungeon Party with Warcraft III's map editor! I took DOTA All-Stars original map, tweaked the characters and the environment a little bit, and it immediately gave a feel for the game's intent. It's much better than a fifteen-page doc.

	 

	I guess you're not big into design bibles.

	You guessed right, I apply Nintendo's method. My docs are merely Powerpoint slides with huge bulletpoints, each having a map to showcase the specific feature. Gamepad in hand, there is less place for unfathomable concepts and the player can give you qualitative feedback straightaway: “When jumping, we need more air control. Keys should respond faster.” Paper docs cannot give you an objective vision, everyone will end up with their own interpretation. Bibles are too wordy and we need the information ASAP: “Why does it work? What constraints are we looking at?” With the pad in hand, there is no room for conjecture. Things come to worse, a drawing is worth a thousand Word files. Vertical slices remain a must have to convince the publisher. At least, he feels like he is being showed a playable demo - obviously ugly as sin and without animation - but a fragment of my entire vision breathes through the prototype.
 

	What changes did the game industry undergo from your point of view?

	Some drastic ones, to be sure. The coming of the “indies” was a game changer, they do not share big studios' issues. Of course each and every indie studio secretly wishes to make bank and get huge funding, but that's almost never the case. Indies must go off the beaten tracks and bring hybrid solutions to the table rather than sticking to market studies. As a result games are much more creative with a smaller part invested in PR. Everything is much more defined. You can't say: “It's going to be a MMO with platform mechanics, cars, etc.” No, you just can't. Due to their size, indies have to make due with drastic choices, all for the better. Personally, I'm having as much fun with indie production as with AAA titles.
 

	And Unity opened the floodgates to everyone.

	Unreal Engine too, and many more. The Game Jam phenomenon is perhaps the most fascinating aspect among the game-making-tools democratization. Lots of people coming out of school make their first game out of a Game Jam project. 48 hours - a permanent rush - that leaves you wiped out but also bringing out the best out of yourself. Failure ain't a problem; better crash and burn with a four or five-person team during a weekend than after two years in a studio. Maybe you'll refine your idea, who knows? Going indie demands a lot of courage and organization. Therefore, Game Jams are great end of school projects. You're surrounded by pros, make up your own team with your fellow students, and it's your very first taste of networking. It's the prospect possible.
 

	Do you think a French specificity exist?

	French studios evolve while keeping a small scale: human-wise, production-wise, etc. In this line of thought, I do not consider Ubisoft French anymore. [laughter] Well, maybe some of their studios still are like Montpellier, which made Valiant Hearts and the Rayman series, who knows? Anyway, French studios are relatively small structures, which do not beg for a constant synchronization between fifteen studios in Newcastle, Pune, where everyone competes with each other to get the mandate for this or that type of mission.
 

	I come back to Focus' strategy of betting on AA titles. It seduces a lot of studios, like Spiders for example.

	It's the only publisher with enough guts to bet on those. I can count Cyanide's rare infidelities to Focus on one hand. Game of Thrones with Atlus because it was a huge IP and Horse Racing Manager with Big Ben because they potentially saw a new market in there.56 Technically, Ubisoft could publish that kind of games but we'd lose the freedom offered by Focus. I have daily exchanges with them. It's healthy and even if we both try to get the best of a deal, we trust each other. They publish a lot of small studios and their catalog grow each year.

	When you think about it, Cédric Lagarrigue had flair with Farming Simulator. Everyone must have thought him crazy when he signed that deal and yet here we are with the 2017 edition trusting Steam's top charts on release day. In a smaller scale, Cycling Manager was a good investment for them too and one of the very first they published. They glean farther and farther in more and more exotic genres.

	 

	 

	Smaller teams and smaller ambitions in the Hexagon, then?

	There are some exceptions like Arkane Studio, able to reach the entire world with their trademark level design. I met them, know a few of them on a personal basis; very cool people with a familial atmosphere even if they grew bigger with Bethesda. In truth they made Of Orcs & Men's prototype. Dishonored and Styx shared a lot and play on the same field. I'm happy those kind of games exist because level design had been the poor cousin of game design, and it took a while to get our role recognized. It's a vital job.
 

	Iteration and testing are key elements of your job, so how do you set those up?

	We bring people in, make them sign a small NDA, and cram twenty testers in our offices. Focus does the same. We also use our colleagues as guinea pigs. One of the great advantages of being an eighty-people structure, people work in the same place but not on the same projects. There is always a way to get new and different feedback. Likewise we set up drink parties for which the core team buy beer and the rest of the company plays. This takes place before playtests.

	 

	And then you bring in X's cousin and Y's sister.

	At first, it stays within Cyanide, then we make “friends & family” parties, and finally we seek different profiles: hardcore gamer, casual only playing Ninja Fruits or Candy Crush Saga. The later might get angry, struggle, and definitively not have a good time but that's not important. For us, what matters is to see how we can tinker the experience for the brand new beginner. Struggling with the free camera attached to the gamepad's stick is pretty revealing for example. But are we ready to sacrifice our niche? The hardcore gamer won't break a sweat using that type of camera. When the game starts to be playable, that's when we bring in our targeted audience for testing.
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	You have many hats on Styx, how did you handle all that?

	Yeah, I got a lot of those: level designer, lead designer, game designer, and coffee barista from time to time. [laughter] It's a Swiss knife policy I enjoy, besides I never get bored. As game director, the toughest part is to maintain your vision from the beginning of the project to the end. During talks with the publisher or with the boss, you have to take into account what they're saying without losing your direction. The same thing can happen with the team once they get the gamepad in hand - I'm not even talking about paper documentation, then it's free for all - and can see the level in motion. Even if they can see the project's essence, maintaining it seldom become easier. Everyone will try to bring in their own personal sauce: “I'd like that style of power. -Yeah, sure, but what's your justification?” I must say it's tiring sometimes, and on the top of that, you still need to design levels. Making a Styx level won't happen just by snapping your fingers and a guy fresh out of school can't build one from A to Z. There are tons of little things to know, from gut feeling to clear team communication. There is a lot of psychology and communication in play as you have to speak one way to some people and differently to others.
 

	And what was your vision for Styx?

	I've been waiting for a while to make a stealth game. I'm a huge fan of the Hitman series and during my lunch break I was fooling around modding Game of Thrones. I started from some random thoughts like “The Faceless, oh yeah, that's how I roll.” [laughter] And I ended up creating a WIP map, which reached the boss' ears. Basically he came and told me “since GOT is done, why don't you give a hand to Spiders? I'm sure you're going to like one of the characters.” I immediately fell in love with Styx, the old loudmouth, cynical goblin. Once I came back in Cyanide, Patrick told me: “now, you're going to make a game with this character.” And that's how it started.

	
Styx is a tiny goblin, which opens lots of possibilities, differents from usual stealth games.

	Since the character is a weak little goblin, we're very far from the Metal Gear Solid cliché where Solid Snake pulls out his FAMAS as soon as he is detected. In Thief, you could pull out your sword, probably outmatch one lonely guard but his buddies would murder you on the spot. It was better to shoot a rope-arrow, climb, hide in the shadows, and extinguish the torches. But I mostly tried to put forward vertical level design and the ability to sneak everywhere by sliding into catflaps and small barrels. That's not something human characters can usually do. My boss was ok with my vision and agreed most of the classic stealth games had disappeared.

	 

	What are the biggest problems you encountered in your entire career?

	The only one you can't beat: time. As a game director, there always come a time when it's lacking and you're forced to rush so the production moves faster. I'd rather have a small team with me at first to brainstorm than crash and burn with fifteen guys after two months. But to make money, games must come out at a specified period, and instead of swiftly lockpicking the milestone doors, using a crowbar becomes the only viable option. One also needs to pick up the right profiles, who will fit in the team instantly, to make a good production. Unfortunately, time available for the human capital is also very short. Once I had a very good intern on paper who got confused in the thick of it. So at the end of his internship, he was trained alright, efficient, but he hadn't done the tasks I had picked him for in the first place.  

	 

	It's a cliché but what advice would you give to an aspiring game designer?

	Be curious and do not hesitate to get your hands dirty. Analyze in-depth what work, why it works and why it works FOR YOU. A harder directive is to analyze what you didn't like. It's not enough to say “I don't like it.” If you think you can do better, well then do it!

	
DAVID LEGRAND
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Alone in the Dark 2, Evil Twin: Cyprien's Chronicles, Jekyll & Hyde, Act of War: Direct Action, Red Steel, ZombiU, Tom Clancy's Ghost Recon: Wildlands

	 

	GAME STUDIOS
In Utero, Eugen Systems, Ubisoft Paris, Ubisoft Montpellier

	 

	Before living the dream in sunny Montpellier in Ubisoft,

	David Legrand has many lives and his very first one, and the one he shared with me, was the foundation of In Utero, a small video game studio, full of hopes and dreams.

	Mostly known for one game that never came to the USA, Evil Twin, In Utero had ups and downs through its brief existence. David was kind enough to talk about them, without waffling.

	 

	How did you join the video game industry?

	The game industry wasn't really enticing to my eyes at first. My interest lied in pre rendered 3D - hell, real time 3D was merely a dream back then. 3D rides fascinated me: fast-paced camera travelings going under the ocean and so on. It sounds cheesy nowadays but back then they were all the rage. During my industrial design studies - circa 92-93 - I bought a PC to get my hands on 3D Studio 1.0. It installed from floppy disks, that's saying how powerful that version was! I got myself a mean machine to match: a 486 processor with 16 RAM MB and a 480 MB hard drive. [laughter] But it was powerful enough for calculations and being a die hard Star Wars fan I jumped right in 3D modeling and conceived a little thirty-second animated sequence. A small sized company based in the south of France edited it for free during an exhibition salon. The storyboard depicted pretty much your run-of-the-mill 3D experience: little spaceships leading the assault against a humongous one before blowing it up to pieces. What a story!

	Making this animation directly contributed to the creation of a company with a college friend: In Utero. I think the filling hadn't even been signed yet and the workplace was set up in his mezzanine. The punk garage band atmosphere. His part was exclusively focused on publishing record sleeves and magazines while I insisted on making 3D animations. Without giving it anymore thought we created our own company. We were fresh out of college, not having a fucking clue about what to do next.

	 

	Was 3D processing already a long and painstaking process?

	The very first image's calculations took me about 24 hours! The following were a bit faster since they were already buffered but overall it was pure madness. A week for the entire sequence. Once ready, I had no idea what to do with it. WHO needed that stuff? I didn't have enough money to play with the big boys - even if to be frank I hoped to. Eventually I told myself video games weren't such a dumb idea. During my studies, I drafted the graphics for a ludo-educative Lankhor game, made by a math teacher. Not as glorious as Vroom or Mortville Manor but it gave me my first taste for game development on Atari 520ST. To make a better portfolio, I decided to transfer my video on VHS and to do that you had to use a Macintosh. I can't even find the will to describe how much of a fuck-up the process of transferring PC floppies on a Mac editing track were. A true nightmare. Anyway I sent my little video straight to Infogrames because they were the only ones around with Ubi and Cryo. I had already been interviewed by Ubisoft with my industrial design book.

	 

	Hard to be picky at the time, not that many game companies.

	One morning, still laying in bed because I lived the bachelor's lifestyle drinking like a fish, chain-smoking and jamming through the entire night, the phone rang. The guy on the line presented himself as Patrick from Infogrames and wished to interview us in Lyon. We drove all the way down to Lyon with Stéphane Bachelet - school buddy and future In Utero art director - wearing dingy suits bought in haste at a Tati store57. We climbed up to the office and were greeted by a crazy-looking guy wearing cowboy boots. The rest of the crowd was cast of the same mold. A strange experience when you realize that you - as a 22 - 23 years old - are facing an art director. Things looked iffy at first but after breaking the ice we realize how much we were on the same wavelength: comics, visual and imaginary culture. So he offered us the 3D cutscenes for the coming PLAYSTATIONPlayStation port of Alone in the Dark 2. He slipped the storyboard in our hands and we freaked out: underwater sequences, monsters - oh shit! 3D Studio was no Power Animator so I was really dubious about the job but Stéphane kept kicking me under the table so I'd sign the damn thing. He handed us 100,000 francs and that was it.

	 

	It must have been gamble from Charpenet's side.

	No, he had a soft spot of us but the risk was minimal on his end. I had Belgian friends working in the CG industry and I knew all too well their fees were ten times higher than ours. But with our cheque in hand, we thought we were the kings of the world. We got the job done. I don't know how we did it but we did, with some nasty anecdotes on the way there. Things were looking better though; new rigs were bought and we parted ways with our lackluster mezzanine to set up shop rue Saintonge in the heart of Le Marais.

