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Introduction

	 

	Welcome to the latest volume of Game Dev Stories, in which I round up some of the interviews that have informed my published books. This collection is sure to satisfy fans of Nintendo, Xbox, and Mortal Kombat. A motley assemblage, to be sure.

	The Xbox-centered interviews come from Bet on Black, a Shacknews Long Read I wrote in 2020 that explores Microsoft's early history in gaming and the launch of the original Xbox. Most of the interviews come from Kool Stuff, an upcoming bonus book of interviews I couldn't fit into the soon-to-be-released Long Live Mortal Kombat: Round 1, the first installment of a trilogy that delves into the history of the Mortal Kombat franchise, its fandom, and its influence on popular culture.

	As a treat, the first interview in this collection is a conversation I had with Gail Tilden, a major force at Nintendo of America. She helped launch Nintendo Power, shared in the responsibility of making the NES a hit in North America—all sorts of things. She's fantastic, and I know you'll appreciate our conversation. 

	Enjoy!

	David L. Craddock

	July 2022

	 

	 


De-Classified Information: Gail Tilden on the Early Days of Nintendo Power

	 

	I've never cared about the mail as much as when I subscribed to Nintendo Power. As a kid, I would race home after school and hope to see a new issue of Nintendo's colorful kid-friendly periodical lying on my bed. That's where Mom would put it so I'd see it.

	Like many subscriber, I associated the dapper, bowtie-wearing Howard Philips with Nintendo Power. He was the "Howard" of Howard & Nester, Nintendo's long-running comic designed as a way to share information about gaming as a hobby, or a particular game. But Howard was more than a mascot. He was "the Gamemaster," his official title at Nintendo of America. He was also one of two powerhouses behind the magazine.

	Gail Tilden does not get her due for the influence she had on not only the tone and direction of Nintendo Power, but her efforts at Nintendo before, during, and after the magazine's crucial first decade. She was part of the vanguard that launched the Nintendo Entertainment System in North America, touching everything from re-branding (Famicom to NES, cartridges to Game Paks), to the kiosk displays in malls that won the hearts and wallets of so many shoppers, to creating a frothing demand for Pokémon in the 1990s. During her time as Nintendo Power first editor-in-chief, she had a hand in every page of every section of every issue, ensuring the experience would be equally informative and entertaining for the millions of subscribers who, like me, anticipated every issue.

	I talked with Tilden about how she came to Nintendo of America, working alongside then-president Minoru Arakawa, the influence she and Howard had on Nintendo Power, and more. 

	**

	 

	David L. Craddock: What set you on the path to Nintendo?

	 

	Gail Tilden: I was working at Britannia Sportswear after I got out of college. I got into the marketing department there. Then I had another job at a small agency, but that my old boss at Britannia asked me to join her at Nintendo. She was going to be on maternity leave and needed someone quickly and asked me if I'd come join her. That was in July 1983.

	 

	Craddock: What was the interviewing process like at Nintendo of America back then?

	 

	Tilden: There were only about 50 people, maybe slightly more than that. Most of them were in arcade-game assembly. So really, the front office, if you will, was probably 20 people, probably less than that. I had an interview with her boss, Ron Judy. It was kind of normal: submit your resume, come over for an interview, and then get hired.

	 

	Mr. Arakawa was the president. When I was hired, I was working with a woman named Debra Simmonds, and her boss was Ron Judy. We had an assistant named Lisa Chidiac. We were the marketing team. Those four people made up a significant number of the front office and Mr. Arakawa always was very close to marketing in terms of reviewing concepts and having a point of view or selecting which games were going to be featured and what was going to get the largest portion of a marketing budget. He was very interested in what was happening and had a huge sense of what the products were, but he relied on people like Howard [Phillips] to tell him what games were going to be great, what were the best features. He was pretty astute at critiquing marketing and advertising and whether we were bringing those features forward.

	 

	Craddock: In Blake Harris's Console Wars book, he described Mr. Arakawa as very quiet and direct. How would you describe him?

	 

	Tilden: When Blake was writing the book, I spent a lot of time with him. I would venture to say. My daughter goes to Colorado College, and we went to Colorado and did a talk on the book, so I'm very familiar with it. What the issue was about the way he presented Mr. Arakawa was that Mr. Arakawa was not willing to speak for himself. It's just rather touchy to take part in that kind of book. You don't know what the outcome is going to be. So I think Blake would say his characterization was just mostly based on hearsay [from those who worked with Mr. Arakawa].

	 

	Mr. Arakawa was extremely personable, fun, and considered everyone in the office as a family, something that is a little bit of a mix of a Japanese style and an American style. He went to MIT; he was in the US when he was young and then went back to Japan and came back to the West Coast. He was actually in Vancouver when he was asked by his father-in-law [the late Hiroshi Yamauchi] to start Nintendo of America. So he certainly had a lot of Western leadership management style as well. He also has an amazing sense of humor. He was hilarious and really inspiring to all those people who had worked there for a long time. We would always joke about him. He would walk in and say things like, "We can have a marketing campaign tomorrow and sell three million units. You can do it," you know. So we would imitate him, like, "You can walk off a cliff and you'll succeed" or something.

	 

	He was so inspiring, and everyone wanted to please him and do our best. He tried to bring the best out of people and let them go much farther than you might imagine for people who were kind of building an industry, but within our disciplines. Certainly, there were people who were more experienced in certain areas. I had never started the magazine before. It was really great, and I see him as my great mentor. He had a thing where it didn't matter what level you were at [in the company]. If we were in the middle of a planning meeting and really concentrating on what games were going to get promoted or marketed or whatever, and he knew that some guy in testing or customer service or whatever was really a pro at a game, he would just call them in and [ask for their input]. There's someone I have in mind: Henry Sterchi. He's still in the industry, and he started at Nintendo when he was 17. Mr. Arakawa said in a meeting, "We'll call Henry. Henry, tell us about Killer Instinct. What's good about it? Will people like it?" Those opinions were extremely important in building his overall picture of what a product was like.

	 

	I can't say enough about him. In the end. In later years, there were people who, as the company got bigger, their mentor may have been Peter Main or a Howard Lincoln. I was Mr. Arakawa's girl. It was clear that I was, and I am, his biggest fan.

	 

	Craddock: Before you did anything with the newsletter and eventually the magazine, you worked on branding and marketing efforts for the NES. I've read so much about how difficult it was for Nintendo to get a foothold in America, so I'd love to hear about that from your experience.

	 

	Tilden: We had Game & Watch and these little tabletop games we were marketing. We really thought that the Famicom was fun. Some of us were able to get a Japanese system modified to play on our American televisions. The games really seemed like they were getting closer to the arcade experience, which was what everybody was looking for. In order to launch that system [in America], we did some consumer research. We thought kids seemed enthusiastic. But we asked the researcher, "They seem pretty enthusiastic. What do you think?" And they're like—this is one of the quotes—"I've never seen anyone launch a product that had this reaction." Meaning that what we thought of as enthusiastic for kids was really just a pretty average response [to the researcher]. But we believed, and Mr. Arakawa certainly believed, that what was happening in Japan was certainly a good indicator.

	 

	The decision was made to [launch in] New York, and that New York would be an opinion leader for the rest of the country. I was the marketing communications manager, and Ron Judy was sales and marketing. We were identifying and interviewing all these big ad agencies who were just like, "Video games are so over. You're so small. We're not interested in you." We had all kinds of reactions, but ultimately, we went with a company called Geers Gross, who had been involved with LJN Toys, who had just had a big hit with wrestling action figures. They created the campaigns and marketing materials, like that poster that said "The Nintendo Game Plan" that had games on it, and doing mall tours all around the New York area to show the product to people. The one thing that we had the hardest time with was getting any press at all, really. The video gaming industry had been dead, and it almost put Mattel under, so we really couldn't get press to get excited about our introduction.

	 

	We did a lot of grassroots stuff. We put displays in all the stores and did TV campaigns in order to get the product to sell. I handled everything, from supervising the packaging and identity and naming all the products, to editing all the manuals and everything that the consumer was going to see and touch, to being the person [on site] in New York. We had a couple other people back in Redmond. It was a huge effort in a rather short period of time, and those agencies in New York were our arms and legs.

	 

	Craddock: How soon after the launch of NES did the Fun Club newsletter get started?

	 

	Tilden: I believe the system launched in New York in the fall of 1985, then in LA around January or February 1986. Then we went nationwide sometime around the summer. I think it was in 1987 that we started Fun Club news.

	 

	Craddock: What precipitated the notion of a newsletter?

	 

	Tilden: The newsletter and Nintendo Power had two different purposes. I had a new boss, and he hired an ad agency, I believe out of San Francisco, to do a direct marketing campaign. We had a bingo card, we'll call it, in every system and every software [package] having people provide feedback and collect their data so that we could communicate with them and also understand what they liked and didn't like. One of the things that Mr. Arakawa and then our eventual senior vice president of customer service, Bill Rogers, were interested in is, we had a stat on how many people would recommend the system to a friend. Remember that people didn't want video games at all. We were getting nine out of 10 [on those bingo cards] pretty consistently, and we were very proud of that number and the idea that people really appreciated the system.

	 

	The newsletter was a concept of [another way] to get people to send us their information. We wanted people to send us their data, and we were promising them information in return. And of course, we thought it was great, because we're going to send them a newsletter, some information about future games, so it's also a marketing tool. What we didn't know was how quickly it was going to explode and that it was going to become a huge drain, if you will, on the marketing budget. The information we were relaying was marketing information, but it had some fun things: It had Howard in it, but it was really, you know, just telling them about the product and what games are coming, and reviews. The Mike Tyson [story] talked about Mike Tyson's involvement [in Punch-Out!!].

	 

	As that was going along, Mr. Arakawa requested we do what would become the very first player's guide. We did a guide that was a catalog to all the games and had some gaming information. It was black on the cover, and it had symbols for action game, zapper game, things like that. Those symbols were coming down the side of it, and each chapter represented a sub-category of games. And that really was what precipitated the move to Nintendo Power. People were extremely interested in getting the information. They were sending us their bingo cards, and we were having this huge bloat of names and addresses. Mr. Arakawa wanted to go one step further in ensuring that people enjoyed the product and their investment. He wanted to provide them with gameplay information so that they would be satisfied with the games, and it would help them play to the end, and they would feel comfortable making their next purchase. The type of information that we wanted to give was much deeper and mirrored what was happening in Japan.

	 

	He actually contacted a couple of publishers in Japan that were working on video game magazines and had them come in and present for doing a co-venture. Nintendo Power was started as a co-venture with Tokuma Shoten Publishing in Japan [publisher of Family Computer Magazine]. All the maps and that type of information, even the ability to make a screen capture—I was telling someone else just recently—there wasn't anything that could be called desktop publishing. These were photographs, pasting them all together to turn them into a picture, doing what was called color separation, and then doing printing. The idea of being able to just do this stuff on a computer is really relatively new. Tokuma Shoten came with a proposal, and we did a joint venture with them to make Nintendo Power. And then we converted all the people who had sent their names and addresses into subscribers.

	 

	Craddock: That's fascinating in and of itself, but what I find just as incredible was that Nintendo wanted the first issue to be free.

	 

	Tilden: Yep, the very first issue was free, the one with Super Mario Bros. 2 on the cover. We ended up sending out about 3.1 to 3.3 million copies, and we converted that into 1.3 million subscribers, which was the largest build to over a million subscribers in the history of US publishing at the time.

	 

	Craddock: That's doubly impressive when you think about how quickly the US market's narrative shifted from "Video games are dead" to "People cannot get enough of Nintendo."

	 

	Tilden: Yeah, it was a quick acquisition. I guess you could say that the NES had popped, because that was in the summer of 1988, and the NES had been nationwide for almost two years. So let's go back. Excuse me.

	 

	Craddock: I'd like to backtrack. We've talked about Howard playing this character and becoming sort of the mascot of the magazine, even before Mario. How were you tapped to become Nintendo Power's first editor-in-chief?

	 

	Tilden: I love marketing. I really enjoyed being involved with the TV campaigns and the launch of the NES and all the games. At the same time, the company really was growing. I think Peter Main came in, and I then got another new boss, Bill White. To be honest, I don't think I was really a great fit with them in terms of their team. I had left to have a baby and was on maternity leave, and I think Mr. Arakawa saw [the magazine] as a more entrepreneurial initiative. He saw me as a startup kind of person, so he asked me to do it. Certainly I'd done a lot of print marketing, but not editorial. And like I said, somehow, his sense of where my skills were a good fit, he perceived it would work. So I don't know what if it's naive, if it's arrogant, or what it is, but I have to say, I thought I could do it.

	 

	Which is awesome. You know, the idea of doing things you had never done before was something that we did every day.

	 

	Craddock: Gaming back then was often described as a boys' club. That's often the case today as well, unfortunately. What was it like back then, being a woman at Nintendo of America?

	 

	Tilden: I would say that people often assume because it was a Japanese company that this may have come up as an issue. Within Nintendo of America, Howard Lincoln and Mr. Arakawa had more female reports than male. The head of the licensing department was Juana Tingdale; the head of finance was Colette Meader; the head of PR was Perrin Kaplan. So, it may be true in general, but it wasn't true there. It is true at the executive vice president level that they were all men at the time. And, you know do I think in the '80s, that there were still some glass ceiling issues? Yes. But I think another thing I would say that in the marketing world, it is maybe more common to have female executives; that came to pass earlier than in some other parts of the business world. So, do I think it's real? Yes. At Nintendo, was it an issue? No, at least for me, specifically.

	 

	Craddock: What were your earliest goals and responsibilities at the earliest stages of Nintendo Power, when it was growing from a newsletter to a magazine?

	 

	Tilden: The very first step was finding a name, which was funny because I think we were going with Power Player because of the "Now you're playing with power" slogan. But that name was already taken. It was Mr. Arakawa who said, "No, I want the word Nintendo in the name." Now I think, Duh.

	 

	The Tokuma group from Japan had proposed an editorial slate for these maps, et cetera. So as far as gameplay and the expression of games through the maps, and the tips, that actually was something that we received [from Japan] to review. It was certainly way ahead of anything that had been done in US publishing, although there was no US video game publishing. Now, we started that. Mr. Arakawa said, "I want you to work with Howard." Howard helped market areas during the launch of the NES in New York, and he and I had become good friends. He was so gracious to help me demonstrate, give interviews, help me set up mall tours. We'd become a duo, so it was pretty natural for Mr. Arakawa to say, "Howard will help you with knowing what's great about each game."

	 

	I remember sitting with Howard to come up with the names of all the columns. I enjoy naming things anyway. He used to have to be the one to submit the game names to [Nintendo Company Ltd. In] Japan in the early days. We were coming up with the names of all the columns and providing some points of reference. We thought we were so clever: Classified Information with the envelope and all the secret tips, and Video Shorts. And then [the publisher in] Japan, it was really their sense of humor where they made the logo with literal pants with literal shorts. I think now that we weren't all that clever. At the time, though, it felt really solid. We were coming up with all those interesting things like how the top 10 or top 20 was going to look.

	 

	We had a letters section. Something there would be a point of communication that you needed to get across. Customer service needed a way of providing information on common problems that people were calling in about a lot. Howard and I decided that part of that would just be addressed through the letters column. So we would, when necessary, we would just make up fake fan letters. That would give us a chance to get the answer to our fake letter. I think we, from the beginning, knew we didn't want advertising. We didn't want to allow the licensees, the third-party software creators, to have any type of control over what was going to happen with the information or the way we presented a game by way of them advertising [their game in the same magazine it was reviewed in].

	 

	Craddock: I'd always wondered how you decided things like which game to put on each issue's cover, which game to give the most page space to, things like that. Because there weren't many examples for you and Howard to look to for guidance.

	 

	Tilden: The influence of what got the most coverage in the magazine was pretty pure. It was based on how well the game rated on this scale that Nintendo had developed. The rating system [for reviews] was really something. That evolved from a system that Nintendo already had. It looked kind of like a spider web or a wheel, and it had a one-to-five scale, I believe, on each of these spokes. If you drew a line around that, where it landed on each spoke, it was pretty balanced, almost a circle. That was also influential for us in determining how good a game was: Was it fully balanced [on Nintendo's internal scale]? It might be sound, graphics, story, game control, et cetera, and then you looked at the balance of the whole game. Every game was rated by at least three people. Howard; his boss, Don James; and a gentleman named Shigeru Ota, who I think works at the Tetris Company.

	 

	That system evolved over time. Some other people became a part of that system, and sometimes the number of people rating would grow a little or shrink. That early group, we called them the big three. How a game got rated was quite influential in not just getting featured in Nintendo Power, but whether Nintendo was going to provide marketing support and that kind of thing. Mr. Arakawa was really heavily dependent on whether the game itself was solid. So even if the game had a huge license, if it was a crappy game, Nintendo would not get excited about it.

	 

	Craddock: What were other types of coverage besides reviews? 

	 

	Tilden: Yeah, we had a couple of ways. One way was the sweepstakes that we did with the Player's Poll contest. There was a card in the middle [of a magazine] where you rated the games and you answered how old you were and a couple of other key questions. The problem with that is, if you can imagine, we had to develop the card a month before the magazine was published, because you've got to finish it and print it and mail it. Then we would wait for all the cards to come back in. So unfortunately, this card would be created two months before when we get the data back, and like three and a half months before the consumer would get [the magazine] again. With a print vehicle, it became very difficult to be super timely and relevant in that way.

	 

	Another way third-party licensees could get coverage was by offering us really cool prizes to give to our readers. We had the best prices. We gave away the Batmobile from the very first Batman movie starring Michael Keaton. We got invited to that premiere, and I didn't get to go. I was devastated because I really wanted to. We'd get tickets to you anything you can imagine: the Super Bowl the All-Star Games, anything. We met Matt Groening for the Simpsons game, and he hand-finished a poster for them. That was influential. We would go to CES, and then later E3, and talk to people, and they would come up with just really crazy ideas for prizes.

	 

	Craddock: I remember other prizes around WWE, which was WWF at the time.