	The place was a former radiology cabinet, lead-lined walls on cellar level - very squalid and our constant smoking wasn't helping. Patrick got a fright the day he visited us: Stéphane was sleeping under a bar. [laughter] We were working day and night to make sure quality was up to the expectations. This was after after another incident where we had compressed TGA images into JPGs! To sort it out, we grafted Power PC Macintosh RAM on a Pentium 90 to speed up calculation. Bits and bobs all around at that time. Game development was identical to punk garage bands. Imagine five or six guys, smoking cigarette upon cigarette, working their ass off on their project playing Doom in LAN during break time. The project was delivered to Patrick as expected but for In Utero, balancing the CGI production and publishing activities could be rough sometimes.
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	Why is that?

	We had no idea how to position ourselves on the market or even how to share the workspace between the two poles. At some point we had two buildings sitting on each side of the street. But when one branch was in the red the other helped to keep both afloat. We kept subletting for Infogrames, notably on Starshot: Space Circus in coordination with the entire art team. We also did background assets for V-Rally and on a RTS project. Work quietly flocked to us and the staff got bigger: Stéphane Bachelet as art director, Yann Orhan and Gilles Chavy - fixer and marketing man. The guy who unearth the RAM I talked about earlier. The studio also welcomed Nino Sapina - Just Dance's future producer and the Diego Fernandez - Antoine Dominguez duo, now working in robotics. I'm not forgetting Cédric Royer - Rayman Raving Rabbids producer. Oh yeah, spoiler alert: everyone winded up at Ubisoft. [laughter]

	 

	You don't say!

	But at the time we didn't know that and Cryo became our main partner. We made a lot of projects using the Versailles' engine - Omni 3D. The Odyssey was one of those. For those projects, we joined forces with 4X Technologies, a middleware company founded by Emmanuel Forsans and Jérôme Larrieu. We quickly hit off with the later, he was a tech wiz and now leads the NERD, making Nintendo Minis and their video compression technology. In short, we got a new idea by watching his work: a small kid lost in a nightmarish dreamworld. We outlined Evil Twin using his tech. We had reached around a fifty-people capacity at the time.

	 

	I guess altering graphic outsourcing and paper publishing wasn't that bad of a deal.

	Our objective had always been to become independent. Evil Twin was developed on the side for Ubisoft. The dev cycle was tedious and dragged down, so we had to make more games for Cryo: Shadow of Zorro and Jekyll & Hyde. Luckily our tools allowed us to easily cross-platform our games. Our FX tools displayed lightning in real time as we develop. It was insane.
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	Evil Twin started as a TV show project before turning into a video game.

	As I said before, I was more into pre rendered CGI than games. I had a friend working on Heart of Darkness - probably one of the best works in game CGI. I met a Canal + representative through who was scouting for CG cartoons - like Druillet's Xcalibur. I had already made weird shorts with Cyprien, the little boy. One featured an ostrich with a deflated leg and the boy reflated it with an air pump. An entire series of sketches à la Little Nemo. We never shied away from our inspirations. [laughter] Not knowing us from Adam or Eve, the guy eventually got cold feet thinking about all the money he could lose. He suggested making a video game instead, so we might do cross market in the long run. “Yeah, sure, let's make a video game instead!” HA HA HA. For all our lack of experience, it took us five good years to create.

	 

	It's not like you were “newbies” in the industry though.

	Experience in graphic assets, sure! Our whole team was coming out from industrial design colleges, ESAG or Penninghen but game design - damn, son! And that's where our troubles began. Luckily, Jérôme Larrieu put us in contact with Diego Fernandez - engineer by trade- and Stéphane Hernandez versed in game design. That's how Evil Twin was launched and the first demo we showcased to Ubisoft had nothing to do with the final release, humbly called “Cyprien”. Since we were all platform game enthusiasts, it featured the little boy jumping from floating bed to floating bed in a colossal tower before jumping on a big clown's head. We used Philip Glass as soundtrack. All in all, development was long and painful because we had to learn a lot about design. The Dreamcast was our first platform but with its lackluster sales we had to move on and port Evil Twin on PlayStation 2. All the code, a fucking mess. The port was rough and rustic at best - more an army of gauls than the roman army, that's for sure. Everyone was doing the same and from the brief taste I had from US methods, it wasn't that different over there.

	 

	You worked at I-Motion in Santa Monica?

	Yeah, I left with Patrick to work on Alone in the Dark IV. They had set up a place there and Bonnell had given hell to Patrick because he wanted to kill Carnby. [laughter] We were only two people in an office trying to devise game concepts. From time to time, Bruno would drop by and ask: “you all right, guys? - just peachy, Bruno. - So, when is the pre-production? -The WHAT?” [laughter] What a great time to be alive! Evil Twin was a painful pregnancy while we continued to subcontract for Cryo. And Cryo? Well, they fell flat on their face by dint of packing shit in cardboard big boxes. The official policy was “don't worry, we will patch it later.” Players eventually got pissed off.

	 

	Without Cryo, how did you finance In Utero?

	Evil Twin eventually came out in 2000, six years after our creation. Our own cash flow could not wait either. If it's your first company, you have no clue that hiring 50 persons on CDI contracts58 is a bad idea. [laughter] Money burned away at an alarming pace and we decided to close the shop down in a hurry. With In Utero, I sent out fifty people straight to the job centre. Did I say people? I meant friends. My wife was still waiting in Québec while I had rushed back in France to close my own company. After that I slept for two months straight.

	 

	That's rough.

	I was lucky enough to meet Marc Jackson during my brief call at I-Motion. He liked games and hired me as a consultant at Warner. The guy was a true American businessman, not kidding around. So we complied very fast when he told us to make an production assessment at Ocean studios.

	 

	I think I heard this one.

	Getting there we quickly realized how screwed everything was. A massacre, a real fucking massacre. They used Silicon Graphics to make 200 polygons models. I mean, holy fuck, what a riot!  Not only did they pour money down the drain but they also burned it down the chimney. Ocean San Diego was a mad house and they sure did not stay alive long.

	 

	What did you do for Warner?

	Various production assessments like at Warthog in Manchester since they were working on the Looney Tunes IP. We also tried to set up a deal with Cryo alumni who were tinkering Mankind, the proto Eve Online. It should have been Eve but it crashed and burned so that deal never happened. So, I found myself working at Eugen Systems.

	 

	You did the splits there, jumping on strategy games fanatics' boat.

	We sympathized a long time before becoming colleagues. It turned out one of the Le Dressay brothers was my beau's best friend. So the siblings just dropped at In Utero office one day and asked us how to make video games. Using their own basement for starters, they kept pushing and pushing until I ended working for them. The company had fairly trailblazing methods - they used Delphi to code! I worked on two Act of War, published by Atari. Seeing the tall Bruno comes in the office and ask me what the hell I was doing there was quite a surprise.
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	Your Eugen credentials include technical director and game director. Was occupying both seats kind of a stretch?

	Not that far from my job at In Utero to be honest. I was already well-versed in technical stuff and the game director position was more Stéphane Bachelet's thing. When I arrived there, Eugen only had one artist, so I immediately called Stéphane so he might become art director.  My real, big job at Eugen was special effects. I loved making those. I built most of the production tools and focused on the fx editor and conceived the ingame cinematics. I wore a lot of hats and I loved it - that's the whole point of working at indies, right? Versatility. It's very fulfilling.

	 

	How did you felt about working on real-time strategy games fx?

	Very enjoyable. Not only did I meddle with audio and lightning but most importantly on game experience feedback. Special effects as a trade pull from film editing, optics, lightning and art direction. Pooling all those skills together and using them efficiently can be tricky but very rewarding. I shipped Act of War, its expansion pack. After a couple of years, I could clearly see that RTS were Alexis' passion and I decided to sail towards new destinations. I applied at Ubisoft and I've been working there ever since.
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	I was quite shocked when Jehanne accepted to answer my question through video conference, I never thought Spiders' CEO would have time for my project and yet we ended up chatting for more than five hours. I was even more shocked when I realized she lived in the heart of Brittany, more than four hours away by train from Paris, where her studio is located!

	Her rich career in studios, small and big, is an interesting and tortuous one but always driven by her drive for freedom and her love of CRPG.

	 

	 

	How did you join the game industry?

	By chance since I never intended to work there in the first place. In the eyes of high school counselors, gaming jobs were not existent back then. Today at least they might be aware of them due to the sheer amount of video game schools. Anyway, I've always been a big gamer since I got Donkey Kong on the Colecovision as a kid. I studied classic literature before dropping that in favor of beaux arts, focusing quickly on the more graphical ones. I never felt like teaching Greek anyway.

	I played a lot of tabletop games with good buddies of mine, and one of them knew a Loriciels alumni trying to set up a new company. This guy was looking for a freelance graphic artist, so I dropped my communication studies to join him and very quickly, thanks to his background the company, started making Game Boy games. After all, it wasn't that hard to develop for and required small-scale budgets. I became RFX Interactive's very first employee.

	 

	The original Game Boy, we're talking about twenty years ago.

	A bit less since we were at the end of its lifecycle. One of our early projects was Tonic Trouble and we switched from the OG one to the Game Boy Color in the middle of development. A tricky one, that model.

	 

	Lots of technical constraints, I presume?

	To say the least. The most annoying was the “ten sprites per line” one. As soon as you reached eleven on the same line – like a character jumping – any excess sprite would disappear so we had to be extra careful. Another bothersome one forced each sprite to only contain a restricted palette of colors, four, I think. Tonic Trouble, being purple and green with shadings, was very tough to reproduce, so we cheated by drawing characters as sprite layers. One of the RFX coders – and my future husband – developed a tool integrating the GBC limitations, booting levels, and even importing character animations from other software. Stressful times working on this platform, but also a lot of fun as a first job.

	 

	The coming of the GBA must has been a godsend.

	It was more powerful and accessible graphics-wise. Nintendo had crammed a lot of upgrades in there: more power, more colors, and more memory. Remember that GB and GBC games weighted 1MB, so demomakers had to be brought into the company because they were the only ones skilled enough to display cool looking stuff in assembly code. We were all very young, everyone was twenty-ish and all very passionate. Looking back it was quite the strange atmosphere to finish milestones and projects at three or four in the morning.

	 

	How was portable game development?

	Wow, it changed a lot! Budgets were meager; they were in francs! [laughter] Those big memory constraints held us back and yet we managed to display fancy stuff on screen and players appreciated that. They knew all too well that portable consoles were not that powerful. We had to design a different gameplay - owned IP or not - usually platforming because that was the norm at the time. I'm not saying we made shovelware; we tried to add interesting gameplay but we couldn't make Mario - we didn't have Nintendo's budget. [laughter]

	 

	[image: Image]TUROK EVOLUTION

	 

	Lady Sia is one of RFX's rare IP, with truly impressive GBA graphics.

	I didn't work on that one, I was on another project. Correction, I was on a lot of projects at the same time! Turok, Dinotopia, so many dinosaur games I got sick of those. [laughter] I quickly became a project manager because no one else wanted to do it except the boss. Lady Sia was a rare case of us selling a project to publishers. They were much more timorous than now. We realized that portable gaming was a trap for developers. From the moment you start, publishers label you as a “flunky”.

	I'm being mean but that's the truth: a flunky making one shitty licensed game after another and begging for the tiny budget they will concede. When RFX tried to make a home console project, they told us: “We don't think you'll be able to make it, you should stick to portables,” even if we had solid prototypes and drafts. We made due, but it was impossible to go above a certain threshold since they didn't trust us on bigger budgets. After a while, morale broke down as we got sick of working on the low-budget games and the financial situation became dire for the company.

	 

	How dire?

	Not-payed-for-five-months dire. I left slamming the door and really pissed at the CEO seeing how badly he treated his employees. Since most of the workforce was young they accepted it, but in the meantime I had married a colleague so both our salaries were cut. And I was a mom, with a very small baby obviously, but still, our lifestyle changed drastically from the other employees. No salary for five months, that's just unbearable! Besides, he gave us the same mantra everyday: “Don't worry, tomorrow I'll pay you”. When I confronted him, he sent me a torrent of abuse and called me a traitor. So I left. The company survived for a while thanks to insolvency proceedings – which froze the bills and made the government pay for the salaries for a year.

	 

	And TDK didn't pay for publishing either.

	That's the official version though. I'm probably dishing it out but honestly I suffered a lot and it still makes my blood boil simply thinking about it. The way the company was managed was disastrous. I don't think Bernard Auré is a bad guy but he couldn't fathom employees as anything but slaves. He didn't see the harm in making people work until four or five in the morning without paying them. I've been a game studio CEO for eight years now and it would never occur to me to be five days late on the payroll. Video games might be a passion job but you can't take people for dummies. The TDK thing was used as an excuse for months. After a while, you have to change things if they don't work: seek out new contracts or turn the tables. He never did any of that. Worse, he was saying to young and hopeful employees that should they leave, they would never find any other job in the industry. We all found jobs after that… in the gaming industry, I must point out. [laughter]

	That kind of rhetoric is still served to young workers in the field and it's unacceptable. If you can't pay people, just make an economic decision and lay them off, it's healthier for everyone. Anyway, it made me realize a lot of things, for my career, too, since I dug into labor law and management, which might have had a hand in what I'm doing today. Painful falls make us better people, that's what I think.

	 

	That's when you landed at Gameloft.

	Well, since I had worked exclusively on portable games, I looked for jobs and joined Ludiwap, the future Gameloft. Working on Wap... goddamn. They changed the name a few days after I joined. Michel Guillemot was a believer in the mobile market and he was probably the only one at the time. He grabbed the ex-Wap team and made them work on mobile phones. At first we were a handful but we quickly grew to a humongous size. Of course, I'm not talking down Michel Guillemot's bold venture, but he had the backing of Ubisoft IPs. I must have supervised or helped with more than twenty-five mobile games there. At one time, I had thirteen at the same time with teams dispatched in Romania, China, and Canada with Rayman Golf or a pro-skate whatever. A lot of games.

	 

	How were those precursor mobile games?

	At first, they were displayed in black and white on tiny screens, held within even smaller memory sizes and sometimes coded in Java – the horror! To make a KB-sized game we brought in demomakers again, even some from RFX. Gameloft was a very intense period but very educative, too; handling multiple projects, working with guys at the other end of the world. China and Canada were both on the opposite ends of the spectrum time wise so I had to deliver very early and very late. Culturally speaking it was rough too because in China an employee will not tell his boss he didn't understand something. He would say “yes” and a week after you would eventually understand he got it wrong. I met wonderful and brilliant people, even far away.

	In Romania, they had the best coders I ever met but despite the people, I felt like I was doing assembly-line game production.

	The only exception was Splinter Cell because it was a major deal. Nokia wanted the game for the N-Gage launch line-up, so we had a firm deadline and a lot of money to polish it. Even if the game didn't sell – nor the console – it had raving reviews from the handful of people who played it. [laughter] It looked and played great and multiplayer worked, which was crazy because the kits themselves did not! The Romanian tech wiz emulated the N-Gage multiplayer through PC bluetooth protocol. The other games were far less polished.
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	Could you explain some of those mobile-specific constraints?

	You couldn't use two inputs at the same time on phones. Let's say you got yourself a platforming game, to jump, you push two buttons: the input direction and the jump button. On phones you needed one button to jump and another one to jump forward. This totally changes the level design! RFX was mostly about low-key contracts while Gameloft was a self-published developer with less money constraints but humongous marketing inputs and sale priorities. We even got requests to slip sexy ladies on black and white 10 by 10 screens – I'm sure sex sells! Different strokes, a different school, but the factory vibe tired me out so I did not renew my 18-month contract. I felt creatively constrained and there was a real issue with Gameloft internal politics; with all the backstabbing and Byzantine levels of intrigue I felt I was in an Agatha Christie novel. I had my fill of that kind of atmosphere but kept good contacts within and left with a true respect for how Gameloft had been launched. People used to say: “mobile games are not real games.”

	 

	Did you go directly to Monte Cristo?

	No I had a year-and-a-half break, during which I mostly wrote. I worked for Backstab59 as a freelance journalist; I took care of the book reviews. I wrote for White Dwarf France, too. It's funny because all the French-produced material had to be reviewed by Games Workshop, so we had to send them with the English translation, too. But hey, I wrote a certified novella in the Warhammer universe. My own little pride. [laughter] I also did my fair share of freelance illustrations: tabletop RPG covers, card games. The money was bad but at the same time I recharged my batteries. Eventually my unemployment allowance came to an end and I started looking for a gaming industry job, but neither in mobile or portable gaming. A small studio, too, would have been nice. Obviously I struggled to find that job and lo and behold! I eventually found an application that made me dizzy: Monte Cristo was looking for a CRPG project manager. Okay, Monte Cristo was known for stock exchange games but the rest was what dreams are made of.

	After multiple interviews, I got the job and they confided to me their wish to make a French Sacred; the goal being to satisfy the German market while keeping a French touch. I found myself with a small core team that quickly doubled in size. They all came from Fire Department, a firemen sim, so needless to say they were excited by this new project. To keep the budget low, we wrote Silverfall's setting. It was a wonderful experience, both the core game and the add-on. I'm still working with most of those guys because I brought them to Spiders with me. Everyone was passionate about the game and for the first time I worked with concept artists.

	Monte Cristo set up a Ukrainian team to subcontract the game's graphic parts. It was complicated and I had to go there three or four days every month. Oh, and in the meantime I got divorced. A colorful life! Management had its share of doubts about the project; they came from simulation, so we had to prove it would work. Jean-Christophe Marquis wasn't much of a player or maybe just a stock-exchange one. [laughter] He was a business guy who saw video games as yet another way to make money. It was a gamble and we had to prove it would be worth his time. The game sold well, especially in Germany, so our part of the contract was filled.
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	Silverfall had a pretty bonkers setting.

	Steampunk with a lot of humor - I liked it a lot! Like the flying goblins lighting barrels with their cigars and throwing them at you. We had a lot of freedom to write it; we worked with French tabletop writers on it. Unfortunately, Monte Cristo's management changed and after a bunch of failed attempts to go public, Marquis left the group and Jérôme Gastaldi was put in charge by the shareholders. A very fearful bunch those were, with a lot of strange ideas. The studio's biggest IP at the time was Cities XL and on the gaming market World of Warcraft was all the rage. So they got it into their heads to make a Cities XL MMO!

	The woolliest part was they thought they would get millions of subscribers! They were drinking Gastaldi's Kool Aid. Once we had finished Earthwaking, the Silverfall expansion pack, our only choice was to join the MMO team. It wasn't even the original Cities XL crew anymore, so you see and I could feel production was iffy at best. So I left with Silverfall's core team to create Spiders. It took time to put things into motion so we became consultants at Darkworks for a small span of time.

	 

	What did you work on at Darkworks?

	Antoine Villette could already feel the tide turning with I Am Alive and was designing his own new project, Orpheus. The famous Orpheus project. Holey moley, we worked three months on it but it was tricky because – truth be told – I'm not even sure they knew what they wanted! At the end of the probation period, we said stop and built up Spiders.

	 

	Without funds?

	We did not remunerate ourselves for two years. But in that case because we were founders and we WANTED to and welfare helped. [laughter] Yet we quickly hired people so we could take on technical outsourcing contracts. At the same time, we sketched Mars: War Logs' setting and compiled government aid applications. The name Spiders is obviously a reference to Bowie's song. Everyone was working at each other houses, like Stéphane – the game designer – who would drop by mine from time to time because he couldn't work from his. We laid out the Silk engine's outline. We did a patch-up job, long enough to make a FAJV submission application60. This pre-production grant for prototyping allowed us to raise €150,000 and to stay at Darkworks for a time but it didn't go well. It looks like everywhere I go things go south but it ain't true!  [laughter] We poached one of their interns and afterward they came to me confiding they wanted to hire him but were keeping quiet about it so they would get the lowest salary possible! We clashed because we... had already hired him. The bad blood was with the HR person, not with Antoine Villette - a great guy - but they threw us out anyway. Friends at Game Consulting sheltered us later until we found a place.

	 

	What contract jobs did you work out?

	Varied ones but exclusively technical in nature because we had amazing coders. For example, we did PS3 ports - because the platform was hard to work with – for Wizard Box, Eugen Systems, and Frogwares' Sherlock Holmes series. Publishers wouldn't send dev kits to Ukraine since they feared hacking, so the console culture wasn't strong there, hence why they hired us. The money we earned from those went straight to our guys working on something else. [laughter]  Mars was a tough project to sell, maybe a little too big for a first project? After yet another disappointing meeting with Sony, we devised a new approach with Stéphane – another of RFX's many lessons. We thought about a casual game, much smaller in scale. Waiting for the plane, we imagined Faery: Legends of Avalon – the first game we sold to a publisher, and digital only to boot.

	 

	Wasn't it an episodic game?

	That was the plan, but Focus wasn't too hot on episodic games so we only released one but with a real ending, mind you! We had a sequel planned and the script is sleeping somewhere on my hard drive with some artwork. I still get fan emails pleading for a sequel: “I love Faery, I play it with my grandchildren.” Even if it will never see release, it's a wonderful thing to hear and a great reward to get that feedback. We worked with Jean-Baptiste Monge, an illustrator well known for his fairy drawings – hell, half of the drawings sold in Brocéliande forest are probably from him. [laughter]  He is very talented.

	 

	You could fly around in that game, which is still pretty rare.

	It's one of the key features that sold the game to Focus: 3D exploration. In most cases, games only use the Z axis. Lots of players didn't care about combat and would rather explore and glide around. It was a slow-paced game, focused on exploration and flying around. I think it was a good call. Budget was tight, so we built the game in nine months and released it on three platforms. Kinda rough but at the same time a cool experience which I'm proud of. Combat was piss-easy but our target audience was eight to twelve years old. Faery is a rare setting and each realm crossed depicted serious stories like pollution, suicide, or political problems. It remains a cute game but deep inside we talked about serious issues. I think “kids” want smarter things; they're not stupid. You have to talk to them like adults to a certain extent and use allegories.

	 

	Were you using the Silk Engine already?

	On PS3, we used Sony's own PhyreEngine, made to appeal to developers reluctant to code for this difficult console. But on PC and Xbox, we used our own engine, which became Silk. Understand that Silk isn't simply an engine but a tools suite: dialog editor, FX builder, and character customization. We add new tools, erase obsolete ones, and upgrade others. For Faery, we had to use our own engine because Unity was barely usable on consoles back then and the others were unaffordable. With €300,000 to make an entire game, getting an Unreal Engine license was out of the question. Speaking of money, we sold the game for 13 euros for 15 hours of gameplay.
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	Faery helped build your relation with Focus Interactive.

	They introduced us to their oldest partner, Cyanide, then it was all hands on deck for the Game of Thrones RPG. They had a project sleeping in their files that they wanted us to take care of. What a story that was: they had hired Arkane to make the first prototype but they had since been bought by Bethesda and the project returned to a drawer. I'm saying “project” but it was a thick game design bible with a two-page plot document.  Of Orcs and Men started as an offspring from GOT mechanics they had devised internally. Apart from the two main characters, we had to design a lot story and plot wise, all under their supervision. It's funny looking back because they thought everyone would love the big orc guy and I yet found the goblin much more interesting. I think you can feel it in the dialogue. Oh and they made Styx with him.

	 

	Let's talk a bit about the French economic context for game developers. Was it hard to obtain tax credit?

	Through the FAJV, the CNC acts as public aid, funding us, a task they're used to since they've been doing it for fifty years for the French film industry. They also decide if your game fits in the tax credit agreement framework or not, which would never have existed without their backing in the first place. On the other hand, getting public funding can be a struggle because CNC's funds come from a tax on film tickets and the film industry is pretty pissed about games stealing from their honeypot with the FAJV. A committee is being set up with people from the SELL, SNJV, and CNC to discuss alternatives.

	Personally, I don't think it's that tricky of a problem: the government could lower the VAT on games sold in France. It's currently at 20% for games and 5% for movies. It would be a great way to 1- lower game prices and 2- get more money back. Dropping VAT to 5.5% and telling publishers they will put back two euros in a public fund – or less if both physical and digital sales on the French territory are taken into account – would already give us comfortable budgets. But to finance the FAJV, all the actors would need to make an effort and the SELL won't budge. I expect whatever proposition from this group to cut down on the developers' share and it's already the smallest there is.

	 

	How helpful is French public funding?

	The FAJV is a great opportunity because it allows young companies – and not so young ones [laughter] - to set up prototypes in hope of catching the interest of publishers. As long as the applications are well thought out and in order, it can give us a pig push. The tax credit is a different beast because it only applies to staff already in production, allowing them to lower the costs and thus stay competitive compared to foreign competition. It's a sound system. They announced the tax credit would be raised from 20% to 30% from the budget but not from the entire costs. People think it's a magic wand making 30% of the budget cost vanish! It's only for development costs and doesn't include PR or marketing besides tech and research costs depend from a different tax credit, the CIR61. It demands a lot of juggling but prevented much of the Canadian brain drain. At one time, it was hell since the more skilled your guys were the more tempting the poaching offers became. Spiders is a wee bit different because most of the key positions are held by partners and they do not have any interest in leaving. But for younger profiles, it's quite alluring to move abroad, and Québec helps because it is a French speaking community.

	 

	Coming back to your games, Spiders produced a large part of Mars: War Logs from its own pocket.