	 

	Tilden: I've done some things with wrestling characters in various ways. We had all sorts of one-of-a-kind prizes. It was that it was really awesome. People went on some really fun experiences. People often even today, people I work with, are like, oh, we'll send someone to Japan. Those things [trips] were really difficult because you send someone to a country where they don't speak the language or know anything and you're supposed to be their chaperone and figuring it all out for them. It wasn't as fun as someone might think. And in fact, people liked winning stuff more than winning trips.

	 

	There was also a time when Mr. Arakawa used to let me decide what was going to be happening and what was on the cover. I would explain what should be on the cover, and I don't think there was ever too much dispute about it. There are two times I can think of where he wanted to have a large influence over content. One was Tetris, because it just seemed to me that there was not that much to say [about the game]. We did something like a 16-page insert on Tetris and made the Tetris pieces Howard and Nester; it was just this very long article about playing Tetris. The other was Final Fantasy. He really wanted to use the magazine to get players involved with role-playing games. And because it was the biggest genre in Japan, with Dragon Quest and Final Fantasy, it was really important to get that genre to be successful. In the US, it would ultimately mean a great deal of software sales if the consumer would get on board with and understand those games.

	 

	One thing we did was a subscription drive for a free Dragon Warrior game, and we had a player's guide for the game. We also did running coverage of Final Fantasy. We did a promotion where every month it was a different contest that kept building up, and in the end, we did a live role-playing adventure in Tortola. The kid who won, I think he brought two friends and his older brother. They went for a week in Tortola. We came up with so many crazy things. Mr. Arakawa, along with Square, were very much pushing that they wanted the influence of the magazine to get consumers involved with the RPG genre.

	 

	Craddock: I can tell you from my experience that it worked. I discovered Nintendo Power when a friend at school brought in an issue to read. He'd subscribed from issue 1, and he recently gave me his entire stash. He got Dragon Warrior from the subscription drive, and it was too difficult for us to finish, but we had fun playing it. It was our first RPG. Did Nintendo consider that subscription drive a success?

	 

	Tilden: I don't think it met our expectations in terms of how many people subscribed. I remember when we would use big tactics like that, we would get a bump in subscriptions, as you might imagine. Who wouldn't spend $19.99 or whatever to get another year and a free game? But one of the problems with that was that a year later, you would have, say, 400,000 people expiring all at the same time.

	 

	Craddock: Oof. Right, that's a good point.

	 

	Tilden: So we'd have to come up with a follow-up promotion. I remember one of the ideas that I had that was a big idea that I could not sell it as an idea for Nintendo Power, but for Super Mario Bros.: The Lost Levels. We came up with this idea that we would actually use that game as a subscription tactic. I guess the idea was fine, but not as a subscription tool. It ended up being part of Super Mario All-Stars, but I didn't get to use it for the benefit of my department.

	 

	Craddock: What I loved about Nintendo Power as a kid was that every game seemed to have a tailor-made layout. I didn't know the term "layout" back then, but the way I thought of it was that each magazine was like a clubhouse and each section, each game, was a different room of the clubhouse. I read it cover to cover because I had to see what every section looked like. What was the process of, after Nintendo decided a game was worth covering, working with a third-party studio to get assets from them to make those sections so unique?

	 

	Tilden: That's where influence comes in again. We'd try to get authorization to use their artwork. So if you wanted some good pieces of Batman art, and you're going to use them throughout the article, they would have to get permission from Warner Brothers first. It was a big deal, and not that well received in Japan. At first, Howard and I would go to Japan for every issue—the magazine came out every other month at first—and review all the layouts. They had quite a different color palette sense. The colors that they liked were maybe more primary-color focused in terms of greens, and oranges, and pinks. They were very different from [what we liked]. I would make them change it. It was a lot of work. They would say, "Gail, that takes 40 films," and I'd say, "Okay?" It really had to feel like it was for American kids. We put a lot of work into it. Of course, the people who were actually making those changes might say, "Yeah, you 'put a lot of work' into giving an opinion."

	 

	But honestly, we put a lot of thought into whether we thought [a layout] played to the audience and represented the brands, the franchises, the games. It had to have fun and clever things, like the little icons throughout. They would go to the effort to put little icons, like callouts noted with a mushroom [in coverage of a Mario game] or something, right? Each of those little cutout things for all the games was very well thought out, and whether a game had the same background or backgrounds on every page, and whether they matched what was going on in the level [covered on those pages]. Just all kinds of things.

	 

	Craddock: I want to make sure I clearly understand who did what in each country. The publisher in Japan would do the layout with input from you and Howard. Was the writing and editing done at Nintendo of America?

	 

	Tilden: Yeah. We would have an editorial meeting. Howard took part, and the editors, and we would come up with how many pages were going to each game, what was going to be in the cover, et cetera. Then we would create what's called a pagination. If the magazine at the time was 100 pages or 120 pages, we would list what was going on every page. That would go to Japan. We also had to make sure that they got what we called the ROMs. They had to get locked boxes of games that were protected from counterfeiting for them to create all those maps. Then there was some work that would be done by sending things by Federal Express. But until a certain point, all the layout work was done in Japan, and they delivered the files to the printer. What would happen is we'd go to Japan, and all the final editing would be done in Japan, and it was printed in the US. We would be doing the press check, so we would set up everything, we would have to send them any artwork that they were going to get, like photos of Batman or what have you. Then they would send us the proposed layouts.

	 

	Craddock: I haven't worked on a magazine in several years, but that was the mid-2010s, and even then, it was possible to throw a piece of artwork we might have forgotten into an email and say, "Just patch this in really quick."

	 

	Tilden: Yeah, yeah. And it wasn't like you could say, "Oh, well, I didn't get it. I missed my deadline." Yeah, that was not happening. We had to set a really strict schedule.

	 

	Craddock: Did that editorial meeting where you came up with pagination also include considerations like word count for each section, so you could be sure it fit the layout?

	 

	Tilden: It would depend. If you're talking about a game coverage, we would actually work off of character counts for writing that type of layout. If we knew a section was going to take two pages, such as however many pages we had set aside for Classified Information, we knew how much content we could have. That wasn't an issue. Really, it's just an issue with something like a layout with callouts for various tips. Also, a lot of translating from Japanese to English. When Nintendo Power started in 1988, by the time I left Nintendo in 2007, I always had a Japanese assistant. I was very lucky in that I could communicate with Japan through my assistant easily.

	 

	Craddock: I read somewhere that someone gave you the nickname "dragon lady." Was that because of those situations you mentioned where you'd have to insist on alterations?

	 

	Tilden: Yes. I've made a translator cry. I don't mean to sound like I was a big maverick kind of person. It was also naivety on my part. I lacked cultural sensitivity. But this is a situation where we were the customer. We were Nintendo: We were paying for it, marketing it. My group was in charge of it, so I would decide. But if you're working with a culture where if everybody knows that's going to be the bottom line, giving someone the opportunity to reach the conclusion with you is an important part of communication. And believe me, I was missing it for some time. Now, when I'm working with people who are new to communicating with Japanese business partners, I'm very sensitive to how we write emails and how we get to the endgame.

	 

	Craddock: How do you look back on your time running Nintendo Power today, as compared to what you did at Nintendo before that, and later?

	 

	Tilden: I have the first 100 issues bound. It was really nice. Our Japanese counterpart would bind them for us, and I have them on my bookshelf. They're bound in black covers. I love them. The next career I had at Nintendo, which was launching the Pokémon phenomenon, was… I don't know. Nintendo Power was quite autonomous. We were selling a product which was not being sold the same way the video games were being sold. We marketed it ourselves. We developed it, created it. Other people were marketing video games made in Japan that they were developing advertising campaigns on; we were making a product and selling the product. It really was great. I'm still in touch with everyone on that team. We really enjoyed it.

	 

	 

	 


Edge of Insolvency:
Blur's Tim Miller on Xbox, Halo, and Books

	 

	Author's Note: This interview comes from Bet on Black, my Shacknews long read about Microsoft's early history in gaming and the creation and launch of the original Xbox. You can read it for free on Shacknews.com.

	 

	Everyone has habits related to their favorite game developer. Since the mid-1990s, the first thing I'd do upon popping a new CD-ROM from Blizzard Entertainment into my PC was watch the trailers for upcoming games. Yes, even before installing the game for which I'd been waiting months, if not years, and from which I'd torn and discarded shrink wrap on my bedroom floor. Blizzard's cinematics were so impressive that I let always treated my senses to the spectacle of what was coming next before turning my attention to the game in my disc drive.

	Blur isn't a game developer, but the sight of its logo flashing across my screen inspires that same giddy sense of anticipation. Founded in 1995, Blur has built a reputation as a premiere cinematics and animation studio in the film and game industries. I may not be interested in the game that follows Blur's trailer, but I know the trailer itself will make my jaw drop.

	From medical videos on sexually transmitted diseases to watching with pride as Microsoft's Bill Gates and Seamus Blackley took the stage to announce Xbox while using one of Blur's videos as a showpiece to demonstrate the console's capabilities, studio co-founder and Hollywood film director Tim Miller is living the dream. For him, that dream is "making cool shit," whether that's an executive producer role on 2020's Sonic the Hedgehog movie adaptation, directing on the set of Terminator: Dark Fate, or, back in 2000, creating a computer-generated film at the behest of Xbox co-creator Seamus Blackley, who called Tim and asked for a miracle: A jaw-dropping video in three weeks, when he and Bill Gates were scheduled to take the stage at the Game Developers Conference and announce Microsoft's first game console.

	Tim and I talked for an hour about the opportunity to become part of Xbox history, the studio's lean years, his thoughts on building a true work family, our mutual love of reading, and more.

	**

	David L. Craddock: Okay, we're going to talk video games, but first, you have to tell me about your home library. I could stare at that wall of books all day.

	 

	Tim Miller: I'm actually at Blur. It's great, isn't it? My wife made that for me. We have 25,000 square feet of almost empty space now that almost everyone’s working offsite during the pandemic. I think there are four other people who come in with any regularity; it's often me here by myself. I love the place. It's a great studio.

	 

	Craddock: Do you spend a lot of time reading?

	 

	Miller: I'm a huge reader. The bottom part is art books; everything above that is comics. Then I have on my desk, which you can't see over here--I'll turn a bit--there's a stack of regular books, although I haven't read a non-Kindle book in maybe 10 years. I love my Kindle.

	

	Craddock: It's so nice. You can take an entire library with you wherever you are, even on your phone. I'm in the doctor's office in the lobby, reading a Kindle book on my phone. I'm just getting into manga. My wife shows me anime, and I'm a big Dark Souls fan, and I know Hidetaka Miyazaki has said Berserk was a big influence. I bought the collector's edition and have it sitting here—unopened, because I've been working on this Xbox feature for so long, but I'm looking forward to digging into it.

	 

	Miller: Man. Dark Souls. You're a masochist.

	 

	Craddock: Yeah. I've played literally thousands of hours of all those games. I really enjoy them.

	 

	Miller: We did some of the cinematics—I directed one for Dark Souls 2.

	 

	Craddock: That's my favorite one. I'm a vocal minority, but I love Dark Souls 2. The cinematics and everything were really cool.

	 

	Miller: Sadly, I kind of dropped off the video game wagon. We used to have daily Quake games. Descent was really big; Duke Nukem. Then it transitioned into the newer Wolfenstein, but it was more strategy. I just want to get in and shoot people. So I kind of quit playing for a while, and then I'm usually busy. If I do have downtime, I almost always choose a book.

	 

	Craddock: I'm the same way. I use Goodreads to keep track of my yearly reads, and I review everything I read just for the mental exercise as a writer, getting down my thoughts. Right now I'm thinking, I've only read 60 books this year. I'm behind. Not that I want to gamify everything, but I usually read closer to 100. Writing and reading--not a bad way to spend life.

	 

	Miller: I do make a list of what I read and send it to all the artists. I'll send you my book list. My reviews are often very short. I feel like, with the younger folks here, it's so hard to find great books, and I've read so much that I feel like I could keep someone in good books for years at a time. It's subjective, but my dad gave me John Carter Mars in the fifth grade and finished it and begged, "What happens next?!" I haven't stopped since. 

	 

	Craddock: I review books because—and I've found the same thing about video games—I'll play a game, and then a year, five years, 10 years later I'll look at it and go, "Have I played that? Did I like it?" I store all my book reviews in a Google Doc, just to get thoughts down.

	

	Miller: While we're on the subject, the first Xbox [cinematic] that was done for Seamus [Blackley], we were able to do it so fast in part because I had optioned this book called Mindbridge by Joe Halderman. It was the first book I'd ever optioned. These characters go around in these big suits; TAMER suits they're called. We had been building this TAMER suit because we were going to do a proof of concept of Mindbridge. That’s when Seamus called and said, "I've got three weeks. What can you do?"

	 

	Ninety-nine percent of that decision was based on the fact that we already had this model built and rigged. So I wrote something short that I knew we could do. It all came from my love of books.

	 

	Craddock: I'd like to go back. Blur is one of those studios where I always recognize the logo because I've loved your cinematics in games for years. I didn't realize you had also done in the film industry, so this conversation so far--here comes a book joke--has been a prologue.

	 

	Miller: [laughs]

	 

	Craddock: Chapter one is, how did you get started in film and animation?

	 

	Miller: I was trained as an illustrator. I wanted to do editorial illustration and I wanted to write comic books, which I tried to do in New York but couldn't get a job. Nor could I get much of a job doing illustration. I waited on lots of tables; I worked at a bookstore at night. Eventually, I stumbled into a job in Baltimore that made medical films. They had a thing called a Dubner 20k graphics computer. This was back in '89 or something. It was a 256-color paint system, and they said, "Could you learn how to use this thing and help us make medical films?" I'm like, "Sure. I'm a smart guy. I can do that."

	 

	As I learned this program, I thought, “Oh my god, this is the greatest art tool in the history of the world!” It blended in with my nerdy love of sci-fi and I felt like I was on the cutting-edge, I’m Case in Neuromancer, hacking cyberspace. I fell in love with the medium and it completely obsessed me. It was the dawn of the computer-graphics age and every year felt like a new age - the work kept getting better and better. The first film I ever directed was called, "So You Have an STD."

	 

	Craddock: [laughs]

	 

	Miller: But I left there after about a year and went back to Washington, D.C., where I'm from, and worked at a place called Capital Video, doing National Geographic openings and graphic design on the computer. I learned this other French computer system and came out to Las Vegas to demo it at NAB where I got a job offer in L.A. At the time, that was the computer graphics mecca. I moved here to work at a post production house in Hollywood that did mostly commercials. Not HUGE commercials at first, more like Spanish Pampers commercials. But it was fascinating at the time because I was learning so much, you know?

	 

	Craddock: When you set out to found Blur, did you have that mission statement in mind: "We're going to make animations and cinematics." Or did that happen organically?

	 

	Miller: It was Cat Chapman who was our department secretary/producer at Sony; and David Stinnett, who was another animator at Sony. David's a super nerd; we bonded on that level. We had talked to a couple other people in the department--it was originally going to be five of us--but when they realized we we couldn’t take salaries for six months to a year, they said, "Yeah, fuck that." So it was just the three of us.

	 

	It's really still the mission statement now- "Make cool shit." I’m often asked for a more elaborate strategy, but I don’t have one. I just want to make cool shit." [laughs] We took anything that was interesting, but around year two or three, this guy, Trey Watkins came to meet with us. I don't know how he found us. I think this was before the Xbox project. Trey was doing a game called Dark Reign, and another company had been doing cinematics for him but it hadn’t worked out. He said something like, "I had $120,000, but now I've got $40,000. Can you do something?"

	 

	We did, and it didn't suck. Looking at it now, it's primitive, but at the time it was pretty cool. So we started actively looking for more that type of work. And Trey also brought us Return to Castle Wolfenstein, which was really cool. But the great thing about the games industry, aside from generally great people... was that people would come to us and say, "We just want to do something cool for our game. Help us." A lot of that help was storytelling, which is what I love.

	 

	It was an opportunity to make little movies. It's not film effects where somebody's already decided what the story is, how the shots are lit, what the character says. And it's not a commercial where it's 30 to 60 seconds of content. Game cinematics allowed us to tell stories, so we became known as a company that could pick up the ball and run with it instead of needing to be told what to do. We leveled up from there.

	 

	Craddock: So you grew primarily through word of mouth, developers recommending you to other developers?

	 

	Miller: I can tell you that the first six months--it's burned into my brain--was Cat Chapman going, "Hi, I'm Cat Chapman. I'm the producer of a new company called Blur Studio in Venice." Then the next call, and the next call. But I've always been a bit of a networker. We had no sales department for the first 16 years of Blur; it was all me going, "Oh, that project looks cool. I want to work on that." I'd find out who I needed to call, and dial them up, "Hey, I'm Tim Miller. I would love to help with this LEGO thing. It looks really cool."

	 

	Or I’d see a game with mechs - I love mechs - so I'd call and ask, "What can we do?" It was all driven by a passion, but we would do anything I felt the artists could get excited about. I didn't want to give an artist work that they didn't care about doing. And I don't care about too much money, so we were always riding on the edge of insolvency. At least twice a year for the first 16 years of Blur, I would have to make a list of who we’d have to let go if certain jobs don't come in. We've never done layoffs, though; even now, the 120 people who should be in the studio with me are all working from home. We've been very lucky.

	 

	Craddock: My breakout books were a trilogy about the history of Blizzard. I've had people ask, "How'd you talk with so-and-so?" I just emailed them. I just called them. It's funny that people are surprised when you just say you reached out and asked someone. You probably never expected to hear from some dude over LinkedIn: "Hey, can I talk to you about Blur's Xbox cinematic?"

	 

	Miller: [laughs]

	

	Craddock: If you just reach out and ask, most people will say, "Yeah, I'll talk about that."

	 

	Miller: I do that with authors. If I'm interested in a book, I want to talk to the author directly. I'll make contact directly so I can show my enthusiasm. It’s always nice to hear, and it's genuine. Later, you can get to the agents.

	 

	I've managed to befriend a few authors over the years like Joe Abercrombie and China Miéville. Getting to know William Gibson was amazing and he introduced me to Bruce Sterling. John Scalzi’s fantastic. Joe Halderman and his wife, Gay, took me to the Nebula awards (twice) and Gay introduced me to everybody. Even Ray Bradbury! I went last year when Gibson got the Grand Master award and got to sit at his table. I get to talk to Greg Benford, David Brin, etc. etc. so many authors whose work I love. It's the greatest thing.