	Of Orcs and Men money, Faery royalties, and the CNC funding allowed us to finance up to half of the total budget. Focus didn't really believe in it and made us sign a second project for them at the same time, Bound by Flame. It had a bigger budget, a bigger everything, and they insisted we prioritize its development. We had just finished Orcs and despite already having people working on Mars, they wanted a more action-paced game with a fantasy setting. Science-fiction didn't feel as bankable in their eyes. To present the combat system, we brought the only new prototype we had – the Mars: War Logs one, and they liked it a lot, which made them sign it, too. For us, their backing was a godsend because we could work on our passion project while they took care of logistics and added some money to the budget as well and helped us to release the game on PSN, which required a publisher. A bit silly to be honest because Faery had already been up there but those are Sony's rules. Mars was a small game and yet much bigger than Faery – about a €650,000 budget - and Focus paid for half of the expenses.

	 

	Did you write the whole setting on your own? How does that work?

	I wasn't alone on this, it came from a lot of exchanges with the team and concept artists, especially Camille Bachman, who worked a lot on it. When I create a setting, I like to instill tidbits of future game design in it. Some gameplay features blossom from the setting itself. For example, in the French tabletop game Ecryme, cities are connected by bridges because the waters surrounding them are made of such corrosive matter it makes sailing impossible. With Mars, we had a similar problem because we knew our budget didn't allow us to make a vast open-world.

	Brainstorming was done around 2008 when we created the company. To justify only navigating underground cities without trekking on the surface, it had to be a guideline made at its very inception. So, solar and magnetic rays made it impossible to casually walk on the surface. In the same fashion, gigantic pipes brought water from one place to the other and became the very spine of that setting. Besides, they became a political tool as they could be closed to blackmail specific places. Cities were built on metallic panels which could be raised, especially lower cities parts, to get rid of civil unrest. It's a dystopian world to be sure, hard and cruel, but its uniqueness all sprang from gameplay mechanics.

	 

	The Mars setting has a special place in your heart.

	I poured myself into the characters, whether it's Innocence, Roy, or Mary, or the other characters met along the road. Hell, I even game mastered it. The Technomancer plot – mind you – but still I wrote a lot of novellas taking place in the setting. When we started Spiders, some authors came to help us: Stéphane Beauverger outlined its first version while Mathieu Gaborit thought about the story format. We ended up writing a much shorter story, like a novella, because we didn't have a lot of money. It might sounds weird for an RPG but it's not that stupid in hindsight. Fifteen hours for a game sold 10 - 30 euros is the norm on consoles. Mars: War Logs cost 18 euros. Besides, it allowed us to tell a different kind of story. Players welcomed that change of pace too since low-price RPGs have virtually disappeared and DLC length has shrunken away over time. I mean, if a FPS lasts nine hours, it's out of this world! Mars turned out to be profitable and to this day we still get royalties. I recently checked and it sold for 350K units to this day.

	 

	[image: Image]MARS: WAR LOGS - CONCEPT ART

	 

	Would you rather have multiple projects at once or focus on a single one?

	It depends on a lot of factors. Cyanide for example prefers having multiple projects and dispatch employees here and there, but their team is much bigger. Despite its impressive workforce, Patrick was smart enough to dispatch his guys on multiple projects at once contrary to equivalent companies like Darkworks which focused their efforts on satisfying one publisher like Ubi on one big project and well… we know how that turned out for them. It's a risky business. Due to our size, those problems fly far above our heads.

	 

	I thought you had fifty people working there.

	Fifty? Wow, no! That's a nice assumption but we are 35 tops! [laughter] And during the Mars production we were twenty-two. We are a relentless bunch; we love our craft and everyone gives their best. In our eyes, doing contract work or mobile games is a big no-no. Senior positions are held by partners, so Spiders is led by our mutual wants. For myself, I like to tell stories, the art director wants every little thing to look pretty, and so on. This all led us to the present day and I think we're doing pretty well for ourselves. It lead us to a corporate culture where we try to stay small – even if we get a little bit bigger and bigger after each project.

	Getting big too fast is a mistake in my opinion and a very dangerous one to boot; my own experience and friends' testimonials have made me very cautious. A production should be humane and controlled. Subcontracting fifty guys in China you never met to get random artwork is out of the question for us. I'm not saying they don't have talent but I want to know the people I'm working with – and by “knowing” them I don't mean spending ten minutes on Skype per week with them to fool myself into thinking I do. I was luckier than most because with the Ukrainian team I was able to meet them once a month and put a face behind every name, but the rest of my team didn't know them and I think it should be mandatory. Or you only give them small, menial work and it's frustrating on both sides.62

	 

	Let's come back to Bound by Flame.

	As I was saying Mars: War Logs' production happened in between Orcs and BBF. This was when we realized producing multiple projects at once wasn't going to cut it. Production was smooth enough but the creative aspect was falling behind. Call us control freaks – the tech director, the lead designer or myself – but if we weren't 100% on one project, things tended to go awry. So we all joined hands and worked on it together. When we came back on BBF, solving issues took us a lot of time and the project was delayed. The release targeted the end of the year and it finally launched six months later; this delay almost killed the company because we didn't get cash influx during said six months.

	We juggled with our previous royalties and asked Focus for an advance because we were dying and they had no interest in us dying before the game came out… and we were a likeable kind of people to them, too. [laughter] I didn't pay myself for six months either because as CEO, I'm the first disposable salary in case of troubles. I'd like to point out everyone else was paid, okay? [laughter]  Some bills were pushed back, like voice recording, though. We paid the advance fee but they had to come after us to get the studio's payments. We did later, of course. But honestly, the beginning of that year, I thought we were done for. We came through against all odds and the game sold really, really well. It's our best-selling game to date.

	 

	And the first RPG on PS4 to boot!

	Yes, we asked Microsoft for an Xbox One release but they didn't reply. After the Xbox 360, something went to their head and they thought they were kings of the world, so they acted a bit haughty: “You're are not that big of a studio, we will send the kits later.” They fumbled their launch and the PS4 sold much better than the Xbox One. We sold a lot of copies and we eventually got an apologetic phone call: “You're not launching Bound by Flame on One, what gives?” I forwarded them the entire conversation we previously had with our contact –  the same contact we had since Spiders' inception. After that episode, needless to say we got the kits very fast, but we didn't have the time to make the port.

	 

	But wouldn't the Silk Engine help to make for an easier port?

	I'm not sure it would have been worth it to be honest. As a rule, we always use Silk since it's our suite tools. True, it allows us to keep up rather short and inexpensive dev cycles, and to keep a small team. Even if we want to change a part of our combat system, we won't have to program a brand new inventory or shopping system. With his multi-layer engine, you're simply changing parameters. But this only applies to RPGs – and in a way, that's great because that's our thing – but if we had to make a pony or a racing game, we would be screwed because only the physics and lightning engine could be scavenged. We can produce prototypes very fast, too.

	 

	Didn't you add a psychology module to Silk for The Technomancer, Mars' sequel?

	It was an aborted full-fledged project unrelated to Technomancer. I wish it wasn't aborted, mind you. It was called Stains of Time, a solo murder party taking place in a contemporary setting: you ended up isolated with a handful of characters, all having a clearly described psychology. Our goal was to make an AI good enough to respond to the player's actions according to their psychologic profile. It had to be coherent and each had their own ingrained traumas, not to mention your choices could change how they behaved. It was an investigation and the action phases were based on immediate interactions like “I knock out whatshisface”. We wanted the game branches to be really different according to whom you had befriend or antagonized with a deep MCQ dialogue system taking into account your tone.

	We're talking of a voiceless game unless you have a budget à la David Cage. The research was riveting work, but the game had to be dropped because at that point we had to dumb it down to a plain adventure game. I'm not saying we will never make it – we kept Mars on hold for more than two years, after all. Maybe we will come back to it later, I don't easily give up on a project. But the tool research was very useful for Technomancer and will be even more for Greedfall; the nodal quest editor, dialog editor, and reputation management all benefited from Stains of Time.
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	Factions are a big deal in the upcoming Greedfall.

	Pieces of it were already present in Technomancer for companions and in smaller touches for factions. But for Greedfall, we intend to press on diplomacy and reputation for multiple factors be taken into account, not only dialogue choices or quests. The companions traveling with you when you meet one of the heads of a faction for example. There is a global balance and being too buddy buddy with one faction might displease another one. It's the player's job to act with finesse, knowing that at the very end of the game it's possible to be on good terms with everyone but it will demand a lot of efforts. So, it's a lot of fun to design and it will be at the core of the game experience.

	What transpires within each of our games and what I care the most about is the weight of the player choices, and I must say sometimes I'm disappointed by the RPGs I play through. I appreciate them for a lot of reasons, but usually you have to pick one out of three sentences and you can click on them ad nauseam, which sounds crazy to me. Ask someone about their mother three times and they will probably go mental. Besides, the choices usually bring the same result with the NPC; he might be slightly happier or angrier and it will be clear as day in any case. It's not realistic from a RPG mechanics standpoint because at its core it's about putting on a role and making sure it has an impact. If it's just “I'm the hero, everyone will follow me down the line,” I don't even want to bother.

	 

	Writing is obviously the core of any good core RPG but if I'm not mistaken translating Mars: War Logs into English was a painful process.

	Huge chunks of the script were re-rewritten. The first version we drafted was very literary. Mars' writing style was all about Innocence's inner monologue and openly inspired by Celine's Journey to the End of the Night, with a crude language but still quite literary. The first US translator, he – I'm sorry I'm going to be bitchy again – did a shit job because every time he spotted slang he replaced it with “fuck something” and went on. It blew up in our faces because it was very vulgar and a voice-over spouting “fuck” every five seconds is tiresome. After that, Focus put us in contact with a writer called Kurt who had done a lot of work for Ubisoft and he immediately gave me a good vibe. He was a bit shocked too reading the previous translation and made a brand new one with matching re-recordings, especially for Innocence.

	 

	To make things worse, your choices are very important for Innocence. So having an awful translation reduced their impact.

	The influence system went pretty far but it was manageable because it only influenced one character in the whole game. The way you talked to him – sheltering him or being more brutal – would alter his story, his behaviour, and his own decisions. The KOTOR series really left its mark on me and it's no coincidence if you find this aspect in my games. We're trying to push it further because they've been around for a while now, but they pushed RPGs in the right direction. I had a great time making them on Mars. The weirdest thing with those choices is that most of the players only side and only hardcore RPG enthusiasts will try to see the other ones.

	The press doesn't unfortunately, so then they say those choices are meaningless. It's never the case in our games. Each and every one of them does something, sometimes minimal, sometimes very important. An NPC might remind you of a previous one you made, another might betray you or die. All that creates hidden content that will only be visible in further playthroughs, and strangely enough the biggest studios are the one who like putting that stuff in the least. They feel the player will only see a fragment of their investment and not the whole thing. I mean, it's a very sound decision for an action or an adventure game, but in a RPG, hidden content seems essential to me. The Witcher 2 was great in that regard because at least one of the major choices totally changed the subsequent plotline and you had to pick the other side to get the full picture. That's what we did for Mars with a specific junction: you could either stay true to Innocence's beliefs and cause his death, or betray them to save him. The only way to get the whole picture was to try both. Scale-wise, it was a small game, but in terms of narration, one hell of a challenge. I'm still very fond of it.

	 

	You revisited it later with The Technomancer.

	Indeed, I wrote a lot of content for this setting. I think Mars only used a fifth of the whole amount of content I wrote, and we had total creative freedom of course. Focus was eager to make a follow-up too, knowing Mars had made enough money and that we would be pouring our heart into the project. This time it was a much longer development though and a hard sell. It's not as mainstream as Bound by Flame where you get dudes turning into demons hacking away at undead legions with huge swords. That stuff is easier to sell. Technomancer is more of a niche game because the aims are much lower. Ten minutes in, you know you won't save the world because saving your own ass is already challenging enough. Some players are frustrated by the absence of epic scale and it's a personal science fiction setting and not a very pretty picture. Hope is the main thing you strive for among the dumps, but the final message might be a little more positive than first expected. Acting as a hero might not move mountains but it might have a small impact. It's not the pig keeper who is going to become a level 35 magician saving the Sword Coast from a demonic threat.

	 

	Do I hear another jab at Bioware? [laughter]

	I love Bioware games for a lot of reasons but their plots are starting to bore me. I feel they made much better work when they used external IP. Since Dragon Age, I feel it's always the same thing. It's like Mozinor's Luc Besson movie script generator sketch63. Mass Effect: aliens are coming to devour the earth. Holy shit, three games on the same story and even if they have some great climax, you can write the whole plot on a bus ticket. Demons or Harvesters coming to fuck our shit up every time and you, the hero, gathers a crackdown commando squad to fuck their shit up. I mean, it can be entertaining, sometimes it is, but that's not what I'm looking for. I'd rather have smaller stakes. In Technomancer, you can uncover secrets which might change the way people live on Mars but that's it, it's never going to be “we're going to put a nuke on an asteroid and...” Nope. I get the appeal but I'd rather make a smaller, more personal story and my hope is that in the long term, my players are more impacted by Spiders games than the umpteenth blockbuster.

	 

	A “cult” game, of a sort.

	Last week, I discovered a Tumblr called “fuck yeah Spiders” and I can't contain myself. It's made by players, at least it's not shills from our side that's for sure, and they inspect every element of our games. They also made porn fan art, fan fiction, it's totally crazy. Those guys – and girls? Because when I read some stuff, it has to be girls – are making me very happy because they took our settings and created songs and content around it. It's wonderful, it's the greatest reward I can get. When Technomancer released, review scores were either very low or very high. It's strange how polarizing this game can be. I'm not hiding the fact it has flaws, if only technical because we are thirty five while the competition have like a two-hundred-person staff. But I found the player support from those reviews really heartwarming. It's for them I make games, because reviewers get the games for free anyway. Since I make games to put food on the table – even if it's not going to do much more – I make them for people who are going to play them, not for clickbait reviews.

	 

	The combat style keeps evolving from game to game.

	The Of Orcs and Men system came from Cyanide, from Thomas and Sylvain who designed the tactical gameplay. I liked it but I thought it was a shame for the big orc not to act more often. Despite my tyrannical tendencies, that's where my team input shone because Stéphane Versini, our game designer, changed everything to aim for a more Witcher style action system. Still, the stance system had its time and won't be in Greedfall. We try to change things to appeal to players, their feedback is very important to us. We keep evolving, tech-wise of course, but also gameplay-wise. For example, in our new game, it might sound silly but there are trees. Our previous games had a very barren flora so we had to create lush vegetation though tools and automation to generate herbs as far as the eye can see, ecosystems, and so on.

	 

	That's a big change, especially coming from Mars!

	After two years spent there, we were a bit claustrophobic. [laughter] We didn't want to come back to classic medieval fantasy, either; it was just unbearable at that point. Even on Bound by Flame, we tried to deviate from the classical formula by using a dying world à la The Black Company. It spiced up things a little, but I didn't write a lot on that one. For Greedfall, we are aiming for unique visuals, going off the beaten path. I'm not talking on a technical level, because you can't compete with CDProjekt, of course, but with good art direction, you can make something great.

	 

	In general, how do you feel about the frustrating transition from tabletop RPGs to their video game equivalents?

	Those two are clearly separate entities. I don't like MMOs so if I play a CRPG it's all about the solo experience, while tabletop is about camaraderie around a table and organic stories unmatched anywhere else. The pleasure I find in video games comes from narration, adventure games, but mostly CRPGs. I'm also a bit borderline compulsive but I spend hours customizing my characters, their ear sizes and whatnot.

	 

	How do you find the balance between fighting, talking, and using alternate ways in CRPG?

	The problem comes from the extreme variety of player profiles. Some will avoid combat completely if they can to focus on the story, while other spend hours to min-max their stats. You also get people obsessed with exploring every nook and cranny of the world, gathering every item they get their hands on. As you can see, satisfying everyone is very difficult. Spiders staff being interested in different game aspects all brings something to the table. It's true we always offer combat as a core option and then offer alternatives - staying within the tech limitations and never to the crazy heights of tabletop, of course.

	Regarding Greedfall, we're cramming in dialog options, secondary skills, and if the player chats with everyone, he might uncover skeletons in closets. It might not be anything huge but it makes blackmailing possible. It's a good way to bypass the “I have 15 points in Charisma, so I convince him.” Team building also becomes important because bringing an enemy into the heart of a faction might be asking for trouble.  We warn the player at first, but then he is free to act as dumb as he wants. Of course, we will never reach the tremendous wealth of tabletop RPGs. Vampire: Redemption tried that and Neverwinter Nights, too, obviously, but while D&D kinda works better since it automates a lot of annoying rules, there is still barely any creativity possible in there. Video games are closer to board games than to “roleplaying games” in the gaming meaning,

	 

	What's your take on emergent gameplay then?

	Sandbox dilutes narrative - even a game like Witcher 3, which has a good story and good sidequests, isn't logical if you play your role. You'd go in a straight line to save Ciri if you were Geralt, right? But no RPG player would ever do that because the main quest is simply too taxing. That's why RPG temporality is completely fictional, in all of them. One of the only counter-examples I can think of is the old Might and Magic VI which has a sneaking mission where the objective was to steal an object in a palace. If you didn't do that, one month later, war broke out, opening a new story path. Here is a time based objective but it's quite rare and the player strolls around and do whatever he likes, making temporality very tricky to handle. I think it's going to become one of the hot topics in years to come, creation-wise. People are going to become aware of coherency issues: “hurry and go save that dude!” and then no one gives a shit, events will wait for you. An extreme example would be Oblivion where hell is supposed to break loose while you spend 150 hours fixing the Assassins Guild's problems.

	 

	I think I haven't asked yet: what are your personal favorite games? Even if I have a pretty good idea by now.

	The Baldur's Gate duology obviously but I started early with Eye of the Beholder, totally fascinated by it. I like the Might & Magic games, too, even if they were fugly. They looked really bad but at the same time had a well-thought gameplay. One of rare video games where you experienced the rush of the “what the fuck is going on?” tabletop RPG moments;  exploring a random dungeon, having 150 lichs turning towards you, screaming and running like hell away from that place. Nowadays making such a game is complicated because players would criticize the lack of guidance. Other than that, I sure spent a lot of time on Daggerfall even if Morrowind is my favorite Bethesda game.

	 

	You can't beat Morrowind.

	I interviewed a young female game designer, keen on RPGs, who told me Skyrim was the best of the series. I instantly retched: “How can you say that? -I never tried the others. -Please don't say that then.” [laughter] The CRPG scene isn't as dead as it would appear at first. With crowdfunding, new things are popping up here and there. Contrary to the main consensus, I was super disappointed by Pillars of Eternity because everyone started parroting “This is the new Baldur's Gate!” Maybe in term of core rules? But honestly I found the game easy-peasy and lackluster in terms of dialogue and plot.

	 

	What about Original Sin?

	The story was cliché but the rock-paper-scissors combat system was pretty cool. Even if it works well, I left a bit hungry for more story-wise. Although I played the sequel and I felt it was MUCH better, one of the best CPRG I played in a long time! I replay a lot of games yearly like KOTOR or Baldur's Gate. Bethesda's, too but I can't deal with Daggerfall anymore, it makes my eyes bleed and the bugs! You could forgive those things back then but not anymore.

	 

	I stumbled upon a Feargus Urquhart interview from last year and I wanted to share with you a little quote from it: “I'd also like to point out Spider |sic], another RPG developer, who is still learning the craft, but has made some interesting games with Mars: War Logs and Technomancer. I'm interested to see where they go in the next few years.”

	I didn't know about this interview, that's actually really cool to hear that from him. Our lack of means is often perceived as learning process and I mean… we are still learning to work with bits and bobs in a way. You learn every day in this job, the day I stop learning is the day I leave this industry. I'm not talking of technical knowledge, like tabletop rulesets, those bore me out of my mind. But at the same time, I think players' expectations are constantly evolving and replaying old games underlines that fact.

	A cutscene in Baldur's Gate is a 2D paper doll model triggering three visual FX in a row with only his three first dialog lines voice acted. And at the time, it WAS impressive. Nowadays, the costs are much higher, at every level of the production. We don't have huge budgets, so we have to work around. We did Mars: War Logs with a 600K budget because we are galley slaves. We do not have the vision nor the means of the big players with our thirty-five employees and the reason our games work is because we put all our heart into them and layer additional small updates each time. From a certain perspective, yeah, we are learning; using the previous construction site's experience to build the next building a bit higher each time.

	 

	It's kind of a cliche to ask at this point, but is it tough to be female in the video game industry?

	“Jeez, I don't know, I never tried to be a man.” This is my casebook answer to that question because it comes back on the table all the time. When I started - and it was a much more male environment then - I never felt like that. I've been project manager, artist, and for a very long time I have been the only girl there - at RFX that was the case for a very long time. I'm a bit of a nasty time anyway, so I don't let people work over me and I swear like a soldier if needed. I can be very nice as long as you don't push me around. I mean tabletop and live-action roleplaying games weren't as feminine twenty-five years ago as they are today. I never wondered about that stuff anyway; I joined this industry because I wanted to, period. There have always been less women than men in this industry. I have both female and male friends and I never asked myself the question of representation.

	Only six or seven years after I started working, people started to ask me that question: “Gee, I wonder where all the women are?” [laughter] And every interview I get this “She is a video game female developer, we have to put her in the spotlight” vibe. Sometimes, I couldn't believe my ears and sometimes I just take the piss out of it. It was grotesque and made me giggle; it made no sense at all. I draw, I write, I build settings, and not one second do I tell myself my gender is preventing me from doing this, because I'm not using my sexual attributes to write! Today, there are more women in the video game industry - that's good - but strangely enough clashes are also on the rise. Not on my side though, that's the point of being a dinosaur, you can tell people to fuck off. The most aggressive questions usually come from young people, to whom I can retort with an unbelievable pleasure that I was already making games when they wore diapers. A statement mathematically true!

	Looking back on my entire career, it saddens me a little though, I think it's a kind of snobbery's last hurrah, which exists in every connoisseur field. A way for the elite to “protect themselves” in a way, feeling that things are going to the dogs if the field opens up. It's absolute drivel of course. Now you got Inuits making games about their own culture, and course it would have been impossible in the 1980s because they didn't have access to the tools and no one gave a shit because people played games with 5*5 pixel plumbers jumping on teapots…. Ok, they weren't teapots but to me they looked like it - Donkey Kong on Colecovision, the first game I ever played.

	 

	Would you say it's hard to have a video game studio in France today?

	It's becoming less and less true, but at one time, it was. We launched at the worst time… not 2000 but in 2008, which was up there in terms of shitstorm. Government aids were barely coming up and the old ones were crashing and burning away: Monte Cristo, Darkworks, lots of established companies were dying. It was rough. But when you cut down an old tree, lots of small sprouts pop out - us included, but also Amplitude or Dontnod. All those studios appeared circa 2008. To grow on the corpses of former studios, it's a bit awful, isn't it? Having a company is tough, and making a selling game is even harder. To survive, a lot of French companies turn to Facebook or mobile games, I'm not super up-to-date on that stuff but things are moving.       

	As long as you stick to your dream, and you are very, very passionate, and drive a hard bargain, it's tough but possible. If I'm still here it means it's worth it. My partners-in-crime, too. “Don't start all alone” is the advice I would give. Don't think you are good at everything, I can guarantee it's not the case. Video game from the plurality of techniques, having the right persons in their respective domains with you. Not only will you make better games, but you will have a shoulder to cry or to get shitfaced with when things get tough. And take someone you worked with, not your best friends. The best friends' company is the worst kind, but nothing prevents you from becoming friends with your colleagues!

	
ANTOINE VILETTE

	 

	SELECTIVE LUDOGRAPHY
The Guardian of Darkness, Alone in the Dark: The New Nightmare, Cold Fear, I Am Alive

	 

	GAME STUDIOS
Verity, Darkworks

	 

	Highs and lows constitute the life of every video game developer. A tremendous amount of concepts and demos must be cast aside, usually without a single hope of revisiting them in the future. In a fifteen year span, Darkworks officially released only two games, but unofficially the studio laid the foundations of more than ten titles.

	As the CEO and co-founder of Darkworks, Antoine Villette knows all too well that the journey can be more important than the destination. Not only was he willing to share the story of Darkworks, but also talk about the more financial aspects of game business. He was part of the inception of the French Video Game Tax Credit and president of the National Association of Entertainment Software.

	 

	First of all, would you mind telling me about the formation of your studio and your early years in the video game industry?

	I come from various backgrounds: scientific through my bac, literature in college, marketing through Lille IAE Business School, and IT on my own. I started working in a design agency. This is where I met Guillaume Gouraud, my soon-to-be partner at Darkworks. We started by being an outsourcing studio for bigger ones such as Cryo and Infogrames. Then we designed our own concepts and our first demos. This happened between 1995 and 1998. During this period of time, we were bought by a US company, Verity, who… decided to sell the studio back to us after barely a year! One of our demos revolved around a project that one might roughly call Steampunk: 1906. We showed it to an Infogrames executive, who judged we had the required skills to design The New Nightmare. I started writing the entire scenario. For his part, Guillaume directed the early art research with notable artists such as Nicolas “Sparth” Bouvier, Matthieu Lauffray, and Claire Wendling. Eventually we got the go-ahead!
 