	 

	Craddock: How'd you decide on Blur as the name?

	 

	Miller: When we had those original five people, we went out to lunch, and said, "Anybody can submit a name." If nobody hated it--it stayed on the list. We came away with a list of names and voted on it and the winner was Spiral Blur. They voted me president of this company-to-be at this meeting and when I went home and told my wife, Jennifer, "Okay, the name of the company is Spiral Blur." She said, "That's a stupid name Tim. You can't do that."

	 

	Cat Chapman was already down registering our company. So I called her and said, "Cat, my first executive decision is to overrule all of you because my wife tells me to. The name should just be Blur."

	 

	Craddock: Already throwing your weight around?

	 

	Miller: [laughs] I know. That wasn’t the last time I had to change course from a stupid idea. 

	 

	Craddock: Did you want to be president of a company? Did you worry that would get in the way of being creative?

	 

	Miller: No. Yes. [laughs] I mean, I didn't want to run a company, and yes, I do think it gets in the way of creativity. There's a whole book to be written on that topic. First of all, everybody thinks, You're an entrepreneur! You must have always wanted to be that! Well, no, I didn't. I just wanted to work on interesting things, and people in charge of companies seemed to care more about money than they did about interesting things. So I thought, Well, if I own a company and I care about interesting things, money can take a backseat.

	 

	All the while, I believed that if you do good work, money will take care of itself somehow. Which is true-ish. I felt like if I wanted to control the work I do, I have to own the company. Then the truth starts to seep in as you hire people. Everybody thinks “the boss” gets to do whatever they want. Well, you don't. If you're not a gigantic asshole, the first thing you learn is, "I need to give all the good stuff to the employees and take the shitty projects. Because if they're not happy, they'll quit and go somewhere else."

	

	So you end up doing the shitty shots. For instance on a game called Interstate 77 we underbid the cinematics - badly. We were doing 11 minutes and ran out of budget with six minutes of animation still to go. So every night after my regular assignments at Blur, I'd animate shots on I77. I did the whole six minutes by myself over four months. If you didn't own the company, you’d never do anything stupid like that.

	 

	So running a company is a mixed bag. Plus there's the fear of not being able to take care of everybody. But there's also joy. A lot of artists have worked here over the years and generally, we get a lot of love from them. Some tell us it's the best place they ever worked. We’ve tried to create a family. You definitely have to turn the other cheek every once in a while though and it’s confusing at times. 

	 

	For instance, once we had two guys who sat next to each other in our modeling department. They both quit within a week of each other. One guy does his exit interview and says, "This is the worst place I've ever worked. It's like the Ninth Circle of Hell. I hate it." The other guy says, "Best place I've ever worked. The only reason I'm leaving is because a game company is offering me $10,000 more and I need to take it for my family."

	 

	How do you run a company where those two different experiences exist simultaneously? They're working on the same projects with the same people, yet one person's experience is, "Ninth Circle of Hell"; the other's is, “Great!”. Over time, you stop sweating it and just think, "I do the best I can." Sometimes it's not the best thing for everybody, but we're not doing this to cheat people." I don't drive a fancy car. Actually, I don't drive any car because mine was stolen yesterday - ha! But before that, I drove a Miata.

	 

	I remember another CG company started nearby in the late 90’s and somebody told me their animators had gone on half pay, while their owner drove up in a new Porsche. I actually commented to someone who was friends with the owner and he said, "Well, it's a lease." Yeah, right, not a good way to run a company. I'm a socialist at heart.

	 

	Craddock: That's something you hear a lot of company leaders say: "We're like a family." Usually, that's some marketing line. I'm not accusing you of that, but I'm genuinely curious what you feel is involved in making a workplace more like a family? How does Blur do that?

	 

	Miller: There are so many ways. In the old days, we tried to give out bonuses when we could; we felt that was important. But study after study shows people don’t really don't value that and we saw that was mostly true. We would give out big bonuses some years and people would say, "Yeah, well, I worked extra so I deserve it." The only bonus I ever got -and I’ve always worked hard- was a cheese log one Christmas.

	 

	We're also very open with employees. We have staff meetings where we tell them what's going on. We care about what they work on. We're trying to help folks out through the Covid lockdowns so they don’t go crazy. We've never laid anybody off, even when it costs a lot of money to retain staff through thin times. I think it comes down to what your attitude is. Do you value these people or not? We’ve always cared if folks are happy, even when we had a reputation as a sweatshop - which we definitely did when I was in charge. But it was because we wanted to do better work than our clients could afford to pay us for. I was there 100 hours a week with everybody else in the trenches. At the time, it made the long hours sort of okay. And I wasn't driving home in a Porsche.

	 

	But ["like family"] is overused, probably.

	 

	Craddock: 2020 feels like a litmus test for a lot of companies. How flexible are they? How much are they going to work with me with all this shit going on?

	 

	Miller: My wife, Jennifer Miller went into action mode. As soon as all the pandemic stuff started, she made sure we could work from home and people could take care of their families. We never made a mandate of, "You have to come back to work on site." We’ve tried to evolve and be flexible, we just sent out an email, "We don't know when this will end, but for the next six months at least, if you need to move out of L.A., your job is safe."

	 

	On the reverse side, you don't always get the respect back and you just have to accept that.

	 

	I remember an argument with an employee after an artist left. I'm complaining because I’m a whiner, "Fuck, man. We paid for his move to come out here from the east coast. He's been here less than a year, and he goes to Blizzard!" The artist I was talking to says, "Tim, he's getting another 15K a year from them. Why do you take this shit so personally? That's bullshit."

	 

	I said, "Let me give you an example. Say there's a kid coming out of college who’s amazing and I can get him for $15K less than I pay you. So I fire you and hire that kid. What would you think of me?" He said, "That would be a dick move!" To which I said, "Why is it a dick move for me, but not for the artist who just left? We moved him and his family out here and he leaves the first chance he gets. Why isn't that a dick move?" No answer. 

	 

	Craddock: I believe you worked on two projects related to the Xbox. First, the logo at the console's startup, correct?

	 

	Miller: We did some logo designs, but I don't think ours was the one that won. We also worked on some interface designs.

	 

	Craddock: We discussed this a bit earlier, but I'd like to start from the beginning. How did your involvement with the Xbox begin?

	 

	Miller: It was Seamus Blackley who came to us and said, "Bill Gates is going to announce the Xbox in three weeks on stage, and I need something to play behind him. What can you do? I hear you guys are the Navy SEALs of 3D Studio Max." So we scrambled to put that piece together with Raven and the robot. Microsoft loved the video.

	 

	And they liked working with us. Then Horace [Luke] called us about the logo stuff. But I don't think that went anywhere other than some prototype designs. My wife, who runs the company now, is a brilliant designer and handled most of the logo exploration. She joined in year three because she said, "I'm never going to see you unless I come and work at Blur." 

	 

	I came up with a lot of interface ideas too but I'm not a designer, so they were more illustrative, conceptual ideas. I don't think any of that was useful.

	 

	Craddock: So Seamus calls and says what he needs. The thought process for Raven and the robot was connected to the Mindbridge video we discussed earlier, correct?

	 

	Miller: It was literally, "What can you do in three weeks?" We'd been doing that test for Mindbridge, and in that book, people get into these robots called TAMERS to explore other planets. We had the robot built, and we had a 3D model of Raven’s head. We quickly designed the rest of her body and did some mocap super-quickly. I wrote it out [for Seamus]: "Okay, here's what we're going to do. We're going to have the robot come out and stomp around, and then it'll split and the girl will come out and she's controlling the robot." Seamus was like, "Okay, great, go."

	 

	We mocapped it, and we worked with this composer named David Norland, who did some fantastic music. It's funny how you remember these moments in time: The final version was playing on our PVR after a horrendous three weeks of long nights. Do you remember those PVR things? They're little disc recorders. The coolest things ever. Anyway, it's playing back, and there's this shot where the camera swoops down in a big arc as Raven's controlling the mech, and it was just so perfect. The music was perfect; the robot was super-cool; Raven looked badass. Everything I wanted in life was on the screen right there. I thought, “I'm living the dream right here!”

	 

	I even started crying, which is not saying much; I get emotional easily and cry all the time. Anyway, it was one of the first times as an owner of Blur that I felt, Wow. We're doing cool shit.
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	Craddock: That's significant because for four or five years at that stage, you'd gotten to work on significant projects like Wolfenstein. What do you think it was about that moment that really drove home your reality for you?

	 

	Miller: There was the not-to-be-overlooked effect of working really hard to achieve something that people thought might not be possible. There's a value to suffering for art sometimes. That was one of those moments. We had suffered. Not for long, but the accomplishment meant something. I tell our artists all the time: "I know you're tired right now, but you will look back on this and remember it with far more pride than the five easy projects last year where you didn't have to work late nights."

	 

	And that's true, but it only works in hindsight.

	 

	Craddock: Besides Seamus needing something in three weeks, were there any other parameters? Did you know, for instance, what the Xbox specs would be so you could create something without giving false impressions of what the console could do?

	 

	Miller: I can't remember what the poly count was; half a million or something. We stayed within the Xbox poly count limit, and the number of shadow-casting light sources the hardware could do. I think it was three; don't test me on that. They wanted to be able to say, "This is pre-rendered but is within the technical specifications of what the Xbox will be able to do in real-time." Later they even recreated our piece for a real-time demo.

	[image: Image]

	Craddock: You mentioned being emotional, and that resonates with me. I think a lot of creative people are emotional whether they want to be or not; when you're pouring yourself into something, seeing it come to fruition, regardless of whether it goes anywhere, is a pretty powerful feeling. Did you get to see the fruits of your labor at the conference where Bill Gates and Seamus showed this thing?

	 

	Miller: [shakes head] I don't remember why, but I didn't go. I don't remember wanting to go and not being allowed. I've been to far more E3s; I think I've only been to GDC four or five times. I've gone to a lot more SIGGRAPHs.

	 

	Seamus was cool and we got along well. We still talk from time to time. I'm friends with Neal Stephenson as is Seamus and Neal was telling me some bizarre, ancient ritual with horseshoes Seamus did for his wedding in Ireland, Seamus was always an interesting guy.

	 

	Nobody viewed Microsoft as being able to compete in the console business at the time, but in hindsight, it seemed to make perfect sense. Seamus was also responsible for another big relationship in my life, which continues today: he introduced me to David Fincher. We're doing Love, Death, and Robots right now for Netflix, and that started because David wanted to do a game about what would happen if a 12.0 earthquake hit L.A. You're a FedEx guy delivering a package downtown when an earthquake hits and you have to get out. Seamus said, "David, you should do a proof of concept and the people who we should go to for that is Blur."

	 

	He brought David down, and we bonded over a love of animation. He really liked the studio and that family atmosphere. Since then he’s helped me with a ton of projects. We tried to get a Heavy Metal film made for years; I did 40 meetings with David with all the top people at the studios. It was great because David’s the alpha dog, so I'd get to sit back and watch how the relationships work. Eventually, when it came time for me to pitch movies, I was sort of a known quantity. I was a guy that David Fincher had said, "This dude sort of has his shit together and is somebody I want to be in business with."
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	Seamus was also around when I had a thing happen with Fucked Company, that website from way back in the dotcom bust era. Back at the dawn of the email, somebody had written to the webmaster at blur.com and criticized a commercial we made. I wrote back, and - trying to be funny - unloaded on the guy. The email exchange went back and forth until he finally sent the emails to fuckedcompany.com.

	 

	So I hit "get mail" one morning, and 600 emails flood my inbox, 400 of which are, "You're the biggest asshole in the universe," and the other 200 are, "You're my hero." The guy had watched a My Simon commercial Blur did some animation on and tracked us down and emailed, "I found this commercial really annoying and unpleasant. What were you thinking?"

	 

	So I write back, "Thank you very much for your critique, Mr. so-and-so. First of all, did you get entirely bored with masturbation and decide to write this email?" It went downhill from there. I have a sophomoric sense of humor at BEST and I was just trying to get a laugh from the other animators. We were only 16 or 20 people back then. Then it went to Fucked Company, and then Salon picked it up,. and for about three days I thought I'd destroyed my company.

	 

	Craddock: Was your wife involved with the company at this point? You mentioned her running it, and I can only imagine what she must have thought about this situation.

	 

	Miller: Well, it was just another in a long string of disappointments by me. [laughs] So, you know. I don’t have the best filter. I do try to be more careful these days. When we were shooting Terminator [Dark Fate], Mackenzie Davis and I would have some lively debates and she’d often explain why something I’d said was insensitive. And she was always right.

	So I try harder. I don't want to hurt anybody's feelings.
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	Craddock: I've read studies that say people who read more are more empathetic and willing to grow. So, you and I are very thoughtful, erudite gentlemen.

	 

	Miller: I like that. I read yesterday that for introverts who read a lot, it’s their way of building a broad set of experiences. There was an article about how Steve Jobs said that if you want to differentiate yourself, go to a foreign country and have experiences that are unique or at least not normal. Readers do that by experiencing [events, people, and places] vicariously.

	I cannot tell you the value I feel I’ve gotten from being a reader - especially when it comes to ideas. If I had a dollar every time I’ve run into a problem and thought, “hold on, I read a scene in a book where this happened and,” I have a store of problem-solving ideas based on the hundreds of books I've read, and I'm not afraid to steal from my betters.

	 

	Craddock: Back to Xbox, what did getting to work on not only a new console, but the first console made by Microsoft, mean for you and for Blur at that point in its history?

	 

	Miller: We were still 16 to 20 people in a building of about 4,000 square feet. It was a nice size. I can tell you that when Microsoft optioned Raven and Rex, it was the first time somebody had given us money for nothing. That was an eye opener. I was like, "Hey, original content is great!" Not because I care about money, but I care about what money represents in terms of the company. I'm not a worrier, but there's always the concern of, how are we going to make payroll?

	 

	Every time you make a connection, whether it's a big game company like EA or Ubisoft, or Microsoft, you feel like, Okay, this is good. We’re going to build on this relationship. They've got a lot of stuff coming, and I can keep work coming in the door. You feel like you're building momentum. Back then, every project felt like that, but Xbox was the biggest thing we'd done by far. Until then, it'd been little bits and pieces. Working on Xbox felt like we were on a much bigger stage.

	 

	I always felt this sense of personal creative destiny, which is total ego bullshit of course. But I thought, "All right, now we're going to really do something cool!" 
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	Craddock: Final question. Top five favorite books, but they can be in any order except for number one.

	 

	Miller: Best Served Cold by Joe Abercrombie. Count Zero by William Gibson, the second book in the Sprawl series. Perdido Street Station by China Miéville. Snow Crash by Neal Stephenson. Beat the Quarters by C. S. Forrester. Best Served Cold and Count Zero might be a tie. Fantasy and sci-fi are at war in my head. And Best Served Cold must be listened to on Audible.

	 

	Craddock: You recommend the audiobook?

	 

	Miller: The guy who reads it -Steven Pacey- is amazing. I want to have his baby. I've listened to his books so many times. He’s helping me on a story for Love, Death & Robots this year.

	 

	It’s a story that I’ve always loved, but could never get the rights for. I finally dug up an illustration I'd done-from the story- for a fan magazine in high school. It was Richard Kadrey talking about J. G. Ballard’s work. I hoped that would show just how much and how long I’d loved the story and that I'm not just some Hollywood guy. And it worked, finally, they let me have it.

	 

	 


Turning Corners: Shaping the Xbox

	 

	Author's Note: This interview comes from Bet on Black, my Shacknews long read about Microsoft's early history in gaming and the creation and launch of the original Xbox. You can read it for free on Shacknews.com.

	 

	BEFORE MICROSOFT'S CUSTODIAL STAFF COULD wash the blood from the walls of the conference room where the Valentine's Day Massacre took place, the Xbox team was already looking ahead to their next hurdle: The 2000 Game Developers Conference, just one month out. 

	Looking back, the Valentine's Day Massacre became arguably the most important date in Xbox history. Before then, the console was like an assemblage of pieces and parts still to be assembled into a top-of-the-line race car. The moment Gates and Steve Ballmer gave their collective nod, all those components flew together into a vehicle expected to go from zero to 1,000 miles per hour in a single heartbeat. GDC was just the first of many laps the team would have to navigate over the next 18 months.

	 

	


Part 1: Raven and the Robot

	 

	Bill Gates planned to share the stage with Seamus Blackley, whose contributions to and enthusiasm for what Xbox would represent—a platform by developers, for developers and players—made him the perfect tag-team partner for Gates. 

	 

	Planning got underway. Blackley tracked down Microsoft's design pro, Horace Luke, to brainstorm a prototype unit that would serve as the perfect representation of what Xbox would offer—one day, when its specs were set in stone, and the team had settled on designs for pesky little details like controllers and the console itself. They would also need tech demos to give developers, the conference's target audience, an impression of how powerful the Xbox would be—one day.

	 

	In the middle of wrangling demos, bargaining with tech companies like Intel, AMD, and NVIDIA, and scouting developers to make games for Xbox, two things happened in rapid succession. The first was a leak about the platform's existence that dribbled out of Microsoft and into the bucket of one of the industry's most venerated publications. 

	 

	TOM RUSSO (editor, Next Generation magazine): I have still never gone on record with my sources. At the time it was the nature of the job to just be talking to everyone, I had a lot of friends at developers, publishers, people generally liked what we were doing at the magazine, essentially we were articulating the stories behind all the amazing technology and artistry going into making games that was simply being dismissed as kids' stuff by the general population. So there was a lot of goodwill.

	 

	In the summer of '99, an independent developer, whom I trust implicitly, told me they heard about it from someone who they worked with at Microsoft. I mentioned it to Chris Charla, and it was in the back of our minds, when I got confirmation from another friend of mine who worked at a third-party publisher who heard it directly from Microsoft. Once I had two very separate sources, with different pathways into Microsoft saying the same thing, we felt comfortable running with what we had. The fact that it was just such a big idea.

	 

	After discussing it with Chris Charla that night, he had half the story already written when I got in the next day, and we finished it together. We got a firm "no comment" from Microsoft, and the story it ran in the October '99 issue. After that we continued to publish news on the story monthly as we got it. We had most of the story before Bill Gates took the stage at GDC 2000 to make Microsoft's entry into the console business official.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY (co-creator of Xbox): Someone leaked to him. It's a funny story— he called me (he knew me a bit) as I was driving to the mocap session for the robot/raven demo. I kept denying and denying which was hilarious since I was literally in the middle of getting the GDC 2000 announcement happening. I can't remember if he believed me or not. We are close friends to this day as a result of that, even though I stonewalled him. He always has that over me, and I have never found out how he figured it all out. Intrepid guy, the motherfucker.

	 

	TOM RUSSO: After the official announcement, we got a lot of access to the folks at Microsoft, including project leads Seamus Blackley and Ed Fries, who I got to know better in the time after and still have a huge amount of respect for. The toll this project exacted on both of them, the stress, personally, I think was tremendous. There was enormous pressure from the company but also internally, on themselves, they both cared very deeply about not screwing it up. If you asked them I'm sure they would both tell you they suffer remnants of Xbox PTSD. 

	 

	It was one of those "once in a lifetime" story opportunities. It definitely felt like that at the time, and to this day. 

	 

	Word of the Xbox spread through the industry, but Microsoft wouldn't (and couldn't) let it interrupt preparations for GDC.

	 

	ROBBIE BACH (Chief Xbox Officer): The way I would describe Seamus would be exceptionally passionate. He was deep into the concept: loved the concept, loved the idea, believed in it in a big way. He was a super-creative guy and was a bit of a showman, and good at it. In the early days when we were in the evangelism stage for Xbox, he played a pivotal role. The reason he was on-stage with Bill was because he was a great salesperson for that kind of thing. He could speak to developers in a compelling, evangelical way.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: I think I was onstage because we built the stuff. Because that was our thing. It was genuine because unlike a lot of situations in big corporations where you have someone giving the demo who's a political leader of something or the marketing person, I had the incredible honor of being the guy who was most excited about this thing; who had spent the most time with it and led the team to build it, also talking about it.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS (co-creator of Xbox): I realized for the GDC announcement we had to have something on-stage so people knew we weren't all smoke and mirrors. If you think about it, whenever there was an announcement of a new Sega, Sony, or Nintendo platform, what did they look like? They looked like PCs. You had a custom-developed circuit board that fit into a PC housing. That was the target. Program on a PC, download the program onto the development system, and then run it. But if we went out in front of the most cynical and skeptical audience you can imagine—the game development community—and showed them something that looked like a PC, we were done. That was the fear. At the same time, we hadn't designed the console yet. We didn't know what it was going to look like.

	 

	The suggestion I made to Seamus and the team was, 'We've got to build something that is clearly not a PC, but at the same time, something that wouldn't necessarily be confused for actually being a console.' We built this gigantic chrome X. In one of the legs, we had the motherboard. We crammed a DVD drive crammed into another leg, and the hard drive in another. It looked fantastic and weighed a ton, and it was obviously not something people would be able to buy. Now we had to unveil what it was going to look like.

	 

	DAN 'ELEKTRO' AMRICH (editor, GamePro magazine): In 2000, I do remember being at GDC and thinking the chrome prototype was super cool.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY (co-creator of Xbox): The reason for it was to be a show car. We were still an unofficial project at that point with no budget. We had to figure out how to build something that would be a credible console to the world when they saw it, but that obviously wasn't a final product because there's no way you can make a final product with no budget and a small team.

	 

	We stress-tested them, put them in cases, dragged them up and down stairs, threw them across the parking garage, and opened them up and saw they still worked. It was a labor of love for a very small group of people that seemed like a big corporate effort from the outside.

	 

	On the hunt for a purveyor of jaw-dropping visuals, Seamus turned to Blur Studio, a company founded on the premise of creating special effects and films. 

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: The video game audience is attuned to any sort of bullshit; developers even more so. We needed to be really honest and couldn't bullshit on any technical specs. We couldn't bullshit about demos. We needed to have things running in real time because they would be tested and dissected frame by frame.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: I'm very proud of the fact that we never showed a single demo—internally, or at GDC, or to a developer—that wasn't running on our hardware. One exception was that at GDC, we showed a pre-rendered video that the team at Blur Studios made.

	 

	TIM MILLER (director, co-founder of Blur Studios): The first Xbox demo that was done for Seamus, we were able to do it so fast in part because I had optioned this book called Mindbridge

	by Joe Halderman. It was the first book I'd ever optioned. These characters go around in these big suits; Tamer suits they're called. We had been building this Tamer suit because we were going to do a proof of concept of Mindbridge. Ninety-nine percent of that decision was based on we already had this model built and rigged. I wrote this special thing that I knew we could do. It came from my love of books. 

	 

	Seamus called me and said, "Bill Gates is going to announce the Xbox in three weeks on stage, and I need something to play behind him. What can you do? I hear you guys are the Navy SEALS of 3D Studio Max." So we killed ourselves to put that piece together with Raven and the robot. Then Microsoft bought the rights to those characters and built a game around them that I don't think was ever published, although I did see a demo. It was a terrible idea, the game. We didn't have anything to do with it.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: We said, 'This is using poly counts, geometry, and shaders that will be available in real-time when we get the final chip, and this is what it will look like.' That's the only thing we ever showed where we said, 'We've shown you stuff on current-generation hardware, but the next iteration, the one we'll have in production units, will be further along. We'll show you a video of that now.'

	 

	And sure enough, it looked like it did when we got things running in real-time. I'm very proud of the fact that everything else we showed from the beginning to the end was actual, real, no-smoke-and-mirrors, could-have-failed-at-any-moment game demos.

	 

	The last obstacle for the team before the presentation was rehearsal for the presentation itself. Gates, a pro at speaking with audiences, made his way through the script step by step, until his PR handler took umbrage with a character made by one of the developers the Xbox team hoped to court.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: It's the night before the keynote. We're in the auditorium: Seamus, me, Bill, Bill's PR person, and a few other people. We did a run-through: 'Bill, we're going to go over here; now we're going to go over there.' Then he said, 'Show me the demos you guys are going to do.' So we showed him. At one point, we had arranged for a couple of videos to show. One was the demo that we did with Tim [Miller] and the team at Blur Studios to show what a real-time [application] would be. Another was a demo with Midway Games. We'd arranged a video clip about Ready 2 Rumble with Afro Thunder talking about that.

	 

	When we showed it to Bill's PR person before rehearsal, she lost her mind. 'No freaking way are we going to show that.' Here's a somewhat-caricatured African American, and Microsoft had just had a flare-up where there was clipart, stock photography, for Office, and one was an African American family sitting in front of what's commonly referred to as monkey bars. If you put in the word 'monkey,' you got this smiling African-American family because it returned monkey bars.

	 

	Some felt it was offensive because there was a secret racist at Microsoft who coded it so that if you put in 'monkey,' you'd see this African-American family. It was coded so that "monkey" returned [images of] monkey bars.

	 

	CNN MONEY (June 30, 1999): A new lawsuit accuses Microsoft Corp. of including a racially insensitive graphic in its popular publishing software that suggests a connection between black people and monkeys. John Elijah filed the complaint Tuesday in U.S. District Court in San Diego, claiming Microsoft's Publisher 98 program contains 'an inherently racist element' in its image gallery. Elijah is suing Microsoft (MSFT) for $75,000 in damages for extreme humiliation, embarrassment and emotional distress. According to the filing, Elijah, a field supervisor at Janus Corp., was subjected repeatedly to racist comments and behavior after being exposed to the image in the presence of several co-workers, all of whom are white.

	 

	WIRED (July 1, 1999): Microsoft's [spokesperson Adam] Sohn said that there are several other photos of the black couple sitting on the swings and without any playground equipment, and they do not appear when the word 'monkey' is typed in. Sohn said that there are 18 keywords associated with this picture, and one of them is 'monkey bars,' a piece of playground equipment. However, the search function reads 'monkey' and pulls up the picture of the couple. Other keywords that pull up the picture include 'man,' 'woman,' and 'playground equipment.' Sohn said that the offending problem was discovered in early 1999 by a Microsoft employee testing the software. He said that the company acted quickly to correct the problem, and informed all registered users of the software by 7 May.

	 

	The company consulted two leaders in the black community, Bill Gray of the United Negro College Fund and Henry Louis Gates Jr., chair of the African American studies department at Harvard University, for advice, and created a special patch for users to download to correct the problem. Despite the efforts to correct the problem, Sohn understands why people were upset. 'The net result of the search was offensive and inappropriate,' he said. 'We certainly regret any offense, inconvenience, or discomfort this may have caused anyone and we are deeply committed to doing everything possible to prevent something like this from happening in the future.'

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: Bill made a big donation, and we apologized. His PR person was like, "Great. We just dealt with this scandal. Now Bill's going to do this presentation, and the headline the next day is going to be, 'Bill Gates insults African-Americans.'" My response was, 'You don't think the headline's going to be, "Bill Gates unveils game console?'' She said, "No way. We're not going to do it."

	 

	We run through all this with Bill. I, not being particularly worried about my job security, I said, 'There is this one other thing, Bill, but Mitch doesn't want us to do it.' He goes, 'I'd like to see it.' Mitch is shooting daggers out of her eyes at me. We roll the thing. He looks at it, thinks for a moment, and says, 'Okay. So, that's an actual video game character from a real video game?' We said, 'Uh-huh.' He said, 'People in the audience who see this will know who that character is?' I said, 'Uh-huh.' He said, 'I don't see a problem with it. It's not like we're poking fun at him, or he's somehow a negative character. Let's do it.' And boy was she angry. That ended up going into the demos. Sure enough, the headlines the next day were not 'Bill Gates insults African-Americans.' Not one person to my knowledge ever found offense with that clip.

	 

	


Part 2: Elevator Action

	 

	After weeks of long nights and stress headaches, the Xbox team looked forward to their console being on the tip of every developer's tongue. The announcement would be like the words to an incantation, a spell that, once spoken, would imbue them with the strength to will the machine into existence. First, they had to muster the courage to step on stage and speak the spell.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: That morning, we were in the Wall Street Journal, in this very plauditory article by Dean Takahashi about how these four renegades inside of Microsoft were able to make this thing happen. Then Bill does his thing and it went really well despite our fears that demos would crash or something like that, the fights we had to have to get certain content in the demo.

	 

	ROBBIE BACH (Chief Xbox Officer, Microsoft): Take a look at the video of Seamus onstage with Bill, showing the first four demos of what we were projecting the Xbox could produce. That was from the Game Developers Conference 2000 or 2001 in San Jose. Those four videos—bouncing ping-pong balls, giant robots—those were of Seamus's creations. I'm sure a bunch of other people helped with the work, but Seamus was the maestro of that demonstration, and of the big, black metal Xbox, which was nothing but a showpiece. It was never part of the design methodology, but it was cool.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: I remember being almost catatonic with panic that morning. I thought that would end my career if I fucked up. Bill absolutely understands that moment of doing something for the first time, of figuring it out and the privilege and thrill of that. I think that's what I wanted. People would say, "It reminds Bill of the old days." All these guys who"d been at Microsoft for a long time—like Rick Rashid—who would tell me, "You remind me of us when we were young."

	 

	That was a big compliment from them. "Hey, that crazy red-headed guy reminds us of when we were young!" Yeah, except that when you were young, you didn't have this bureaucracy you had to face.

	 

	TIM MILLER (director, co-founder of Blur Studios): Microsoft loved the video. They were so happy with it, so Seamus said, "I want to do something great for Jeremy," meaning Jeremy Cook, [our supervisor at the time] who works for Microsoft now. He said, "I want to do something nice for him. I want to send him a stripper." He had our secretary, who still works here, pick out a stripper from a local place. The stripper did this whole thing where she pretended to be a FedEx delivery person and then started doing a strip-tease thing in the middle of the [office]. It was a whole different attitude back then. There was not a project that ended without a few grams of cocaine involved in the [final] push. Our first big SIGGRAPH party was when we did the South Park movie. One side was heaven and the other was hell. Hell was full of strippers dancing on the animators' table, and heaven was piles of Krispy Kreme donuts in our building next door. It was a different age.

	 

	Then, for some reason, Microsoft liked working with us and Horace [Luke] called us about the logo stuff. But I don't think that went anywhere other than that we tried. The interface design we proposed was really not good. I think I came up with a lot of the ideas but I'm not a designer, so they were more illustrative, conceptual ideas. I don't think any of that was useful.

	 

	Over the coming months, developers and publishers would make their thoughts on Microsoft stepping into the ring against Sony, Microsoft, and Sega. The aftermath of GDC gave them an early taste of what they might expect.

	 

	DAN 'ELEKTRO' AMRICH (editor, GamePro magazine): Sony made video players and Walkman. Microsoft made Excel. The skepticism was understandable. Microsoft was also one of those companies people loved to hate. There was always a stigma—"oh, Bill Gates is a super-rich nerd" and strange biases about the company and its personalities that had little to do with the products they made. It was "I don't like big companies" and "why does he have all this money" and of course lots of jokes about their consoles blue-screening.

	 

	But honestly, they were the new player in the realm, so any challenger is going to be greeted with skepticism—show, don't tell. Until people tried the games themselves, there would be no reason to trust in the new platform.

	 

	TOM RUSSO (editor, Next Generation magazine): At the time, and where we were in terms of the evolution of electronic devices, it was essentially the logical step in the cold war between Sony, who owned the living room with TVs and audio, and Microsoft, who owned the office and the home PC OS. A set-top game device with PC and internet functionality was the trojan horse to the living room. For these companies, it was a much bigger play than just "people like games" which probably wouldn't have moved the needle to the same degree, certainly not just within Microsoft, who had been experimenting and failing with early "WebTV" devices.

	 

	DAN 'ELEKTRO' AMRICH: I was slightly skeptical, but not too much. I had used Microsoft's game controllers at that point, and felt they were fundamentally good hardware; I figured, well, if it's an extension of this games-focused group, I'm interested. I remember hearing rumors that the original Xbox was basically just going to be a PC, and I thought that was a double-edged sword—if it were true, it was good news for developers, because the pipeline would likely be built with solid tools.

	 

	On the other hand, we'd seen PC games move to consoles where they didn't feel right, and I was concerned about whether the machine would have its own identity or would be a dumping ground for quick ports. 

	 

	With the stress of the announcement behind them, the Xbox team looked forward to what came immediately after: A party whose awesomeness was commensurate with the weight of the project they had worked so hard to publicize. 

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS (co-creator of Xbox): The schedule we were on was insane. We were doing so much stuff. And part of it was—not for me, but for others—there was a calculated move to create separation between the Xbox team and stodgy old Microsoft. That was something that came up in focus groups: "I don't really trust Microsoft to build a game console. But if you say there's this thing called Xbox, and it's backed by Microsoft—Microsoft's money, Microsoft's power, Microsoft's technological know-how—then that's a different story."

	 

	We seemed to go a little extra crazy at trade shows. When we announced the Xbox at GDC, a bunch of things happened.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: We had some big dinner planned after the keynote. I had to go to this thing, had to do press all day. I don't know if you've spent much time in the Convention Center, but the trolley line goes between the big auditorium and the convention center. After the keynote and everybody had left, after I'd apologized to the AMD people, I went to walk across the street and stepped in front of the trolley. I had to be pulled back. I was so in a different world, so exhausted. I felt a real sense of redemption in some ways.

	 

	I also felt we had cemented the project now. It would be very hard for Microsoft not to do it after that. Which sounds ludicrous, but you have to understand: It was 10 guys and a dream, but now Bill Gates was there at the Game Developers Conference so it was going to happen. It was really hard to describe what a corner it turned.

	 

	Then I discovered I had to do press all day, so I was exhausted from saying the same thing over and over again to people. I had all these journalists who were happy to talk to me because I was trying to be genuinely enthusiastic as I talked with them and listened to them. So we get to this dinner at this restaurant on top of a parking structure.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: This restaurant is on top of a parking garage. You have to take an elevator to get up to it. We're blowing off steam, and a lot of the long-time Microsoft guys who'd done much better than us in life were being super-loud. The maître d's like, "You're disturbing the other customers," and they said, "We'll buy their dinners!" and being generally obnoxious.

	 

	We all got on the elevator, and I mean we all got on the elevator. We pressed one, and the door's still open, but the elevator starts to descend. Seamus is talking to somebody else.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: We went up there and had some champagne, and there were all these people who suddenly knew who I was and wanted to talk to me. I was trying to be nice, but I was so tired. I wanted to sleep and try to figure out what the fuck had just happened. A bunch of people came along with me. We all got in this elevator to go down from the top of this parking structure to the bottom and walk across the street to our hotel.

	 

	There were too many people in the elevator. I think I said, "Fuck it, don't worry about it," and hit the down button.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: Seamus looks around and sees his party leaving, so he jumps into the elevator. We're in free fall. People are like, "Oh, shit. What's going to happen when we get to the bottom?"

	 

	We crash at the bottom.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: The elevator went into some sort of safety mode. It was a hydraulic elevator with a big hydraulic piston in the middle. It started to just fall. It wasn't a fast fall, but it descended more rapidly than one would have wanted, in a way one wasn't used to. It hit the bottom springs and everybody fell down. The door opened with the floor halfway up the door. Alarms are going off.

	 

	Right at that moment, there was this this Blackley's Razor test: Who had been a hoodlum in high school, and who hadn't? The guys who had done exploits before—me included—immediately took off, while the good citizens were there saying, "Oh, we should call someone."

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: Nobody's really hurt because we only dropped, like, five floors and it's not like we were at terminal velocity. 'Should we wait here for the police?' The other half were like, 'Get the door open! Run!' So of course, Monday morning, the Wall Street journal is like, 'Xbox team breaks elevator.' I'm not sure how they knew about that, but it was interesting.

	 

	


Part 3: World Warriors

	 

	"If you build it, they will come" worked for Kevin Costner. For the Xbox team, convincing developers that Microsoft could hang in the console business would take more than a chrome "X" and flashy demos.