	Verity only game credentials was Cryo's The Guardian of Darkness.

	Verity, Inc was a US company specialized in search engines, Fulcrum at the time. But, we might have been credited under that name for “Froideval's video game”, too. I can't remember.
 

	How did the purchase go for both of you? That must have been quite the financial risk at the time.

	Probably, yes, but we were determined to not give up what we had built together. This and a little bit of carelessness, too. Personally, I borrowed money from my relatives. We had found the proper name: Darkworks, and since we were quite happy with it we intended to make it grow. Lastly, my wife agreed and our accountant did not dissuade us. To be honest, it was a real business lesson, too.
 

	Is there a particular origin behind the studio's name?

	On one hand, we both fancied grim inspirations, in film, art, and books. On the other hand, we were proactive and dynamic, focused on immediate action and intense production. We wanted a brand with an English ring to it. Preferably, not copyrighted, either. This choice brought us some puzzled expressions and cheap puns, but “Dark” as a name was quite catchy!
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	Like many video game enthusiasts growing up in France, I heard about 1906 in one interview or another. What was the gist of it, though?

	It was a third-person action-adventure PLAYSTATIONPlayStation game taking place in a Jules Verne-esque setting. He had died in 1905 and we wanted to do something close to 20,000 Leagues Under The Sea. The action took place in a gigantic submarine just before Tunguska, a gigantic asteroid, crashed down on Earth. An unlikely scientist foresaw that it would bring the destruction of all life on the surface and persuaded a rich ship-owner to invest in this new Noah's Ark. But of course, things go awry.
 

	How did game design reflect the unique steampunk setting and environments?

	A lot of work on camera had been done: going back and forth between third and first-person in a static position to allow precise actions, background interaction, especially with steam machinery, and thus revealing various secret passages or shortcuts. There were even fast-paced swimming sections with a propeller to create “flight” sensations. There were a lot of ideas, for sure. The two core game principles were that each machine was electricity or steam-powered, through cables and a notable absence of batteries and whatnot. Therefore, the range of action was always limited. Necessity is the mother of invention!
 

	Throughout its existence, Darkworks fought multiple times to greenlight this project. This one always had a special place in your heart, didn't it?

	We fought for each and every one of our game projects. But it is true that we always hoped 1906 would shine. Incidentally, the mere fact of pitching it to you again after all these years makes me realize how much I still want to direct it… With Thierry Desseaux, we had made tremendous work on the soundtrack and audio environment… A true headphone experience!
 

	How did work on AITD 4 began?

	Infogrames supplied us with a game bible, we met Hubert Chardot, the writer of the original episodes, and eventually they gave us a one-month trial period to convince them. Then I wrote the story and the game design document: three weeks, day and night. We showed them our results and got the green light. The adventure was about to (re)start!
 

	What troubles did you encounter during the development?

	First I must say the whole development was a great human experience! Of human size first, as we went from 15 employees to 80 in the span of a few months. We even had to move into a bigger place. Please remember we had to take care of the whole process from A (concepts) to Z (gold version). Every little piece of the game was crafted by Darkworks itself. Today, this has become a rare case for a game as ambitious as this one was. Obviously, obstacles were many:  technology, concepts, organization. But we had the energy, the means, and the skills to overcome them. I must say that – on the larger scale – our relationship with Infogrames was excellent.       

	Of course, moments of tension happened – e.g: when the decision was made to jump to PS2 while the entire R&D had been made on PlayStation, therefore pushing back the release. But, the producers still had our back. Hats off to Pierre Carde, Stéphane Bonazza, and Eric Angelier, who were always there to help us. Looking back, the greatest challenge was production organization. Both the technical and production directors, Emmanuel Boutin and Serge Autard, respectively, had a pivotal role. Of course, Guillaume and I were on a 24h-24h schedule, always ready to answer staff questions, make decisions, or modify production documentation to ensure coherence and relevance. It was quite the ordeal, but very exciting at the same time!
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	Using Native American mythology, the light and shadow duality, and sending the series into the modern era - how did you ended making those choices, which were such a far cry from the original trilogy?

	I admit I do not quite recall how it came to be. The writing process of the script and additional documents – the character biographies (including the Carnby “myth”), in-depth level descriptions, game mechanisms, the Abkanis background, Norton family's lineage – was almost a mystical experience. Guided by the core analogy, in-depth reading Infogrames docs, and the profound desire for coherency, I spent several months inside the world I had created. The entire staff was there to point me towards the flaws and the excesses that had to be carefully fixed. I must highlight here the work of Laurent Franchet and Pascal Luban. But the core reference always remained Lovecraft's writings: his onomastics studies, his principles and deep concepts. Many scenes came straight from his works.
 

	Bande Dessinée has always been used as a justification for video games (e.g: Infogrames), but in the case of Darkworks specifically, the graphics medium was used as a tool for video game creation. Your lineup included Wendling, Dorison, Sparth - many well regarded names. How did you approach them and convince them to join the dev team?

	Guillaume had met them during his studies. The project seduced them straight away. AITD 4's art direction got a lot of praise and it is true that a good CG artist, and Darkworks had a lot of those, even some of the best in France, must be able to work straight from high-level concept art to achieve those kinds of results. All the concept artists who worked on the project became great illustrators – if that wasn't already the case before, of course. To me, that generation of artists represents the best of the best.
 

	AITD 4 was made for PlayStation, then ported to PlayStation 2, Dreamcast, and PC. Were all the ports made in-house?

	Darkworks did not take care of the PC or the Gameboy Color one (yes, it exists!). We also worked on the Japanese version, which was tough as nails since Sony Japan's tests were, at the time, much more thorough than Sony US or Europe's.
 

	In 2001, Capcom published one of Darkworks' projects: USS Antartica, also known as Lost Mantis. On the official website, it was described as a “team survival” game. The art direction and the first teaser seriously resemble a modern take on 1906. How did this project come to be?

	Well, that sure was strange alright. We showed a proof of concept heavily inspired by 1906 to Capcom, who had already spotted us thanks to AITD 4. They agreed to us moving forward on it. Then a huge shake-up happened on their side: the entire team we had been working with up to that point got replaced! The new representatives made us understand very clearly that they did not want a survival horror game: a straight survival game will do, thank you very much. So we get back on track and make the proper changes, but our team is already put together. So, we decide to try out new gameplay sequences without any specific setting.

	Some might say it was the result or the origin of a clear case of disorganization… but that's not the case at all! It was just a radical way to work in order to stimulate innovation and experimentation. A very exciting set-up. It clearly was a case where the journey matters more than the destination. Slowly but surely, the game shaped into Lost Mantis, which I think became Lost Planet once Capcom's internal studios got their hands on it. Please remember that at the time, in 2003, the euro was stronger than the yen by 30%, so budget-wise it just wouldn't pass. Capcom did not get any currency-risk insurance, it might not even had been possible, and we came back to work on new projects such as Time Crisis Adventure and Cold Fear.
 

	After USS Antartica, you worked upon Time Crisis Adventure for Namco US. How did that process lead to Cold Fear?

	A great producer named Jesse Taylor was working at Namco at the time. When we showed him the concept of Cold Fear, it instantly appealed to him. Having worked for almost a year with Capcom also helped us to persuade this other pillar of the Japanese video game industry. We immediately started developing Cold Fear: to sum it up grossly – zombies on a boat in the middle of a storm. After two years spent in the very static world of Alone, we craved a dynamic world where everything would be moving all the time. Add in game design concepts and technology brought from Lost Mantis and you start to see where Cold Fear came from. Through some quite informal discussions, Namco confided their desire for new Time Crisis game on consoles to us. So back to the design board we went and Time Crisis Adventure took shape.

	But unbeknown to us, Namco US forgot to share the idea with the Japanese HQ and, a great and fun two-player coop demo later, we eventually got the memo. Obviously the project did not go any further and we focused 100% on Cold Fear after that. Everything went smoothly but the producers still appeared quite uneasy for some reason. Discomfort turned into malaise when they admitted that Namco Japan did not know that Cold Fear was being made. Of course, they stopped the project by invoking the terms of their contract. Fortunately, we had negotiated beforehand and thus kept the IP, just in case of this very situation. That's how we were able to “sell” the project back to Ubisoft.
 

	Darkworks worked on a lot of projects, but only a few reached the end of their production cycle. How did you handle this has a CEO? What were the main difficulties you encountered in managing the studio?

	That's correct. As you can imagine, life at an independent studio financed by publishers to produce its own games is not exactly a picnic! Making a gold version is an extraordinary adventure! Going in a video game store and watching gamers have a blast with something you spent two years of your life creating is the greatest reward a studio can reap. I truly admire studios that are able to release a game, even one that is not very good. Orson Welles is famous for having spent a lot more time on incomplete projects than on released movies. Of course, that comparison has no grounds with us, but funding hazards for the publishers are huge. That's also why I fought for the Video Game Tax Credit and the FAJV. At the time, video game creation, at least in France, was in a dire need of funding for the most risky phases such as pre-production and demos. The other phases such as production, alpha, beta, and masters could also hold some major traps but there, in the traditional scheme of things at least, publishers were the one taking responsibility.

	One might say video games are similar to film as a medium, for at their inception they both exist as scripts. But the similarity ends there. A film producer reading a good script might want to attach a director and lead actors to it. When you read a game concept, it's just that… a game concept and nothing else. As long as you haven't started coding, rendering graphics, writing bibles, planning production, it is still very, very far from becoming a game. A playable demo is mandatory to seek funding (for AAA game consoles, we are talking about several millions of euros). To build a demo, the team must already have reached a decent size, between fifteen and twenty people, who have also been working on it from four to six months. It equates to about 60 to 120 months/employees, keeping in mind a cost of 5,000 euros per month for the studio itself, and the budget adds up to around €300 to €600K. Of course, the strain is lower in the case of a sequel, or if you have pre-established references or are doing a port. In the same way, mobile or digital games need much smaller funding. But for console game, there aren't many alternatives.
 

	[image: Image]COLD FEAR

	 

	What kind of tech did you use for simulating the thunderstorms in Cold Fear? I remember it being quite impressive. How did the environment of a ship caught in a storm affect the game mechanics?

	Truth be told, it was rather easy (so to speak): the camera would move along curves, which also affected wave animations and FX. There was lots of tweaking and attempts before we reached a satisfying result. An unstable environment was the core idea, then we had to expand on it. But it was a game first and foremost, so the idea of being only able to shoot from a stable position (like grasping the rail) was modulated for “better accuracy”. Still, environmental hazards remained, like the swinging hooks. However, we had to give up on having the oil platform in the second part of the game shake too much: tuning up the sets for a satisfactory results would have taken too much time, and production schedule and budget were really really tight. 14 months.
 

	Cold Fear had the bad luck of releasing at the same time as Resident Evil 4. Were you aware of this mastodon of a title coming out during production?

	Yes, having a blockbuster of the same genre release at the same time is always unpleasant. Especially because it has major consequences on the publisher side: they get less and less prone to spending a significant marketing budget when they knows that the other title is going to get 90% of the sales in the same period. Furthermore, game journalists more or less accused Darkworks of plagiarism. How could they think we had copied such a fundamental feature as the aiming system in ONE MONTH when the game was already gold? I quote: “Cold Fear was a seriously overlooked gem that was heavily inspired by Resident Evil 4. It had RE4's controls, and an intensely creepy atmosphere fueled by the ailing Russian whaler the game took place on.” Sometimes I lead myself to believe that the contrary happened.
 

	What did Darkworks work on after Cold Fear? I'm guessing you wanted to do something far removed from survival horror.

	After Cold Fear, we aspired to make a sequel and that is what we set ourselves upon, once again with Ubisoft. Then things changed. We had a project called Orpheus, well more like a movie project. For a long time, I cherished the idea of reviving the Orpheus mythos as a dark and modern tale. So, this is the story of a man looking for his wife in the underworld and wondering what could have happened to her after the car crash that killed her. Game-wise, it was a complex concept with an interactive dialogue system based on persuasion. It was probably too early to create a game based upon the deep knowledge of one's significant other and winning her over through deeds and the power of words. Today, I think it would make sense even if the R&D would be quite the work of art!
 

	Are you thinking about the success of games such as the Telltale productions and Life is Strange?

	No, I'm thinking of a game entirely playable without cutscenes and in real-time. The idea was to code a NPC AI that would mimic human behavior, having a thesaurus, grammar, and procedural facial animation along with gestures and rules determined by their current state of mind. I was struck by Silent Hill 2's protagonist whose standing positions changed according to the mood. They would also have to be capable of acting and reacting according to the situation and most especially to the player's actions. Thus, the story would adapt to the gameplay and not the contrary. It's mostly a dream, but in the VR and Deep Learning era, who knows?