	 

	The Xbox crew planned to divide and conquer, visiting studios around the globe to fulfill Ed Fries's portfolio approach to recruitment: Representation for as many genres as possible. Japanese companies were the hardest to win over. Sega, Sony, and Nintendo had roots in the east, and, while occasionally difficult to work with, had proven track records of success. When Capcom's executive received visitors from Microsoft, Resident Evil creator Shinji Mikami asked, in Japanese, how they defined the vision of their console. Nintendo made toys. Sony made entertainment. What did Microsoft seek to create?

	 

	Kevin Bachus's palms grew sweaty as he waited for his translator to explain what Mikami had asked. Another team member failed to answer, and Mikami stormed from the room. When Bachus finally received a translation, he fumed. He'd been ready to answer, "Games are art." That was how he and Seamus Blackley thought of games and game development.

	 

	That meeting could have changed the course of gaming history. Complaining publicly that PlayStation 2's Emotion Engine overcomplicated development, Mikami and Capcom signed a deal with Nintendo that brought a Resident Evil 4, Dead Phoenix (eventually cancelled), and three other games—known as the "Capcom Seven"—to Nintendo's next-gen console, the GameCube, which would be competing with Xbox.

	 

	Some developers at Microsoft failed to grasp the significance of getting Japanese developers on their side. Blackley, Bachus, Fries, and others made it their priority to convince them and as many other global developers as they could visit that Xbox would be the ultimate curation platform for their works of art.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY (co-creator of Xbox): I was freaking out and saying, 'No, we need to get these guys. I need to go talk to these guys.' They were like, 'Okay, go do whatever you need to do.' I've gone through all this shit. I understand something about it, and the problem isn't the platform. It's the business behind taking risks on new ideas. We can't solve the problem entirely from the standpoint of a platform, especially if we're not willing to write big checks to developers. What Sony does, and what Nintendo does in a different way.

	 

	[Former President of Sony Interactive Entertainment Shuhei] Yoshida-san is one of my favorite people. Shu is a gentleman, a real gamer, with a big heart, and he takes risks. He fucking bets on black. He finds talented people and he backs them. If they fuck up and milestones are missed, he keeps backing them because he knows that's where really special things come from. That takes incredible amounts of courage, and that's something hard for a company to learn, especially a company like Microsoft which, at the time, had no idea that [video games] was an entertainment business, not a platform business.

	 

	ED FRIES (vice president, Microsoft Game Studios): I was head of first-party. Third-party relations were under J Allard pre-launch. Post-launch, I was put in charge of that too. I was running both our internal game production and flying around the world talking to Electronic Arts, Activision, Take-Two, and Japanese developers, trying to convince them to support Xbox.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS (co-creator of Xbox): I was publisher relations. We were in charge of concept submission and the head-end of stuff, managing the portfolio and that sort of thing. I think we did a lot of meetings at E3 2000. That's where we had a lot of the business conversations, and we had a lot of the technical conversations probably at or before GDC [2000].

	 

	We went on a tour, Seamus and I, where we met with game publishers. We did this in two phases. We were advised by Jennifer Booth, who had worked for Sony and helped them launch PlayStation, that it was best to first go in and get the hearts and minds of developers. It was very heavily scripted. We're talking mostly about publishers more so than developers.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: There were times I had to go out with straight-up yakuza guys. There was no Microsoft executive who would go to dinner with yakuza guys. It had to be me. People would look at you funny for that, and I didn't know how to do that. I didn't want to do that. I didn't want to swallow live fish in Japanese drinks and have Japanese guys make fun of me for being white and turning colors. But I did it because I had a sense of adventure about it, and it worked out. It was hard, and Brett [Schnepf, Xbox developer] really helped me there. He came with me on a couple of those trips. One time he got me home safe, and God bless him for that.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: For the first circuit, we went around with a very tight PowerPoint and demos we showed people that really were focused on the technical capabilities of the system we were building. What was the performance going to be like? How will it work? What was the console going to be, and what would it be like to develop for it? What was our philosophy behind building it?

	 

	We met with technical staff mostly, but of course executives wanted to be in as well. But it was more a technically focused, 'What is this thing going to be and how will it work?' That was phase one. We did a tech-focused presentation: 'This is the NVIDIA chip. This is the Intel chip. This is the hard drive.' We got them all excited and showed them demos working on actual hardware. ' We had to disabuse them of this knowledge that hardware that began life in the PC world couldn't step up and deliver.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: I went to go meet with Tomonobu Itagaki because we needed a fighting game and I really liked fighting games. Our first meeting was so odd. It was at their office, and he walked in wearing his sunglasses and his black jacket. Back then he was very standoffish. He didn't want to talk to me until we'd played Dead or Alive together. He wanted to see if I could play the game. We fought, and then he talked to me once he figured out I could play. I could be trusted. When we showed the game, I think I was the only person who was allowed to have it by myself. Every other person had to have one of Tecmo's staff with them.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: Then we did a second round of meetings talking about the process. I had members of my team with me during phase two. I think J may have been in a lot of those meetings. It was a lot of, "Yes, there will be royalties; here's what they'll be. There will be an approvals process; here's how that will work."

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: There was no approval process [at that stage]. We were just trying to seem serious. That was fronting. That was total fronting.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: Phase two was, what's the approval process going to be like? How will manufacturing work? How do you submit to QA? That sort of thing. That was a presentation. It was grueling. We did this over several days on multiple continents. We split the content in each of the meetings. I did a lot of the presentation, a lot of the setup; Seamus did more of the technical specifics.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: Really, the most important thing I did, aside from not giving up when it was hard early on, was go everywhere and meet every developer to convince them. That was the most important thing I did. Everything else paled in comparison. I remember coming back to Microsoft sometimes and finding all the political machinations going on. My office had been moved; this guy's claiming credit for this stuff. That didn't matter. The only thing that mattered was having developers believing in the platform. We would have taken anything from any of the good developers with almost no approval. But you can't say that.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: I found myself saying things that don't make sense if an audience isn't [familiar with context]. Like, 'As I was saying earlier today...' And people were like, 'Well, we don't give a shit what you said to other people.' Because we did the same presentation over and over, answering the same questions, it messed with the way I presented things. I talked mostly about the philosophy, the bigger-picture stuff. Seamus talked more about nuts and bolts, the technical aspect of it. I don't believe he was in the second round of meetings because I think he was busy supporting developers.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: I showed up to EA Vancouver, and the guys running Vancouver, a very important studio for EA, were Don Mattrick and Paul Lee. There was a fancy new office in Vancouver. They had a big theater in there, and I'd brought along the prototype and was going to do a demo. The two guys who ran it came and said, 'You're not giving your demo. We're not letting you talk to our guys.' It was a bullshit political move, but I didn't know that at the time. I was a 20-something. They said, "We don't believe you're going to get this done. This is a bullshit project, Seamus. Come on. You're the Trespasser guy, " because EA was the publisher of Trespasser. They were insulting me about that.

	 

	They didn't think Microsoft could ever make a console. And mind you, this is the guy who ended up being the Xbox boss for some period of time. Eventually I just called Bill's office. I was like, 'Is Bill around? I'm at EA, and these guys don't believe Microsoft is going to support this console and need Bill to talk to them or something.' Whoever answered the phone for Bill—Bill always had a tech guy working for him; that's what Gabe Newell was, and the guy who runs Sucker Punch; Brian [Fleming, co-founder]is a really good guy—it was the tech guy, and he said, "Bill is traveling, but that's crazy. Bill would be really pissed off to hear that." This is on speakerphone. That scared these guys enough that they let me do the presentation.

	 

	Developers viewed the final form of the Xbox with mixed feelings. Weighing in at seven pounds, it took the form of a wide, thick black box, the top concave to accommodate plastic bars that formed an "X." 

	 

	ED FRIES: What Xbox really ended up being was something in between: ideas from what the Windows CE team did, and what we thought we could do originally with Xbox. 

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: The hard drive, but also, air cooling. There needed to be air circulation to cool the graphics chip and, to a lesser extent, the CPU. The power supply was also enormous. We didn't want to do an external brick, but that meant the power supply had to be large. They came back and said, "We've laid it out into a rectangle. This is the size." We could create something artistic out of plastic over that rectangle, but that's the rectangle we had to enclose.

	 

	They said, "We spent so much money on the GPU and hard drive that we can't spend a lot of money on the fancy plastic and do the cool stuff you guys have in mind. We're not even going to do a dual-tone paint job like you wanted. We're basically going to do injection-mold plastic, and whatever color plastic we choose—probably black—is how it's going to be. And we'll put a little medallion on the top, and we're done."

	 

	DON COYNER (marketing on Xbox): The Xbox can also heat your house.

	 

	ED FRIES: It was the first game console that shipped with a hard disk and had an x86 processor. The internal architecture was basically a PC that had a North and South Bridge, which has something to do with what connects parts of the PC together. They had tweaked a few parts as a copy protection mechanism to make it a little harder for people to crack, but that was done almost as an afterthought. There wasn't much effort put into that. Hardware-wise, it was very much a PC.

	 

	ROBBIE BACH (Chief Xbox Officer): Function over form. That box was not designed from the box out to in; it was designed from the inside hardware out. We figured out what layout we could get done. We looked at the heat dynamics and said, 'This is the enclosure we need.' We put a cool logo on it to make it look cool. We gave it the fan look so that it looked like it had some design element to it, and it actually helped dissipate heat. And we called it good.

	 

	The original Xbox was much more, this has to ship on this date so this is what we've got, and it's off-the-shelf parts so there's only so much I can do, and it generates X amount of heat, oh, and it's got a hard drive in it. The enclosure guys said, 'Well, if that's what we've got to deal with...'

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: Unfortunately, it wasn't the console of our dreams. We'd spent so much money on the hard drive and other components that Microsoft wanted to share some money off of it. We had this enormous rectangle that we had to build plastic around, and we didn't want to spend much on the plastic, so that became Xbox.

	 

	ROBBIE BACH: The original idea was to have the Xbox logo light up when you turned it on. Of course, that turned out to be not cost effective and probably not practical, so we went with the green half ball on the top that no one ever figured out why it was there.

	 

	While Xbox was in development, a few engineers eyed other markets to conquer and set their sights on Nintendo's Game Boy. Their response: the "Xboy," a working name for a prospective handheld system.

	 

	ROBBIE BACH: These people really thought about it. They'd done some exploration and looked into what the architecture would look like. There was a PowerPoint plan for it. To my knowledge, no actual work ever got done and no resources ever got approved. But certainly there were people who had done due diligence and put together a plan.

	 

	


Part 4: What the Gates is Cookin'

	 

	Nearly one year after announcing the Xbox at GDC, Gates and Seamus Blackley took the stage again, this time at the annual CES in Las Vegas in January 2001. Gates started out on his own and, after a brief introduction, revealed the Xbox sitting on a pedestal behind him. He was joined by WWE (then WWF) Superstar Dwayne "The Rock" Johnson, then just beginning his career in Hollywood, to hype the crowd for the first official look at Microsoft's debut game console.

	 

	Finally, Seamus Blackley—wearing "illegal red shoes" as an in-joke to developers in the audience, referencing a shade of red that manifests on-screen as a shade of green, and thus taboo in the games industry—practically bounced onstage to talk technical and development details with Gates.

	 

	But Blackley's shoes were more than an inside joke. "Yes, Microsoft is making this console," he seemed to communicate through footwear, "but we get you."

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS (co-creator of Xbox): The console was under a cloth, and I think I still have it somewhere. It was just fabric we threw over it. We wanted to make it a fun unveiling and show there was developer support coming because we hadn't been clear about who was on board and developing games at that point. We went to the folks at THQ, who published the WWE games, and they arranged for The Rock to come. Rock and Bill had some cool back and forth, some banter. He was very professional, sweet, very humble. Very much what you see on-screen, and one of the few people I can say that about.

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY (co-creator of Xbox): I had to do this live video chat, AMA-type of thing I had to do because somebody else didn't do it. I had champagne and it obliterated me because I was tired. I was always so fucking tired.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: We'd made an arrangement with the marketing team that we were going to have a party. We were staying in Mandalay Bay, and there was a club there called the Rumjungle. They told us, 'We have secured the Rumjungle for our party. It's for press first, and then later for game developers. The only thing you need to know about it is that game developers can't be there for the first hour. It's press only.' My wife [Chanel Summers, audio engineer on Xbox] and I went back to our room to change. I come down at the time the developers are supposed to be there, and it's chaos. What we weren't told was they hadn't actually rented out the Rumjungle. They basically got a section of it. On a Friday night. In Vegas.

	 

	Not only that, they hadn't told us there was a dress code. These developers thought they would show solidarity. They showed up wearing Xbox t-shirts, and we'd made custom Xbox tennis shoes; they wore those. This was all against the dress code. So I arrive, and it's chaos. People were yelling. My wife was supposed to go in and do an interview with MTV. There was a miscommunication between the bouncers. One of them was waving her in, and the one in front of him was telling her to wait. The guy in the front puts his hand on her chest, and I'm told women don't appreciate that. She freaks out and says, 'Get your hands off of me.' [The bouncer] calls Mandalay Bay security and says, 'This woman needs to be escorted off the property.'

	 

	So I jump over the velvet ropes, which they didn't appreciate, and start arguing with security about this. They're not even listening. I said, 'This is what happened,' and they say, 'You're going to have to leave.' I said, 'We're staying on the property. Where are we supposed to go?' They said, 'That's not our problem.' They're used to people who have actually done something bad. They're not thinking about how this works in a case where the bouncers misbehaved. They said, 'Either you leave, or we call the police.' I said, 'Great. Call the police. This place is full of security cameras, so let's look at that.' Finally I said, 'What do you want me to do? We're staying in the hotel.' They said, 'All right, here's what you can do. You can go back to your room but you have to stay there all day.' It was like my mom sending me to my room.

	 

	ROBBIE BACH (Chief Xbox Officer): If I remember that CES correctly, I flew down with Bill, did a bunch of prep work with Bill, did the announcement, met with development partners, and came back home. I'm sure the team had a party. You've gotten to know me well enough by now to know that that isn't my scene. I wasn't there. I heard about it, though.

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: So we do that, and I get up to our room and I call the front desk, and I'm not thinking straight. I have to admit that: This is not my proudest hour. I say to them the following words, not realizing what I'm actually saying: 'We are being held against our will in our room, and I want to see a manager here in the next 30 seconds.' So of course SWAT shows up, and then the real Mandalay Bay security, and the manager of the hotel. They realize we're not being held hostage, but I explain what happened and the manager's mortified. But of course he doesn't own the Rumjungle; it's concession. He said, 'Look, I work with this guy all the time. I'll come down and explain things to him. I'm sure this will be fine.'

	 

	And of course the next day they send us a giant fruit basket and that kind of stuff. But that night, they still won't let us in. The guy's like, 'I've got to support my guys.' The manager said, 'Look, she's clearly not intoxicated.' The guy said, 'I can find six people who say she's hopped up on PCP, and she took out a knife.' Meanwhile, Seamus comes out and says, 'Dude, where have you been? MTV is waiting.' And the Rumjungle guy is like, 'MTV?' And all the sudden she's admitted, but he says to her, 'You'd better be on your best behavior. We'll be watching you.'

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: People would say 'Rumjungle' to me in the halls at Microsoft for, like, a year after. There was this other Seamus, who I was not familiar with, who was this crazy man. People would mention things to me like I was fucking Indiana Jones or something. It was pretty wild.

	 

	


Part 5: Fire Drills

	 

	The development of Xbox was not one, long crucible, but a series of gauntlets. No test portended disaster than the console's maiden voyage at annual Electronics Entertainment Xbox, where crowds of journalists, developers, and pundits would get their hands on the console, its whopper of a controller, and its most anticipated games just months before launch that fall.

	 

	ROBBIE BACH (Chief Xbox Officer): E3 in 2001 was kind of a disaster. No, that's being too polite. It was a disaster.

	 

	DON COYNER (marketing on Xbox): The console being buggy was a disaster. If you talk straight to people and say, 'We know this doesn't work, but trust me, it's coming'—no conversation was easy, but that was like, 'Okay... we're making a pretty big bet, here.'

	 

	The thing I was focused on was the games and letting people get hands-on with them. You needed to have enough demos set up so lots of people can come through, try it, get a buzz going, and believe it. Showing a video was like, 'Really? Don't show me a stupid rendered video because that's not what it's going to look like. I need to try this thing because it's all about the feel.' We had a big debate how many stations we should have. I think there was more of a belief that, 'Yeah, I don't know if they have to get their hands on it to believe.' 

	 

	ROBBIE BACH: We made the decision, which turned out to be wrong, that we wanted to show Xbox games running at E3. We made that decision because we wanted people to believe the product was real and was going to ship on time, and we needed developers to finish their titles. That meant showing Halo. It meant trying to show a box that when you press the button, it turned on. Even if the games running in our booth were going to be on PC development kits, that was actually okay.

	 

	But at our press briefing, the morning after Sony took all the press people out for a long party and they were all hungover for an eight o'clock briefing from Microsoft, I pressed the button and the box didn't turn on.

	 

	That whole press briefing was bad. Electronic Arts came to demonstrate a game they were doing for us, which was a pirate game. The demo, because the guy didn't do it right, consisted of a ship bumping itself into rocks. The only highlight of that E3 press briefing was Peter Moore, who was amazing. Peter's a great showman anyway. He gave a great talk on why Sega was supporting the platform and was very convincing. He was the only person in that entire hour, including me, who was convincing. Everything else was a mishmash of badness. Then Halo looked bad in the booth. It was unoptimized and running on PCs, and we shouldn't have shown it.

	 

	ED FRIES (vice president, Microsoft Game Studios): When we showed it at the final E3 before launch, what we had on the show floor was a four-player, split-screen multiplayer demo. The Bungie guys were proud of it, and rightly so. That's hard to do even today, and doing it on that hardware at the time was incredible.

	 

	But that hardware, the graphics card, was half speed at what it would be in the shipping Xbox. The framerate wasn't great and people had a mediocre experience, but also it played into the idea that we were a PC gaming company that didn't know anything about consoles. I would get that question: "Who's your mascot?"

	 

	DAN 'ELEKTRO' AMRICH (editor, GamePro magazine): I also remember seeing footage of Halo and thinking "Wait, isn't this that Mac RTS? Oh, not anymore—I guess this is what's been taking so long." It looked pretty I wondered if it could live up to such long expectations, and if it was still going to be able to deliver on its promise now that it had apparently shifted genres. I had just been reviewing Myth II on PC and loved it, but I had never played Marathon, so silly me was thinking "Can Bungie really make an FPS?" Um, yes, they can redefine the FPS for consoles entirely. 

	 

	I also remember being at a San Francisco media event where they revealed the final name and logo of the console. They invited dozens of journalists to this little outdoor party, and we all had cocktails, and the big moment arrives, and I guess it was Robbie Bach speaking—but he did like five or 10 minutes in front of a draped graphic, and they took the curtain down and...oh, the Xbox code name is now your brand name? And that was it—everybody just walked away and the music came up and there was nothing else to see or do.

	 

	I remember that being super awkward—I was disappointed that the brand name was not something cooler, and I remember leaving with a feeling of "That's it? I came all this way? You could have emailed that to me." So I remember some of their growing pains, as they carefully parceled out what got announced when, and after a while I just wanted to play the thing for myself.

	 

	Even the most passionate members of the Xbox team came away from E3 2001 with their heads hanging. The show had been a "disaster," as Bach aptly described it—and, for at least two members, marked the end of a long road. 

	 

	ROBBIE BACH: Peter Moore's a good friend and a good guy. He came up a few weeks after that and said, "Here's the deal. Retailers are telling me they don't want to give you shelf space because they don't think the product's going to ship or be any good. Publishers are nervous and thinking about holding back their titles. Developers don't think they can develop because all they've seen is PC kits and they haven't gotten a final development kit, so they're withdrawing support. Other than that, everything is great."

	 

	Peter said it nicely. He's a friend. But this was four and a half months before we launched. I think his team was coming up to meet with the marketing team. Peter came up with them, and he and I had a private meeting in a conference room on the Millennium campus. We did a recap of E3, what we saw and heard, where we thought the project was, and what was going on. He'd done a bunch of market research; he was pretty disciplined about that. His point wasn't to come and beat us up. He was really trying to help.

	 

	At this point, he's been on-stage at E3 saying, "This is going to be successful." He'd been on-stage two or three weeks beforehand saying that, and part of that is telling you where things are. He said, "I want to tell you what I learned." It wasn't anything that surprised me. It wasn't anything I didn't understand intellectually. But it was pretty sobering. I knew E3 was bad, but oh shit, it really was bad, wasn't it?

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS (co-creator of Xbox): Right before E3, Seamus and I decided we wanted to start a production company and make games, not only for Xbox, but PlayStation as well. I was the head of the process, and Seamus was the tail-end of the process. I was publisher relations. We were in charge of concept submission and the head-end of stuff, managing the portfolio and that sort of thing. Seamus was responsible for developer support, so it was his obligation to see that these games got delivered.

	 

	I had a choice to make going into E3 2001: Did I want to stick around another year?

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY (co-creator of Xbox): I couldn't leave. I made promises to people. I had to learn to stand up for myself. I had to step in. Part of the discipline I learned on Xbox was, these old Microsoft guys would try to bowl me over and grab the project away or take credit. They were just doing what they did. I couldn't let that happen because then the console would suck.

	 

	ROBBIE BACH: At the end of that period, late May, about two o'clock in the morning, I had been working way too hard. The pileup of 14 to 15 months of fire drills, plus E3, plus my conversation with Peter, plus what I saw going on at work—I wrote a letter of resignation and resigned from Microsoft. I shipped that email off to my boss, Rick [Belluzo, Microsoft's head of the consumer business after Robbie Bach joined Xbox full-time]. I was at home, in the playroom, at my little white, IKEA business desk where our PC was. I was remotely logged in, but it wasn't like it is today. I typed out an email at about two thirty in the morning. My personal life was a bit of a mess at the time. I wasn't seeing enough of my kids or my wife. I was super-frustrated. I knew the project was in trouble. I'm not a quitter. I'm super-competitive. And I'd had too much. It sort of boiled over.

	 

	The team was stretched thin. Stuff was maybe going to get done on time. Maybe. The team was not a high-performance team. It was an incredibly high-performance set of individuals. It might have been the smartest team of people I ever worked with at Microsoft. Maybe the Office team would have been in the same zip code. Really smart people individually intelligent and talented, but incredibly dysfunctional. That's my fault, not theirs. My job is the team. When you're the leader and you realize a group of very talented people is dysfunctional as a team, either consciously or subconsciously you go, Oh, shit. That's my problem. I felt a lot of responsibility for it, no question. To his credit, Rick called me the next morning and said, 'Hey. I think we should talk.'

	 

	KEVIN BACHUS: E3, from my perspective, kicked off the next year of titles we'd get from publishers. Or did I want to leave and start prospecting our next thing we wanted to do. Seamus really couldn't leave until the console was launched and all the launch titles had been deployed. To a large extent, I felt I had accomplished what I wanted to accomplish. On launch night, when the console came out, I stood outside the Electronics Boutique, the EBX Games, at Redmond Town Centre with the rest of the team. I got the launch lineup set, and right before E3, handed over the reins. Seamus stuck out until right after launch when all the launch games were done, shipped, and out in the market. We went and did our own thing.

	 

	ROBBIE BACH: Mostly, I think Rick was trying to help me. But I also think he knew that if I wasn't running it, he was going to have to run it, and he certainly didn't want to do that. He convinced me to stay and finish the project. He provided some support, some extra resources, some encouragement, made sure Bill and Steve knew where the team and I were. I was in a meeting and he called me. It was around seven thirty. He called me right away, and I suddenly had an eight thirty meeting with Rick. He said, "Okay, tell me what's going on."

	 

	I talked him through the email, told him what was going on personally and professionally. He said, "Okay. I get it. But you need to finish this. You really want to finish it. I know that's the kind of person you are. Let me help you figure things out personally, but let's agree that we're going to get it done."

	 

	Rick saved my career. There's no other way to say it. If I had left at that point, I would have given up the best eight or nine years of my time at Microsoft. I came out of that meeting feeling like, "Ah, shit. I gotta finish this. Okay. Suck it up. Get over it. Figure it out."

	 

	SEAMUS BLACKLEY: All this time, I had to really traumatize myself by standing up to people and making sure the right thing happened. I must have driven home in tears a hundred times with no idea what the fuck was going on or what to do. But I knew about games. I knew developers. I knew graphics. I knew things that all the other guys didn't know. It wasn't like I was playing that to my advantage, but I knew if they made decisions about things, they'd probably be bad decisions. I had to make sure that the right thing was going to happen.

	 

	That didn't mean I had to be the one making decisions, only that I had a responsibility to make sure that somebody with knowledge and perspective was in charge of all those parts. That drive to make sure the project came out right was the only thing on my mind.

	 

	After E3, the Xbox team and its development partners had approximately four months to lock down hardware and code so the system and its software would appear on shelves for launch on November 8. But their crucible was not finished yet.

	 


Crushed: Capcom's Marketing Feud with
Acclaim and Mortal Kombat

	 

	The enmity between Nintendo and Sega defined the 16-bit console war of the 1990s, but there were theaters within the larger scope of that grand epic. Mario versus Sonic was one. Street Fighter II's World Warriors against the kombatants of Mortal Kombat was another.

	Both pugilistic franchises had their strengths. Mortal Kombat was notoriously violent and flashy. Street Fighter II was mechanically complex. Mortal Kombat's characters and lore evolved from game to game, sequel to sequel. Capcom refined Street Fighter II's basic and special attacks over several iterations. Some of my friends favored one and turned their noses up at the other. I was the peacemaker, bravely crossing the aisle of local arcades or living rooms to proselytize my "Why not both?" style of thinking. (Although I confess I preferred MK's grittier aesthetic and more aggressive style of play.) 

	If you were the purveyor of either franchise, you couldn't afford to adopt that mentality. At least that was my thinking. In researching Long Live Mortal Kombat, I asked my contacts from Midway and Acclaim, which brought MK1 and MKII to home platforms, for their thoughts on Capcom's prizefighter. Their line of thinking was, to paraphrase, that SFII was good, but Mortal Kombat was a different beast. Starker, and in possession of characters that players actually cared about as co-creators Ed Boon and John Tobias spun yarns from game to game. Look at the attract mode—those demos that played when no players were around to feed machines quarters—and you got sucked into Mortal Kombat's supernatural world. Street Fighter II's attract mode revealed such scintillating details as Ryu's height, weight, and blood type. Riveting stuff, but it got me thinking: What did Capcom think of Mortal Kombat? 

	The answer is googleable, and google it I did, but I wanted to talk to someone who was on the front lines of one of the hottest battles that continues to this day—and one that, in the '90s, had a major impact in the conflict between Sega and Nintendo.

	Enter Joe Morici, the senior vice president of Capcom USA during one of the company's most pivotal eras. I knew of Joe through an anecdote shared with me by Acclaim co-founder and president Rob Holmes, who smiled gleefully as he recalled buying all available ad space in an issue of Capcom's Street Fighter II comic and plastering it with advertisements for Acclaim's forthcoming Mortal Monday, a $10 million marketing blitzkrieg that saw the first MK arrive on Super Nintendo, Sega Genesis, Game Boy, and Game Gear weeks before Street Fighter II hurricane-kicked its way onto Sega's 16-bit console for the first time.

	Joe and I talked Capcom's friendly feud with Acclaim, the cultural differences between Capcom USA and Capcom Co., Ltd., in Japan, and, of course, Street Fighter versus Mortal Kombat. (Spoilers: He's a Street Fighter soldier.)

	**

	David Craddock: How did you get involved in the video game industry?

	 

	Joe Morici: I'm dating myself, here. I worked for a company initially called Universal USA. which [made games such as] Mr. Do! and Mr. Do's Castle. They had a job offering in the newspaper. I was working as a vice president in banking, which I hated. I went and interviewed with a guy named Mac Sugita, who was the president of the company, and I got the job as a regional sales guy. That was the early 1980s. Universal USA was a small Japanese game manufacturer that was from Tokyo. A guy named [Kazuo] Okada-san owned Universal.

	 

	Craddock: How did you make the jump from Universal to Capcom USA?

	 

	Morici: At Universal, we were having trouble getting distribution through the different arcade distributors across the country. There was resentment or hesitation to buy Japanese products 80s, so we opened up our own distribution company. We had four offices. I started that division because I started calling on the operators directly and bypassing the distributors, so we became our own distributor, Universal Distributing Company. We would grey-market games in from Bally, Sente, all the different manufacturers. We were hurting other distributors' business because I was doing it and I was having pretty good success. Sugita leaves, and George Nakayama comes in to run Universal. A guy named Will Laurie, who was the president of Bally Advance in San Francisco, called me and said, "Let's go have lunch." He made me an offer to go to work for Bally Advance as the sales manager. They offered a $25,000 raise. I went back to George and said, "If you match their offer, I'll stay." He said no. 

	 

	I left Universal and went to work for Bally. I was the youngest guy there by far. I was managing a bunch of older gentlemen. Bally handled everything: coin-op, cigarette machines, any sort of vending machine, pool tables. I was there for a few years. At that point, Nakayama [had left Universal and] was the president of Capcom, USA. He calls me on the phone and he says, "I want you to work with us." I said okay, but I knew a guy named Ron Carrara, who was a good friend of mine, and who was running Bally Advance [following the departure of Will Laurie], write me a letter that gave me a $25,000 raise. I took that letter back to Nakayama and I said, "You match this offer, and I'll work with you." He did, so I got the $25,000 raise twice.

	 

	I joined Capcom and became the regional sales manager of Capcom coin-op, because there was no Capcom consumer branch. We released a bunch of coin-op games, and one was Street Fighter. Do you remember the first one with the rubber mallets?

	 

	Craddock: I do, yeah.

	 

	Morici: We took it off the market because people were getting hurt. That's why we put the buttons on there. Nintendo was getting started [in the video game business], and George Nakayama asks me, "Would you want to run the consumer division?" I said, Yeah, okay, fine. Why not? I mean, I knew deep down that the coin-op industry, once Nintendo got stronger, would be pretty much nonexistent. But back then, the coin-op business was huge. There was an arcade game in every corner store, every laundromat, because they were making good money. Street Fighter was making well over $1,000 a week. You're talking $4,000 a month [per cabinet]. That's a lot of money for one game.

	 

	I start the consumer division, and it was just me at first. I started hiring people, regional sales guys, across the country. Most of them were independent salespeople because the [consumer games] industry was new, so we [Capcom USA] were one of the first licensees of Nintendo. It was us, Bandai, Namco, and Konami. We started selling games. The first ones we had were conversions of Ghosts 'n Goblins, 1942, Commando. These were great coin-op games we converted over to the consumer division, which was what Capcom did. We were using the coin-op business as a testing ground for the home market. The thinking was that if a game did well as a coin-op, it would do well as a consumer title. That's really what happened.

	 

	This was before the Street Fighter II phenomenon, and before Mega Man. That's the game I get grief about all the time for changing the name. That didn't make sense.

	 

	Craddock: I've always wondered about that. What was your motivation for changing the character's name from Rock Man to Mega Man?

	 

	Morici: Rock Man came over and I thought, Rock Man doesn't make any sense to me. I knew the characters were based on rock musicians and stuff, but I thought,  But so I thought, Let's just change the name. At that point, Capcom [Japan] trusted me to do the right thing for the US market, so I changed the name to Mega Man. It really wasn't this long, drawn-out discussion with everybody in the office. I just said, "Yeah, let's change it." So we did. I don't know why people get so upset about it. It just made sense to me.

	 

	Craddock: I prefer "Mega Man." It's a stronger, superhero-sounding name.

	 

	Morici: Yeah. It just came to mind. There wasn't a lot of thought to it. It was, I like the name Mega Man. It's big, grandiose. But if you remember the first Mega Man game's box, it looked like hell. The reason it was so bad was because we had literally 24 hours to turn it around. Nintendo said, "We need we need your artwork by tomorrow." Somebody worked all night long to come up with this garbage-looking box, and then we released it because we had no choice. The first Mega Man did okay, then subsequent Mega Man games continued to do better and better and better.

	 

	Craddock: At other companies such as Atari, there was competition between the coin-op and consumer divisions. Was that the case at Capcom?

	 

	Morici: Oh, there was always competition, always, always, always. But as the consumer group, we were a larger portion of the revenue. There really wasn't much they could say. We were doing, like, a hundred times more than they were doing. At one point, took over the coin-op division and was running consumer. Japan asked me to do that because—how can I describe it politely?—there was some graft and corruption going on, on the coin-op side. I knew about it because I had an informant who told me what was going on. I fired the whole staff. Management was gone, too, and I took over that division. This was during the time of Street Fighter II Champion Edition, and we were selling thousands and thousands of coin-op games.

	 

	Our coin-op games were good, but they were all the same types of games, basically. That's when I thought, Let's get some games for kids. Walt Disney didn't have any distribution in console games. They had computer software, but not anything for Nintendo. I flew down to see Shelley Miles, who was the head of that division, and negotiated deal with her to sell Disney games for Nintendo systems. They were an exclusive rights until we started making a lot of money for Disney. Then they branched off [and developed games internally].

	 

	The first game we came out for Disney was Mickey Mousecapade, which was the worst. It's terrible. Minnie's just following Mickey while he's jumping around. But we sold a lot of units, well over a million, which at that point was a big number. Disney was getting a huge royalty because we paid them royalties on every game we sold, and they did all the artwork for us, too, which was phenomenal. That was part of the deal. They were all hand drawn. There were no computer graphics at this point.

	 

	Craddock: Do you have any artwork from those days?

	 

	Morici: I have a few things. I have a Street Fighter trading card with Honda on it. The guy who did the artwork for me [Denny Moore], it's all hand cut. There are about six layers, and it has a three-dimensional look. He gave me a couple of these that he did for me. They're one of a kind.

	 

	Do you know about the code for Mickey Mousecapade?

	 

	Craddock: No.

	 

	Morici: We had no development costs for it. We named it, and that's about it. We did the packaging with Disney. It was a Hudson Soft product. Hudson Soft in Japan had the rights for Mickey Mouse, but they didn't have the rights for the US. I went to Hudson Soft and said, "We want to pay you a royalty and take your code." That's what we did, and we got the code for nothing. All we had to do was market it, and we sold well over a million units with no development costs. Then we did the Disney Afternoon games, and we did the Disney World Tour, which was I think it was in 20 cities. We had kids come out and play the Disney video games and had a big, final tournament at Disneyland, flew all the kids out. It was a big deal back then.

	 

	Craddock: I played all those games. They played great, and the music was incredible.

	 

	Morici: Oh, yeah. It was interesting going to Japan. I used to go to Osaka once a month and have meetings with senior management. You'd go into a classroom setting; there were desks, a teacher lecturing at the board about how to program games, music, and different levels. It was pretty amazing how they do it over there, just sitting in a classroom learning how to do it. Of course, back then, it involved more manual work [rather than automated with technology]. Capcom's development team was very strong, and they were only doing Nintendo products. We did Disney products through Aladdin [on Super Nintendo], and then Disney branched out. That's when the other Aladdin [for Sega Genesis] came out, made by Virgin. Capcom wasn't doing Sega development.

	 

	What we did instead, which I think was kind of foolish, was Street Fighter II for Genesis was developed by another company in Japan, not Capcom. This goes into the history of Street Fighter versus Mortal Kombat.

	 

	Craddock: It also raises a point I make in Long Live Mortal Kombat. For players who remember the 16-bit "console wars," arguments often boiled down to first-party games like Super Mario Bros. and Sonic. The point I make is that third-party titles were becoming increasingly important in turning the tide of that war, if you want to call it that. Nintendo getting exclusive rights to the first home version of Street Fighter II was a big deal.