	 

	I would like to come back on one of your other ventures: the Association for Multimedia Works Producers (APOM). What was its main goal?

	The association was born of meetings between studios at various conventions. Gradually, we got to know each other, having long chats and realizing that doing this specific job in France is not easy. At APOM's core, you find French players from the early 2000s: Nicolas Gaume, Pascal Baudet, Alain Ledieberder, Romain Poirot-Lellig, David Cage. The SELL did quite a good job of defending the interests of publishers, but nothing existed yet to help studios.

	So we decided to set up the association to represent studios in talks with the government, who would rather debate with a representative speaker. We met on September 11, 2001 - I kid you not! - and I was elected for the first term. Then we devised dozens of proposals to be brought before Jean-Pierre Raffarin, the Prime Minister at the time, who visited Darkworks to see how game production worked. One of the proposals referred to a tax credit. After two different Prime Ministers in office, months of negotiation with the CNC, Europe, film industry spokesmen, who feared that Brussels would take advantage of the opportunity to question the status of the French film industry, Ministry of the economy officials, and various European associations, the bill for the Video Game Tax Credit finally passed. François Fillon himself came to announce it, once again at Darkworks.
 

	What drove the APOM to become the Video Game National Union?

	I wasn't re-elected and therefore do not know why this change took place, but shaping it into a professional union is a necessity for taking legal actions. After APOM, I refocused upon Darkworks. Observing it from afar, the SNJV became quite political in nature. The first hours of this new venture were full of passion and enthusiasm. Once the Tax Credit was obtained, I feel like challenges became more and more judiciary and political. Letting more skilled people take the reins was all for the best.
 

	Was there any chance of conflict with the pre-existing SELL organization?

	Relationships with SELL were excellent. I built a true professional relationship with its president at that time: Jean-Claude Larue. His support was decisive for the Tax Credit negotiations since publishers with French-based studios also benefited from it. Clearly, that was one of the objectives: driving the big international publishers to set up development studios in France. Of course, we couldn't agree on each and every point but we reached compromises. No need for redundancy: our trades were clearly separated, even if Ubisoft was skilled at playing every role of the process!
 

	What was the hardest situation you faced there?

	It probably was an internal matter. I still think there was a great misunderstanding about was I was trying to achieve. The APOM was at the center of my attention for three years and some thought I was doing it for personal interests. But I always thought that if it was good for the French Video Game Industry, it was good for Darkworks. True, we thought about relocating to Canada, which had set up an extremely efficient financial aid system. But my APOM position and my personal convictions made it impossible. I can't say I made a lot of friends! All in all, the APOM was a great and fulfilling collective adventure. I probably made some mistakes but I regret nothing.
 

	After the Orpheus project, did Ubisoft approach you for I Am Alive, or did you start working on the sequel of Cold Fear straight away?

	Well, Cold Fear 2 “became” I Am Alive. We were making progress and showed concepts, demos, budget, and planning to Ubisoft. But it didn't work out as expected. A marketing spokesman came with dreadful sales projections and an entire spiel on survival horror being a niche dominated by Resident Evil and Silent Hill and leaving no place to new comers. But the sheer idea of an environment affected by natural disasters was still very appealing to them and Ubi drove us to think bigger. We came back to them with I Am Alive, a “team survival” concept in the aftermath of an earthquake that nearly destroyed Chicago. The idea is bringing back the tight narrative of disaster movies: a group of disparate survivors brought together by fate who must cooperate to survive. And Darkworks jumped straight away into pre-production, the writing process, and R&D. The first results were quite convincing and the budget became substantial. As a result, Ubi assigned us a dedicated team and a permanent producer.

	The playable demo we eventually released was fantastic! Playing on your own or commanding NPCs so they could scout ahead were both viable options. Sliding down in the middle of earthquakes as they happened and platforming across fallen skyscrapers, too. But time moved forward and budget was getting thinner. We had to release a “vertical slice” as marketing put it: a demo aiming at the final quality for target platforms. It was an “all hands on deck” situation at the cost of the core technology, which still needed ground work.

	Development became quite chaotic: progress from the day before was wiped by the next day's issues. The open world was getting bigger and bigger, and we had all sorts of trouble keeping the graphics engine afloat. The fundamental parts of the engine had to be tinkered all the time to withhold the strain. In short, development got bogged down. To make things worse, management issues popped up within the team, which had almost doubled in six months, with interpersonal conflicts following in their wake. The project stood at a dire crossroad. NPCs disappeared one after the other in an effort to plug difficulties but it was all in vain. I realized the severity of the threat when the last NPC was brushed aside: 50% of the project's key originality had vanished. Ubisoft then decided to outsource the production of the graphics to a studio in Shanghai in order to accelerate the pace, but I think it was too late and we weren't prepared to deal with that kind of situation.

	Ubisoft eventually transferred the entire project to the Shanghai team and the game finally came out with the utmost discretion and was all around a far cry from what we had intended. A lot of time had passed and the next console generation was on the horizon. Once again, and for the last time, Darkworks went back to the drawing board. We had thought ahead a bit and already assigned staff to a new project. But the market was completely different and I must say that I Am Alive's misfortunes had tainted Darkworks' image. We also had been working on PlayAll, a next generation engine and some prototypes made to demonstrate its features. That's when I regretted not going for the Canadian option.
 

	Do you think that, for a French company that has reached a certain size, moving to Canada is vital?

	Maybe not, but the fact remains that Ubisoft set up its main development studio there. Maybe it isn't true anymore, I don't know. But everyone knows that it's very hard for a French company, in any line of business whatsoever, especially based upon human capital and the per project model, to reach certain milestones. All the more so since maintaining an intermediate size is extremely difficult in and of itself. In some ways, you are condemned to either grow or disappear.
 

	What about the PlayAll engine? Did it succeed in securing new funds?

	It was more Guillaume's project, so I am not very familiar with its history. All I know is it allowed us to make very promising demos but was also seen as a risk factor for publishers since it had never been tried before. With a few months more, it might have become one of the best on the market.
 

	Was TrioOviz, the 3D glasses middleware, born from this project?

	Nope, it was a parallel venture born from meeting TriOviz's founder. Once again, Guillaume was in charge of that aspect of Darkworks. It was a great way for our games to reach the 3D market and also provided an impressive software to sell.
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	I wasn't aware of Darkworks final projects but how the heck did you end up pitching a reboot of Onechambara to D3?

	It was a meeting once again. That was one funny project, completely nuts. Extremely vulgar and classy at the same time. Unfortunately we did not work long on it as the publisher obviously did not get the proper funding to bring the project to conclusion.
 

	The timeline gets a bit blurry on my side, but Darkworks made a last batch of prototypes, starting with State of Crisis.

	State of Crisis was an ambitious and modern project. A team-based online game with squad mates on the field while the team leader had a more global view of the terrain, allowing him to offer precious intel on enemy positioning, getting the lay of the land, etc. He was also able to hack the enemy's comms system. The game was filled with various high tech and tactical gadgets. Our first prototype was powered by PlayAll, our in-house engine, which was one of the reasons why publishers got cold feet.
 

	Then, we have The Deep, which feels like a throwback to 1906.

	The Deep took us back to Darkworks' roots: a cyberpunk game taking place underwater, filled with monsters and spectacular FX. But, according to feedback, the “wow factor” wasn't as big as we had hoped. Around that time, first party dev studios had become humongous making them a force to be reckon with. So for a third-party company like us, being unable to finance about 50% of the total production, became a very difficult situation. Darkworks tried to evolve toward less ambitious projects, but we were far too along in this financial model to step back. And you know all too well that, in France, it's easy for a company to inflate but downsizing is a much trickier thing.
 

	And lastly Black Death, a very ominous name.

	The only way I can describe this title is as Darkworks' “quintessential” projet: a dark and oppressing setting revolving around biohacking with tense gameplay, almost nerve-wracking: pitch-black streets filled with a thick deadly fog reducing visibility to a few meters, except for artificial light sources. The player had a gas mask to survive, but enemies would bum rush you to tear it off, and then you had the ensuing panic as you try to get it back.  Weapons were sophisticated but also brutal. In the end, you might wonder if the enemies weren't in the right all along, using darkness to their advantage rather than desperately seeking light like a moth to the flame. A very primal fear.
 

	So where was Darkworks located in Paris?

	Darkworks was located in office spaces on Rue du Sentier, in the 2nd arrondissement. Rent was reasonable at the time since we had paid for a lot of renovation work upfront. The total size - I can't remember exactly - was about 1000 m², which might seem like a lot but it was nothing compared to the company's entire payroll.
 

	And based on your experience, is there a uniqueness to the French video game industry?

	Uniqueness I cannot talk about, but what really struck me during those 15 years was the ambivalence between a search for legitimacy and the “black box” mentality. On one hand, you hear things like “We are the best coders in the entire world, we write amazing stories, we are at the cutting edge! Why can't we get any recognition?”       

	I mean, some of that stuff might be right. I truly believe that one of the function of games, since ancient times, is to develop and spread new tech. I'm sure Myst and Riven help democratize the CD-ROM format. On the other hand - and this is harder to explain - there are trains of thought like “We are geeks, we are making our own thing in our corner, back off and leave us alone!” With both sides pushing, you eventually hear questions regarding state recognition: “Why don't we have our own national video game foundation like books do? Why can't we get the same advantages as the film industry?”

	From my own experience, you don't hear that in American and Japanese game development. This debate simply does not exist because - very roughly - recognition in the USA is about how much money you make, and Japan revolves more around a certain social recognition. But in France, what is success? Academia? Ok, why not, it's always nice to hear from universities. Mainstream audience? Money is always nice, and it has something else to it. Personally, I think it's all about peer recognition. It's primordial in France. At a push, you can ship three copies, make zero money, but if another game dev tells you it's great, then life is wonderful. That's why I think the French game dev scene is a very closed circle, and I'm saying that in a negative fashion.

	I think the French need for renown is a way to reach the decision-makers - the CNC, investors, producers, publishers - through word of mouth. Keep in mind there is stil a strong antagonistic relationship between studios and publishers in France, which is perhaps a good way to maintain creativity. In the USA, it's mostly a business relationship and studios are clearly defined contractors. In Japan, studios are publisher-owned except a few exceptions like Tose, employing more than 1,000 people and doing real outsourcing. This French ambivalence between business and emotion has spawned brilliant things but also disasters.
 

	Frenchmen don't have a strict-business relationship; there is also a lot of emotional investment in it.

	There is also the hero worship culture, fueled by a lot of self-taught men. For example, you've got “the guy” without any education who can scan the entire game environment for welding errors and the next morning everything works perfectly. Today with AAA productions and studio size, that's becoming rarer and rarer. Still, I think the success of the “French Touch” comes from this mix of older self-taught guys and fresh blood from schools. I'm not talking about conflict between the old and the new, but about emulation and how bringing in new perspectives and new techniques.
 

	Budget inflation hurt Darkworks a lot.

	Well, Darkworks' issue was mainly the generation gap between each console. As soon as we finished working on PS1, we had to jump on the Dreamcast bandwagon. Already proud of this feat, we hear the sirens of PlayStation 2 arriving, and the entire console architecture is different! A real headache. I also think we weren't cut for the international market. Once you reach a certain studio size, you need to go abroad to stay afloat - see Ubisoft and Infogrames.  The international vs national market is a real topic for video games. Just look at Germany and its own thriving internal market full of browser, simulation, and mobile games. It works great and yet only one in ten are published abroad. I admire people still working in video games; I see some people I know from time to time. And I feel like it is currently taking off.

	 

	You are talking about the difficulty of making AAA games go off the beaten path and leave behind militaristic themes, etc.

	In the last days of Darkworks, I wished to create a game around a musical concept. I'm not talking about Guitar Hero or anything like that, but a game based on a slow musical rhythm. The theme had to revolve around music. I made the mistake of doing a presentation and playing classical music to present the PowerPoint and people thought I was an alien. They thought I should have put Pink instead or something trite like this!

	Orpheus was probably one of the last projects I got really invested in. The sole goal was to convince a guilt-ridden female NPC of her innocence. There were many means to do that: dialogues, gestures, bringing specific items, etc. All I got was the cold shoulder, which shocked me because I thought Cold Fear had proven we could handle “in-your-face” productions, so why not do something different? As soon as you want to make an ambitious game, it's very difficult to get financed. While graphics have made tremendous progress, I don't feel like the physical and the intellectual engagement of the player has really progressed. Maybe VR will change that? Or the spread of videogames as a major cultural product?