	 

	Morici: [Kenzo] Tsujimoto had a very good relationship with [Minoru] Arakawa at Nintendo of America, and with Mr. [Hiroshi] Yamaguchi in Japan, and we weren't focusing on Sega at that point. We gave them the exclusive for Street Fighter II, which supposedly gave us priority on production thing. I was able to convince them to support the Sega Genesis at that point. I said, "We need to support it because Sega is doing well in the US market." It wasn't doing as well in Japan, but it was doing well here. That's when they started Street Fighter II for Genesis.

	 

	Craddock: Even though Street Fighter was hot, I was surprised that Champion Edition launched in September 1993. Was Capcom not aware of "Mortal Monday" and the home versions of Mortal Kombat?

	 

	Morici: So, I knew [Acclaim co-founders] Rob, and [Greg] Fischbach, and [Jim] Scoroposki. I knew them very well because back then, the industry was friendly competition. The industry was small compared to what it is today. So, Street Fighter II: Special Champion Edition was supposed to be out in April. The Japanese said, "We want you to fly over to Osaka and look at the game." I went over there and looked at it. Now, Capcom's team wasn't happy with development. I think that was because it was done by an outside company and it wasn't meeting their standards. I said, "To me, the quality is more than good enough to release it in April."

	 

	Japan decided not to release in April. They wanted to make it better. It ended up releasing head-to-head against Mortal Kombat. They knew about Mortal Monday, and I have to give Acclaim credit. They had a really good marketing team. They really did. My team was good, but we were a Japanese company, and Acclaim was an American company, and they were managed differently.

	 

	Craddock: What did Capcom's developers think of Mortal Kombat?

	 

	Morici: They didn't think it was anywhere near Street Fighter [levels of popularity]. Mortal Kombat did very well in America, but it did not do well in Japan. Maybe because it was an American product. We knew Street Fighter II would be a big game [before release]. Everybody knew Mortal Kombat and Street Fighter were in competition, and that Street Fighter was a much better-playing game than Mortal Kombat. Mortal Kombat had the death moves, which got nothing but grief from everybody. That's another story about the politicians. 

	 

	So, we were going to come out in September. Do you remember the commercial with the guard with a flashlight walking through the game store?

	 

	Craddock: I only saw it rather recently when I was researching Long Live Mortal Kombat.

	 

	Morici: We came up with a TV commercial. I told the marketing company, " Look, typically, we don't go against competitors this way, but—go against Mortal Kombat. I don't really care what you do, just do something to show Mortal Kombat getting crushed." That's what we came up with [Bianca's hand reaching out from a Street Fighter II box for Genesis and crushing the Mortal Kombat box next to it.] Rob Holmes calls me and goes, "You're such an asshole. Why'd you do that?" I'm like, "Well, what the hell? I knew you were coming out directly against us, so we did a commercial."

	 

	Then Rob sends me a framed Street Fighter comic book with a letter gloating because he took all the ads out for Mortal Kombat in our comic book. [laughs] It was kind of funny, actually. We sold a lot of product, but we would have sold twice as many if we would have released in April. The game was not bad. We had orders for two million units, which was $100 million worth of business back in 1993. We sold approximately 90 percent of those units, but Mortal Kombat, with Mortal Monday and the way Acclaim marketed it, did a better job, I have to say.

	 

	Craddock: What was the deciding factor in your convincing Capcom to develop for Sega and Nintendo?

	 

	Morici: I think it goes back to Special Champion Edition. They saw the quality of the game and thought it wasn't good, and they were perfectionists because their games were usually good. We ended up acquiring small PC game companies, because I wanted to keep our feet in the PC business. We did a few PC games. One was called Pocket Rockets, which was a racing game, which did okay. The PC market was so small, but I just wanted to keep our fingers in it. We didn't spend a lot of money or a lot of effort on it. But we did that for a while. And then Capcom got an NFL football license, and the game [Capcom's MVP Football for Super NES] was terrible because Japan has no clue about how to play American football.

	 

	Craddock: Actually, you reminded me: Before I had a Super Nintendo, I really wanted to play Street Fighter II at home. My grandma had a PC with MS-DOS, and I played Street Fighter II on that, but it was terrible. It had two buttons, one punch and one kick, and the characters floated around like they were fighting on the moon. I remember reading that it was converted from the Amiga version. 

	 

	Morici: Well, that was that I think that was developed in the UK, if I remember correctly. We were licensing from a company called US Gold. We had a deal with the UK to license for the PC market and they would develop it in the PC format. We thought, Well, we'll distribute some PC stuff they developed over there. That version of Street Fighter was just terrible. There was a Commodore 64 version, too.

	 

	Craddock: Since childhood, I found it interesting that Capcom focused on updating Street Fighter II while Midway was putting out sequels to Mortal Kombat. Obviously Street Fighter II was successful, but was there any concern about keeping up with Mortal Kombat?

	 

	Morici: The development time [for an update] was much shorter. That was one of the reasons: It was something they could tweak quickly and release it to the marketplace. Capcom did a really good job at developing that game and then just kind of tweaking things as they went along. 

	 

	Craddock: What other stories do you have that highlight the differences in culture and business between America and Japan?

	 

	Morici: When I met Mr. Tsujimoto, he was pretty much out of money. He had sold Irem and started Capcom, and then he hired the right people to get that company started, like [Tokuro] Fujiwara as the head of consumer games in Japan, and [Yoshiki] Okamoto as head of coin-op. He had a small part in the Street Fighter movie. There's a scene with a crowd of soldiers cheering on [Jean-Claud] Van Damme, and Tsujimoto is one of the soldiers.

	 

	Capcom had a corporate house in Japan. All wealthy companies have these houses where management goes and discuss things. Ours was a couple-hour train ride from took from Osaka. I was the only American there, and the only one who didn't speak Japanese, but I always had my entourage with me, and they would translate. All these executives were smoking, and Kenzo [Tsujimoto] would be cooking his food, and there were dorm rooms where you sleep. There was a big pool with the Capcom logo at the bottom. We played golf because there was a golf course nearby, and we'd play in the middle of winter. It was snowing, but we'd be playing golf. They all snored horribly, so at one point, I told Tsujimoto, "Move me to the hotel across the street. I'm sorry, but I can't sleep."

	 

	Craddock: How did Capcom HQ in Japan view Capcom USA? Were they considered equal partners?

	 

	Morici: We were their biggest customer. What they made us do we had to buy our product from Japan. We would say, "We'll commit to X amount of dollars," and they had an export department. To me, that made no sense. I said, "We're the same company. Why are you trying to sell me product?" That's when Japan got in trouble for transfer pricing. The US government didn't take kindly to profits basically being transferred to Japan, which was what Capcom was doing, so they stopped that. We got product from Japan and weren't paying them a huge royalty like we weren't before, which was basically taking the cash and flowing it back to Japan. It was interesting back then. 

	 

	Craddock: There are a lot of fighting games today, but Street Fighter and Mortal Kombat remain the two top properties in the genre. Why do you think they've lasted so long?

	 

	Morici: Well, I don't know about Mortal Kombat. Street Fighter was sort of the first of its kind. Capcom has continued to promote it, and there are things like the animated series. We did all sorts of licensing back then, toy deals and everything else. Street Fighter has been their main franchise. They've had other games that have done really well, like Resident Evil, but Street Fighter made Capcom what it is today.

	 

	 


The Split: Rob Holmes on the End of
Acclaim's Relationship with Midway

	 

	All good things end. Rob Holmes and his fellow Acclaim co-founders, Greg Fischbach and Jim Scoroposki, knew their licensing deal with Midway, which gave them the right of first refusal to bring coin-op games like Mortal Kombat and NBA Jam to home systems, wouldn't last forever. Midway boss Neil Nicastro was monitoring the home market. He saw how much money Acclaim was pulling in from home ports of his arcade games. Nicastro got a cut of royalties, but why settle for a cut when his engineers and artists were the ones making the coin-ops, the source material, in the first place?

	Rob Holmes talked to me about when he knew Midway would be moving on from Acclaim and provided his perspective on the rivalry between Street Fighter and Mortal Kombat. 

	 

	**

	Craddock: I devoted a chapter in Long Live Mortal Kombat to the divide between MK and Street Fighter II players. I was surprised to find out that competition spilled over into the publishers. Specifically, there was an issue of Capcom's Street Fighter II comic book featuring a Mortal Monday ad. How did that happen?

	 

	Holmes: Yeah, they sort of screwed up. I think it was Holly Newman or someone at our ad agency that alerted me [to the SFII comic having ad space available], and we were able to lock down the back cover of their comic. That didn't please them, but it did please me. Joe Morici [senior vice president at Capcom USA] and I were buds. We were competitors, but everybody was friendly, at least where the third-party publishers were concerned. Joe and I were around at the very beginning of the 8-bit business. I remember meeting him at the first CES we attended, where we had a single monitor in Nintendo's booth. We got friendly and got a beer, and by the next time around, we had a full station at Nintendo's booth, and then two, and so on.

	 

	Joe was quick to realize Acclaim was growing, but he was at Capcom and had another agenda. Not to sound ethnocentric, but that was true of a lot of Japanese companies operating in the US. Dating back to [senior VP] Emil Heidkamp at Konami—Emil was trying to get Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles [the arcade game] to the US, but he had to ram the idea that it would be successful in the US down Konami's throat because most Japanese companies were very focused on the Japanese market: they were focused on arcades, and they were focused on Famicom. The individuals at the US branches of these companies were spending a lot of time on planes, taking whatever materials they might be given and presenting them.

	 

	Acclaim had the advantage of a different background. We had a very creative marketing group. We had people with experience in toys, wine, and technology, all varied industries, so we approached things differently. We looked for competitive areas in which to do that. So when that issue of the Street Fighter II comic was printed and put on my desk, I picked up the phone, called Joe, and said, "So... love the comic. What do you think?"

	 

	Craddock: I spoke often with Midway's coin-op manager, Ken Fedesna, for my book, and he spoke on behalf of Neil Nicastro. He admitted Midway was focused on arcades and that at first; they saw Acclaim's home games as another revenue stream and not much more. Their stance was, "Arcade games have the best hardware, so we'll always have the best versions of our games even though people can buy them for consoles." As home hardware caught up, they said, "We want to acquire a company and port our games in-house so we don't have to share as much money," and that led to them acquiring Tradewest. According to Ken, Midway wasn't interested in renewing Acclaim's deal, and they knew that pretty far ahead of renewal. How did Acclaim view that? Were you concerned about losing the MK and other Midway licenses?

	 

	Holmes: Absolutely. It was a huge issue, and the timing was a huge issue. There was a lot of discussion between us and Williams [aka Midway], and to some extent, we were victims of our own success when it came to their games. Neil Nicastro got lucky. We started as nothing, and then all the sudden we had Hulk Hogan on the cover of a video game [1989's WWF WrestleMania for NES]. Acclaim was an upstart that became the number-one American publisher, and here's this guy, Neil, with a bunch of arcade games. Mortal Kombat and NBA Jami were nowhere in sight at that point, so Williams connected with us and thought, "Maybe we can make a few bucks from this deal." That's what it came down to.

	 

	We had lots of conversations, and they all came back to our licensing agreement. The original agreement—I'm testing old memories—called for guarantees in royalties based on the install base of an arcade game at the time of signing. So, if their arcade game sold 500 units in the North American market, that generated X amount of dollars as a guarantee. At first, I don't think they were expecting much of anything from our ports. We had Arch Rivals and some other arcade games, like Smash TV. They were shocked because all the sudden, they started getting checks. We were thinking, God, when are these guys going to do something meaningful? I knew Mark Tramell [lead designer of Arch Rivals and NBA Jam] from my Activision days and a few other people and got to know them.

	 

	Then along comes Mortal Kombat, which was revolutionary not just in terms of what it did in the market, but for Williams. When those numbers went off the charts, that's when we had the first conversation I remember with them saying, "Gee, maybe we should pull ports in-house." Neil realized what he had on his hands, and when he saw the royalties coming in from other games, when he was making more money from licenses, we said, "Just because you're making a little money, don't forget how hard it is to be in this business." When they started looking at the dollars and personalities we had marketing and porting these games, he realized how it was a developer's world and a completely different marketing approach [for consoles compared to arcades]. They were pretty much the only American name in town at that point, other than games like whack-a-mole and laser tag.

	 

	As technology advanced to where he was just sharing source code and trying to develop it down to the constraints of home hardware, for lack of a better way to put it, it got really awkward in a few ways. As these conversations were going on, Acclaim was grappling with, "What do we owe in terms of public disclosure? We're a public company; we've shared the redacted contract [between Acclaim and Williams] so everyone knows when it will run out and when it comes up for renewal." This would have been the third round. There'd been an interim renewal earlier. What should we do? What should we say?

	 

	We had quarterly conference calls, and I think this was in February 1994. And there were programmers from Williams on the call, and probably Neil and Ken listening in silently. The programmers started acting like juveniles. They were bluntly saying, "What happens if Acclaim does its own stuff? If you don't have Williams, do you have anything?" These were questions being asked while we were on the phone with all these financial who's-who people. That wasn't cool. I was sitting in a hotel room, angry, just listening to these programmers. And not number-one guys, either; they were a bunch of graphics-on-level-three guys saying, "Neener-neener!" God. That's just not how this works.

	 

	The good news at the time was that we had other products to announce, a variety of other licenses, but we couldn't answer those questions, and the Williams programmers knew that because the contract had not been voided. The contract wasn't up, and they had not renewed, but it was pretty clear after that call that a renewal wasn't going to happen, at least to me. We could keep negotiating with Neil Nicastro all we wanted, but—and I'm not pointing fingers at anybody; I don't know who the programmers were—but if they felt comfortable enough to do that, well, it was a fair assumption that things weren't going to go Acclaim's way.

	 

	The other part of my attitude at that point was, "So what? Good luck with your marketing. Yes, we like your titles, but you try putting $10 million on the table, rolling the dice, and seeing what happens. You're a public company. You've got a long history. You've got reporting to make public, too."

	 

	Our relationship stayed friendly, and it's friendly to this day. I've got nothing but good things to say about Neil, Ken, and everybody else. But it got really, really awkward for a while. And bear in mind, this happened when MK1 [on home systems] was a screaming success and MKII ports were on the horizon. Everything was coming up roses for everybody. Yet there was this dissonance in terms of, okay, we're going to work together on what we have today, but what do we have for tomorrow?

	 

	That also was why, in certain instances, there was no real debate about giving legacy rights to titles we'd released. It wasn't like they were going to recapture the rights to Arch Rivals, for example, or MK1. There were also distribution concerns; Williams knew they weren't set up to do much of anything in Europe or, god forbid, Japan. They didn't have the wherewithal or, frankly, the interest, because that was a mountain too high.

	 

	Neil probably realized it was time to align Williams with another company, and that was where Tradewest came into the picture. Tradewest had had a fair amount of success [porting coin-op to home platforms] in the North American market.

	 

	So, yeah, every day was a negotiation. At first, Williams was coming out with what were frankly crappy arcade games that didn't earn much and we were still picking them up just because it was like, "Let's renegotiate because we're paying too much." As things got better, it was like, "Okay, we now have an equitable table." Then when things inverted, it was Williams saying, "We think we'd like a bigger piece of the pie."

	 

	And more power to them. They figured out a way to do it. Do I think the home ports of games released later would have been more successful [if Acclaim had marketed them]? Yeah. I think Acclaim would have done a better job. Not necessarily with porting the programs, but in terms of the overall marketing package. But I'm biased.

	 

	 


Twin Magic: Philip Oliver on the
Oliver Twins' Early Career

	 

	Author's Note: This interview comes from Bet on Black, my Shacknews long read about Microsoft's early history in gaming and the creation and launch of the original Xbox. You can read it for free on Shacknews.com.

	 

	As a kid, I was convinced games came from two countries: Japan and America. Or more accurately, Nintendo and "everywhere else." When my interest in games expanded from playing everything I could get my hands on to reading about how games were made, I learned about superstars in the UK, a curiously little-explored country in the context of the games industry. 

	Everything is relative. Philip and Andrew Oliver, better known as the Oliver Twins, created not only some of the best-selling computer games in the UK where PCs like the ZX Spectrum gained more traction than the Apple II I grew up playing and programming on, they made some of the best games, period. As part of my research, I went back and played several of their Dizzy platforming games and could see what the UK viewed the character as its Super Mario.

	Prior to talking to Philip and Andrew together to learn about the making of Fuzion Frenzy, I caught up with Philip for background on how he and his brother took an interest in playing and making games, their early days publishing through Codemasters, and the way they each grew into their areas of expertise.

	**

	David L. Craddock: How long have you and your brother Andrew been interested in making games?

	 

	Philip Oliver: Forever, really. When we were working as 11-year-olds, 12-year-olds, we were interested in computers. We were always interested in the same things. But of course, even if Andrew was just another me, when Andrew's there and interested in the same thing and he's doing stuff, he'll discover some things and I'll discover some things. We share, but we're on the same level as well. If you try to share that with another sibling who's not the same age or mindset as you, they're like, "So what? You printed something on the screen. So what?" Well, it's actually really clever. It took a lot of work, especially because we did it in assembler. Printing a message on the screen in assembler? You think that's easy?

	 

	Around 1980, you had games like Pong, but what we were seeing in the UK was in electronics stores and electronics sections of stores, you had rip-off consoles. I think we got one in '79 as a Christmas present. It was really good fun to put it under the family TV and play with it. Before then, everything on the TV was broadcast, whereas now it was like, "Wow. We're actually controlling this." Then our older brother got a ZX81, which was little more than a calculator, quite frankly. But technically you could program it. We said, "I wonder if we could recreate Pong." It's so basic, it struggled to do even that. You had 1K of memory, so you type one sentence and you're out of memory. Little more than a glorified calculator, but it was still fascinating that you could still kind of control things.

	 

	We always say, "The one thing you learn from ZX81 is you need a better computer." So we did. We moved on to Dragon 32 where you had a keyboard, color, and 32K of RAM. Then we were able to knock out some fairly interesting games in BASIC and go from there.

	 

	Craddock: When would you say you went from hobbyist programmer to contemplating it as a… if not a career, then a way to earn money doing something you enjoyed?

	 

	Oliver: Christmas '79, so practically 1980, we started. Then the ZX81 came out a year later. The Dragon 32 we bought was the summer of '82. That's when we really started programming our own little games. By '83, we started to publish. The games got better and better.