	 

	 

	 

	

	 

	

	 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 

	

	

	

	

	 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 

	

	

	

	

	

	 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 

	

	

	

	 

	

	

	

	 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 

	

	 

	

	

	

	

	 

	

	

	

	 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	
AFTERWORD

	 

	Finding the proper words to express my feelings towards this project is tricky, trickier than the sum of all the interviews, transcriptions and all the work I have put into it. Épopée  first started as a YouTube channel and a brief correspondence with Yannick Cadin while I was digging around Ubisoft's early days. Just for kicks, I started contacting one veteran French game developer, then another, then another. Like a snowball running down a slope, this sketchy project gained traction and kept getting bigger until it became the book you're holding in your hands. I never pretended being a game journalist nor do I wish to be one, hence the book uneven style, although I have to thanks my friend Luke Baker for his awesome review skills and Kurt Kalata for pushing me into releasing Épopée .

	 

	This book has been a long ride. It took me more than two years to contact and interview the persons in this book and then to transcribe, translate, review, layout the whole thing. I ended up thinking it had taken a mind of its own, hidden in a corner of my room, everywhere I'd go and whoever I was with. It prowled and followed in my every footsteps during the joys and pitfalls of my life during that long period – jobs, girlfriends, unemployment, break-ups, moving abroad, coming back home, moving abroad again, swapping careers. It's a weird beast, a unique one, imperfect, clunky and yet I am proud of having finished it and I hope you enjoyed reading it!

	 

	 

	Thomas

	 

	 

	 

	The author would like to thank:

	 

	First and foremost all the persons who accepted to answer his questions and spend dozens of hour on Skype or around a coffee to make this book a reality.

	My good friend Luke Baker, living thousands of miles away and yet kind enough to take the time to review and correct each of my less-than-stellar translations through thick and fog.

	Kurt Kalata for giving me my chance a few years back and kindly offering to back this book with the respected HG101 name.

	Jan Buragary for his top-notch cover art and his professionalism.

	Mehdi Debbabi-Zourgan, fellow struggler and good listener.

	The amazing Olivier Robin, Methuselah of Video Game Quality Assurance and a kind soul, may his recovery be swift.

	Mathias Martin, unsung hero of the French gaming press.

	Professor Laurent Le Forestier, the Academic who cared.

	Roy and Sarah, good people.

	My Inischmitable friends: Caro, Ludo, Quentin, Laurent and all the other Rennes II alumni.

	Kurea and Jun.

	My parents for pushing me to finish this book.

	And my brother Charles of course, who taught me everything.

	 

	Additional Acknowledgments

	Coleman Francis, Stéphane Picq, Greg Stafford, Alexis le Dressay.

	 

	This book is dedicated to game developers, all over the world, who make awesome games despite the ungodly work hours, the crunch, the stupid management, the “perfect, don't change them” internal tools, the impossible deadlines, the cruel short term contracts, the shitty pay and those putains de uncomfortable chairs.

	 

	Buy their games, they're worth it!
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Notes

		[←1]
	 Tilt - Major gaming magazine from the 80s-90s, perhaps the most important one at the time.
 







	[←2]
	 Brocéliance - Forest in the heart of Brittany, also depicted in the Arthurian Cycle. Redon is about an hour drive from there.
 







	[←3]
	 Bac - Contraction for Baccalauréat, the French high school diploma, mandatory for most universities and seen as a “rite of passage” for many.
 







	[←4]
	 ECTS - European Computer Trade Show (1988-2004), the major video game trade show in Europe.
 







	[←5]
	 SNJV - Syndicat National du Jeu Vidéo - Video Game National Union. It represents the studios themselves and pushed for the tax credit for example. Not to be confused with the brand new Syndicat des Travailleurs et Travailleuses du Jeu Vidéo (Video Game Workers Union), which is a union dedicated to preserving the game developers’ very rights.
 







	[←6]
	 Jean-Marie Messier - Infamous CEO of Vivendi, forced to resign after the company posted a non-cash loss of 13.6 billion euros in 2002. His rise and fall are the stuff of Greek tragedies.
 







	[←7]
	 Bande dessinée - Belgian-French “comic-books”
 







	[←8]
	 GIGN - National Gendarmerie Intervention Group, the elite police tactical intervention unit
 







	[←9]
	 François Marcela-Froideval - One of the French pioneers who helped spread Tabletop games in the hexagon. He wrote a few video games (Drakkhen, Dragon Lore) but his most famous achievement is writing the bande dessinée series Les chroniques de la lune noire (Black Moon Chronicles).
 







	[←10]
	 Philippe Caza - One of the lesser known yet still very talentuous artists from the Métal Hurlant period.
 







	[←11]
	 TGV - High-Speed Train - France’s very own Shinkansen. Operated by the state-owned national railroad company, it provides one of the highest speeds for regular train service in the world. The ticket cost is out of this world too.
 







	[←12]
	 Philippe Ulrich - Charismatic CEO of Ere Informatique and later Cryo.
 







	[←13]
	 Informatique pour tous - Computers for everyone - Massive public policy to spread computers in public school in 1985 by putting Thomson MO5 computers in classrooms. It failed pretty hard but at least allowed kids to discover computer science.
 







	[←14]
	 Rainbow Warrior scandal - In 1985, French Intelligence Service blew up Greenpeace’s flagship in Auckland, New Zealand to prevent any action against Moruroa French nuclear testing. French agents were caught by New Zealand police and sent to jail. A brilliant example of state-sponsored terrorism.
 







	[←15]
	 Familles de France - Public association which launched a crusade against video games at the end of the 90s. Their only achievement was banning a few games, a very rare feat, including Sanitarium.
 







	[←16]
	 Nicolas Sarkozy & Nadine Morano - Respectively the Former French president and a Right Wing representative, known for her “flowery” language.
 







	[←17]
	  Boulevard Voltaire - Parisian Boulevard next to the Place de la République square, known for its numerous video game shops and outrageous prices.
 







	[←18]
	 Tu/Vous - Addressing a single individual using the second-person plural form instead of the singular in French marks politeness.
 







	[←19]
	 Ultima - Old video game chain store, long gone.
 







	[←20]
	 Club informatique - A part of the “computers for everyone” public policy, those clubs aimed at making French people more tech-savvy.
 







	[←21]
	 http://crpgaddict.blogspot.com/
 







	[←22]
	 Escape from New York - Released in France as “New York 1997” while Escape from L.A was renamed “Los Angeles 2013”. We do this a lot.
 







	[←23]
	 Titus Interactive - Held by the Caen Brothers, an infamous French developer known for dubious games such as Superman 64.
 







	[←24]
	 Fan Remake of Hurlements - http://www.indieretronews.com/2016/04/hurlements-very-old-ubisoft-title-is.html
 







	[←25]
	 Renaud - A very well-known singer and icon of the 80s, Renaud always had bold and inspiring lyrics and was known for his left-wing views. Sadly, he ended up turning to the bottle too much and struggled for years before singing again.
 







	[←26]
	 Frank Margerin - A Bande dessinée author who specialized in “la banlieue”, the French urban suburbs, with stories revolving around bikes, punk, and the depressing Parisian middle class suburban life. One of the later additions to cult magazine Métal Hurlant.
 







	[←27]
	 Moulinsart - A few years before his death, Tintin’s creator remarried to a younger woman, and after he passed away she in turn married a very, very questionable person who has been monitoring Tintin’s rights very closely ever since.
 







	[←28]
	 SACEM - Société des auteurs, compositeurs et éditeurs de musique - French professional association collecting payments of artists’ rights and distributing the rights to the original songwriters, composers, and music publishers. The Average Joe would tell you they are no better than crooks.
 







	[←29]
	 Jeux Descartes - One of the big tabletop roleplaying games and board games publisher in France during the 1980s and the 1990s. Known for their awful bookbinding.
 







	[←30]
	 MK2 - Renowned film distribution and production company founded by Marin Karmitz, who also owns an eponymous chain of cinemas mostly in Paris.
 







	[←31]
	 AITD Pitch -This sounds oddly similar to the video game White Night (Osome Studio, 2015).







	[←32]
	 Claude François - One of the cheesiest and most famous French singers of the last fifty years.
 







	[←33]
	 Pied Noir - French people who lived in Algeria during the French Rule. They fled en masse back to the South of France after the declaration of independence.







	[←34]
	 FNAC, Boulanger - Two of the major appliance retailers in the Hexagon, think of Target.
 







	[←35]
	 Film industry mixed economy - To counter the influence of the US and finance the national film production, the French government after World War II implemented a tax on film ticket. The rough idea is that 10% of your ticket goes to the CNC funds and are used for financing film producers, film distribution and film theaters themselves. The film economy is thus “mixed” since the government has an omnipresent role in it.
 







	[←36]
	 Intermittents du spectacle - “Part-time workers within the arts & spectacle industry” - A unique phenomenon in France due to the special legislation that allows professionals in the arts (technicians as well as performers), to be subsidized by the state between freelance jobs in theater, TV and movies, paid to them only after they work several hundred hours in a given year.
 







	[←37]
	 Christian Clavier - While you probably heard of Gérard Depardieu, Christian Clavier is also a very well known comedy actor but almost exclusively worked in the Hexagon. On the funny side, his uncle produced the erotic film series Emmanuelle.
 







	[←38]
	 SELL - Syndicat des Editeurs de Logiciels de Loisir; on paper, a French organization that promotes the interests of video game developers. Factually, it mostly helps publishers. I’m pretty sure the person whose Chardot is referring to is Jean Claude Larue, its iconic president in the 1990s.
 







	[←39]
	 La Part Dieu Station - Lyon’s main train station.
 







	[←40]
	 Digital Dialect’s PC ports - Notably the Oddworld original series and Metal Gear Solid.
 







	[←41]
	 Brevet de technicien supérieur - a two-year technical degree.
 







	[←42]
	 La Province - In casual French context, “province” refers to everywhere outside of Paris and its suburbs. Despite various public policies, France is still extremely centralized, and many French people resent Paris as it is often a mandatory few-years stay for their careers and such.
 







	[←43]
	 Supinfogame - One of the first French private video game schools, founded in 2001.
 







	[←44]
	 Ubisoft Montpellier - Home of Michel Ancel, and thus cradle of the Rayman series and Beyond Good & Evil.
 







	[←45]
	 The Horde of the CounterWind - A science-fiction/fantasy book written by Alain Damasio, co-founder of Dontnod Entertainment. In a world swept by constant deadly winds, a company of 23 men and women must cross the world from West to East in order to reach the source of all the winds. It’s a great book, but unfortunately not available in English.
 







	[←46]
	 CINÉMED - The International Montpellier Mediterranean Film Festival
 







	[←47]
	 RSI - The French social security system for independent traders and freelancers.
 







	[←48]
	 Gameblog - Built by former Joypad editors, Gameblog is one of the major online gaming outlets in France. Exciting at first, it has become more and more clickbait-y over the years.
 







	[←49]
	 Canard PC - “Duck PC”, a major PC gaming magazine in France, known for its snarky tone and firm independence, hence the title pun.
 







	[←50]
	 Revenu de Solidarité Active - French welfare benefits aimed at reducing the hurdles of returning to work.
 







	[←51]
	 Festival du jeu vidéo - AKA the Paris Game Festival, an annual fair trade for the French video game industry. Now replaced by Paris Games Week.
 







	[←52]
	 In english in the text







	[←53]
	 This interview was recorded in April 2017, a little before Emmanuel Macron was elected President of the French Republic.
 







	[←54]
	 Rue du Sentier - Paris 2nd Arrondissement street formerly known for its many clothes stores and shops. Close to the Paris stock exchange, it filled with IT companies in the 2000s thanks to the presence of high-speed fiber optic networks.
 







	[←55]
	 Axelle Le Maire - Former French Secretary of State for Digital Affairs.
 







	[←56]
	 Focus & Cyanide partnership - This came to an end this year as Focus board of shareholders refused to validate Lagarrigue’s intent to buy Cyanide. As a result, he resigned from his CEO position and Big Ben, a smaller structure, bought Cyanide during Summer 2018.
 







	[←57]
	 Tati - Famous national franchise of super cheap clothes store.
 







	[←58]
	 Contrat à durée indéterminée - A permanent contract but very hard to break for the employer. Very tricky to use for game studios. To quote an anonymous game studio CEO, it’s “even more binding than marriage”.
 







	[←59]
	 Backstab - Long-gone French monthly magazine dedicated to Tabletop RPGs and parallel hobbies like video games, heroic fantasy novels.
 







	[←60]
	 FAJV - National Funding for Video Game, a state initiative.







	[←61]
	 CIR - Crédit d’Impot Recherche / Research Tax Credit.
 







	[←62]
	 Contractors - Jehanne came back to me and told me for transparency’s sake that Spiders has outsourced a tiny, tiny amount of assets to a Chinese company for Greedfall’s development since November 2017.
 







	[←63]
	 Mozinor - Famous Riff-Raf French Youtuber taking a jab at Luc Besson’s Europa Corp formulistic action movies. http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x8fkhi
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