	 

	The way games were [published] was quite often in listings. You had manuals which had a few games in them, simple games like Pong. Then you'd type them in and play with all the variables. Then magazines in shops had listings. You'd say, "Oh, I wonder what this one is?" They took forever to type in, and what we always found was that no one had a Dragon 32, so we had to type in listings from other formats and see if we could get them to work. We learned a lot in that time. It was reverse-engineering other people's listings: from the manual, from magazines. Just mucking around: I wonder what happens if you do this?

	 

	The way we learned assembly wasn't dissimilar. Trying to figure out how the screen was mapped was just random pokes to memory: "If I poke this location, it crashes. If I poke this location.. well, it didn't crash, but it didn't do anything. Let's try another location!" Then a pixel appears on the screen and you go, "Oh, a pixel. What if I add one?" A pixel to the right-hand side appears. Why is it a different color? You keep trying things, reverse-engineering how the screen is laid out. When I was tired and bored of what I was doing, he would say, "Get on. You've got a job to do." I'd say, "Oh, come on. If I'm going to do this, you've got to do that." That meant progress was always twice as fast, but also, if you had low points like, "Ugh, I just can't get my head around this," you had somebody to [help].

	 

	They talk about pair programming these days. That's what we were doing: We were pair programming, only we didn't call it that in those days. It's just someone going, this is the theory, this is the code; why isn't it working? Then you've got somebody at your level to talk it through. While talking it through, you spot [the issue] yourself. Or they might say, "We've gone in completely the wrong direction." It's very helpful.

	 

	Lots of people want to make stuff. Hence the reason Lego is so successful. But with physical stuff, you're limited by what you can afford. When you've got a computer, the only restriction is what you can fit in memory and your imagination. It's like, "I don't have to go to shops and buy anything, which is just as well, because things cost money. It's all here. I've just got to figure it out." That was part of the magic.

	 

	Craddock: How did you and Andrew publish your first games?

	 

	Oliver: It was a case of wanting more people to see it. You've done something and you're really proud of it, and you want to show off, quite frankly. But hey, someone's going to pay you for it. The other thing is all this equipment is expensive. Buying a computer for us back then, we were schoolkids. It was 200 pounds for the Dragon 32, and that was back in the early '80s. That's a lot of money. So not only do you want people to see your stuff, you're going to say, "Well, if you're going to see it, play it, and enjoy it, could you give us some money? Because we've got a checklist of stuff to pay off: debt with our parents, who loaned us money; but also, there's so much other cool stuff we want to buy!"

	 

	It wasn't that we wanted money for the sake of money. There was cool stuff we wanted to buy with it, even other games. Beyond '86 or '87, both of us stopped playing games as a pastime. We weren't getting anywhere by playing someone else's game. But if we make our own games, we put something out there, and at the time we were hugely successful. We wanted to do that. I like looking at games for the first 10, 15, 20 minutes, just to see what someone else has done and how they achieved it. After that it's like, "Yeah, okay, I get it. I know what you're doing, and it's interesting, but I'm not going to lose 100 hours in this thing."

	 

	Craddock: What I noticed about your games is that they were all accessible. The controls were never overly complex, which allowed virtually anyone to sit down and learn your games.

	 

	Oliver: We started with home computers, and home computers have a keyboard. So people kept coming up with more key combinations: "Press this and this to do that; now press that and that to do this." That meant that when you were trying to play, you also had to read the instructions at the same time. You're trying to play the game, and it's like, "Oh, something's happening! What key do I use for that?" We were always trying to get our games down to four directions and one action key. That's it. Nothing else.

	 

	As you went into consoles, that was natural. We did lots of NES games, and you only had two action buttons. If you look at our NES games, you'll find that quite often we didn't even use the second button. It doesn't do anything because we only wanted to use the minimum amount of buttons. One thing that annoyed me as consoles got more complex is the number of buttons.

	 

	Craddock: Many fans became aware of "the Oliver Twins" through Dizzy, your platforming series published by Codemasters. How did you and Andrew get involved with Codemasters?

	 

	Oliver: We were around 17 or 18 when we met Codemasters. We had the choice of going to university, and we didn't want to. It seemed boring, and there weren't any games courses back then. We took a year off to "make games and get it out of our systems," as our parents and other people would say. But they were as well, by the way. Richard [Darling] is the same age as us, and David is one year older. The reason they formed a company was their father was a businessman. Although they were writing the games, he was making sure it was a limited liability company, setting up the accountant and lawyer, finding offices, and all that.

	 

	Although Richard and David are credited as the geniuses behind Codemasters, which they are on paper, their father was a businessman helping them because he'd run businesses. Average of 20 hours a day, seven days a week. We didn't even have to do laundry or cook or anything because our parents were there. At age 19, we bought a house and immediately got a cleaner so we didn't have to worry about ironing, washing, hoovering, and things like that. We did do the cooking.

	 

	We'd already had a few games published by other people at that point. It was a very cottage industry back then. Everything was a bit amateur. Several of the companies were visited were just people in their living rooms, but they called themselves publishers. You'd see adverts in magazines and ask to have a meeting with them, then you turn up and you're in someone's living room. We decided we needed to find a publisher that would treat us with a bit more respect, and get our games out there and pay us better.

	 

	We were creating games that we thought were pretty decent by that time. Pretty decent, but we were getting 200 pounds a game. It didn't seem right, so we went to the trade show with the idea that we'd show them cassettes of games we'd done. We'd put our games down and say, "These are the games we've done. If we were to write games for you, how much would you pay us?" They said, "Oh, decent game like that? Ten thousand pounds." It was like, "Really?" They said, "Yeah." We said, "Well, that's fantastic. We'll do that."

	 

	At that point, Super Robin Hood was code on a sheet of paper. What happened was we didn't bother meeting anybody else at the show after that. We'd already been around to Activision, Electric Dreams, Mastertronic, and a few others. But after that was said, we got straight into the car, got home, and we said, "We've got to make this game, and we've got to make it so fast they don't change their minds." Really, he was probably saying that to every developer, and it wasn't contractual, and we didn't know if he would follow through. But we took it as a verbal contract. We were a bit naive.

	 

	It took about a month. We only had one computer, so we took it in turns to program, taking shifts to sleep. We spent the majority of time programming. When we were both awake, it was a case of working out code on paper so the minute you've got a gap, you're like, "Get out. I've got to type all this lot in." We did finish the game in a month and took it back to them. We drove it to their offices and said, "Okay, it's done. Here it is." They loaded it up, looked at it, and said, "Yeah, that's really good. We'll draw up a contract." They went into a back room, printed off a two-page letter—that's really what it was; it wasn't a contract—and they came back and it said 10 pence royalties per copy sold.

	 

	We said, "Wait a minute. That's not what you said. You said 10,000 pounds." They said, "No, that's if it's a huge bestseller. That's what you'll get because that's what the royalties will become." We said, "Here we go again." We'd already been shafted quite a few times by publishers. Obviously seeing our disappointment, the two Darling brothers, Richard and David, went and had a chat. They came out and said, "We'll advance you 2,000 pounds here and now. We'll write a check because it is a good game and we think it will do really well. We're going to do a production run, which means as long as we sell them all, you'll get that amount anyway."

	 

	So while we were disappointed, we said, "Okay, 10,000 pounds is still 10 times what we've been getting, so we'll take it." The game went straight on to become number one. They converted it to the Commodore 64 and the Spectrum, and it probably made us more than 10,000 pounds—probably as much as 15,000—within the next six months. Once we'd done that once, it was like, "Well, we've got to do that again."

	 

	We got into this mentality of, "We can do a game a month and get it to be number one." We said, "The best way to do this is to reskin the game. There's no point rewriting code if you don't have to." That's where Ghost Hunters came from: It was basically a reskinning. Just a character running around platforms, but rethemed to ghosts. It was Luigi's Mansion before there was a Luigi's Mansion. When we saw that game, we said, "That's the vision we had! We just couldn't do it with old technology." We got our check, and this was a few months after we'd left school. We had a building society; it wasn't even a real bank. It was quite funny because they'd sent this check which was worth many thousands of pounds, and when we walked in, the cashier was a girl who'd been in our classes at school. That was quite funny.

	 

	Craddock: What led to your and Andrew's split from Codemasters?

	 

	Oliver: We decided to do Grand Prix Simulator, which was a massive hit. We went back and did another platformer, Dizzy, which was another massive hit, based on a funny little cartoon egg. That went ballistic. We cranked the royalties up to 12 pence, then 12 and a half pence, then they changed it to a percentage because they wanted to change prices. But a percentage meant they were taking more money at retail and we were getting less per cassette.

	 

	Things got a bit fractious. When we got to Dizzy 3 in September of '89, pretty much every game we were doing was a bestseller. We knew that, and we knew this game was the best game we'd ever written. Nobody cared about IP then, so we said to them, "If you publish this game, you have to acknowledge that we own this game. We own Dizzy." They said, "Yeah, yeah, we'll do that." We said, "No, you've got to put it in writing." They didn't bother to do any admin. They just duplicated a game, sent it to shops, and it went ballistic.

	 

	On covers, they'd write, Copyright is shared between Codemasters and The Oliver Twins. We had to say, "That's not what we said." That's where things started following apart. Then there were issues with Nintendo. We were trying to produce 8-bit games for the NES, but they didn't want to get a license from Nintendo and have them control everything. So they did unapproved games that got around the NES chip, and technically they did a good job with them. Games could be produced and put into shops, but with the politics surrounding that, we didn't get paid for most of those games.

	 

	The way Codemasters set this up, and they were good at this so there were good years and bad years: There was a certain royalty available for a game. In the early days it was 10 pence, then it went up, and finally to a percentage. But they had a simple rule: If someone else converts your game, you get half the royalties and they get half the royalties. If they get an advance, it's an advance on their half of the royalties. A lot of our games came out on the C64, and the Atari St, and the Commodore Amiga. We always got half royalties if it was [a conversion of] one of ours. In recent years, we've discovered a couple of games that made us say, "Hmm. We really should have had royalties on that one."

	 

	Micromachines actually started life as Grand Prix Simulator. We were invited into a meeting to discuss it, because it was Grand Prix Simulator on the NES. They said, "We're going to change the name and theme, so we won't pay you any royalties." And we just agreed. We just accepted that. What would have been a good idea was to say, "Eh, we'll take a smaller royalty," because Micromachines did quite well. But we just said, "Okay, fine." It would have been quite good to take some royalties. It seemed fair: The game had to be recoded completely, and they were going to change the theme so it's miniature vehicles in a big world. It wasn't really our game, even though it started out that way, so we said, "Yeah, that's fair."

	 

	And I still think it is, but it would have been nice to get paid for that and all the other Nintendo games we wrote. Half of them didn't get released. They only came out recently through the Kickstarter.

	 

	When we developed for NES, we got an office and started hiring people just at the point when Codemasters started running into issues and stopped paying us. We had to stop paying people, but we'd burned through all the money. That was a shame.

	 

	Craddock: According to records, the Oliver Twins developed approximately seven percent of computer games sold in the UK. How did you arrive at that figure?

	 

	Oliver: Seven percent was a number we'd worked out around '87 or so. They used to print statistics of all the top-selling games: how much they sold, what percentage of the market they had. This was quite early in our Codemasters career, the seven percent. We kept getting seven percent quoted back to us, and that was before most of our games had released. I said, "We got way more successful after that."

	 

	Many years later, when we were writing our book, we said, "We're going to work this out. What was the maximum percentage we got to?" We got to 16.4 percent of the market at one point. We found some charts so we could do the statistics. I had to go into Excel and make a spreadsheet. And a lot of games were conversions of ours, and we said, "That counts," because the game wouldn't exist without us. If we hadn't made a game first, there wouldn't be a conversion.

	 

	Craddock: One thing I admire about your process is the games you and Andrew created were of high quality even though you were releasing them at such a rapid rate. Usually you have developers like id Software and Blizzard, who take the "when it's done" approach, or you have franchises like Call of Duty and Assassin's Creed where they're mostly good, but sometimes you play an installment that clearly needed more time to bake.

	 

	Oliver: We had different theories than a lot of people. They would spend ages trying to hone one particular game, whereas we were a bit more slapdash about it: We're spending a month on this, and then we'll ship it. We tried to make it the best we could. That's why we worked 20-hour days, because it was like, "Ah! Only three days to go and this is really not playable!" But we were quite happy to sort of let things go because we were selling at budget prices.

	 

	Other people, if they knew they were selling their games at three to four pounds more than our games, they were just sitting there honing and honing and honing. That would take months, whereas we'd say, "Just throw it out there. If we need to make a better game next time, we will." If you look at the first Dizzy game, it did okay. The second one did better because we'd honed a lot of stuff. The third one was freaking awesome because we'd learned so much from the first two.

	 

	That was the same with all our games. First Grand Prix Simulator, then look at the second one; we'd cleaned up everything from all the lessons we'd learned. We had this iterative process. These days people do that by doing patches and updates. Effectively, we were just iterating very, very quickly when a lot of people weren't doing that. And some of our games weren't successful, like 3D Starfighter. Someone asked me the other day, "What's your least favorite game? The one you're not really proud of?" I said, "Well..." But sometimes you do things thinking, Yeah, this will work. Then you get halfway through and realize, "Oh. This doesn't work. We'll, let's just patch it up the best we can. We're not charging a lot of money for these games."

	 

	Another one that isn't amazing is Panic Dizzy. We'd seen Tetris on Game Boy and said, "Oh my! That's amazing! How can we do a puzzle game?" We came up with an idea; somebody else actually code it. It didn't really play that well. The problem was the other people were on royalties. We didn't feel we could just bin the game because it was like, "Well, we're binning your money, and then you'll expect us to pay you compensation." So we tidied it up as much as we could and put it out there.

	 

	The funny thing is, it got some good reviews. It got some bad reviews too, but also some really good reviews, and I've met people who said, "It's really good!" I just think, Yeah. If you like. We don't think so. Occasionally you're surprised when a game finds a market. And back then, people didn't know what to compare a game against. If you knew the market, you knew the best games out there. But if somebody's only got three games and they buy yours and say, "Ah, I love this, it's brilliant," you say, "Well, you haven't seen the better ones in the genre."

	 

	To be honest, it's amazing the games were as robust as they were. There were many games with Codemasters in the second half of our cycle where they wouldn't even load them up in the office. We drove them to the duplicator ourselves. And how much testing had they had? Codemasters didn't have a testing department for the first few years. They had a producer who'd load it up and say, "Yeah, that's good enough. Do you think it's good enough?"

	 

	For us, the maximum we would play a game is a day. If we didn't find any bugs? Ship it. Several times, we know they didn't even load it up. Fantasy World Dizzy, our biggest seller—they never loaded it. There were several games we drove to the duplicator, so it didn't even go to the Codemasters office. The post was really slow back then. If you had a deadline coming up, like Christmas, you'd say, "If we take it to the duplicator rather than put it in the post to go to the duplicator, we could probably get it into the shop within a week." We'd call Codemasters and say, "We'll take it ourselves," and they said sure, so that's what we did. It's amazing there are as few bugs in the games as there were.

	 

	The other thing is, when you've got so little memory, you don't have a lot of room for code. The code that's there is being run through so many times that any errors show up pretty damn quickly Fast Food, a maze game and Pac-Man-inspired: If the code works on level 1, there isn't new code for level 10 or 30. All that happens is you get a different maze made from different variables. Testing level 1 means the code works for every level. That isn't the case when you have bigger games. There are so many situations where code is only used deep into the game. Our code had to fit into around 8K to 10K, probably not even that much. And the code has been iterated so many times. If you can improve it to get more speed out of it, then fine. Otherwise, leave it alone.

	 

	We loved going into stores and reading reviews of our games in magazines—when they were nice. Most of the time, they were. A lot of it was showing off, but when money started flowing, we said, "Oh, this is quite good. We could buy a sports car. We could buy a house." That was nice, too. But it started with creativity, then showing off, then you publish and lots of people play it and you can show reviews to your mates at school. It started with, "Hey, we can impress each other." The circle got wider, and the games got better, and the money got interesting as well.

	 

	Craddock: How did you and Andrew go from pair programming to growing your company and branching off into your own specialties?

	 

	Oliver: Back in those days, you didn't have designers, but obviously games had to be designed. You also had to have graphics. We didn't have any artists, so I ended up doing a lot more design. Although we both could code, on Super Robin Hood, we split that into foreground and background. I code the foreground, and he did the background. That's how we did it for a few days. Then I ended up doing a lot more of the design side and preparing all the artwork. It was all smoke and mirrors.

	 

	As long as a game is fun, you can get away with things. We couldn't do tree physics, but we could do it well enough that we could just ship games. So I ended up doing more design, and then more preparing graphics. When we started doing external stuff like meetings and sending stuff to publishers, we actually had a conversation. I said, "If I reach out to somebody and they call back, they're going to want to keep talking with me. I'd better keep talking to them." But if I'm talking to that person, and I've got my sales presentation together and know the pitch, I should pitch to other people. So, actually, I'd better do outward-facing stuff. Then we started talking to journalists, so I did that as well. Accountants, lawyers, and so on. He did all the code.

	 

	When we went to running a business and hiring people, he said he'd take care of all internal dev: scheduling, managing, making sure games are good. I took care of cash flow and any external factors. I did NES, Genesis, 6502, then 68000. Then PlayStation came out, so I stopped programming when that was on horizon. I didn't want to learn another language, and I wouldn't have time anyway because I'm too busy being pulled into all these other things. Andrew carried on coding until 1998, '99, on a lot of PlayStation One games. When it got to PlayStation 2, he said, "I'm out."

	 

	You're supposed to hire people who are better than you are. All the programmers and artists were hired were way better than I was. I know my limitations, and I kind of don't miss it because I don't think I'd be good enough. The game we'll put out on Switch will be free because it's not going to be as Rayman or some of these other games you see.

	 

	Craddock: Thank you for your time. I look forward to talking with you and Andrew about Fuzion Frenzy.

	 

	Oliver: Until then!

	 

	 

	 


Portfolio Approach: Fusion Frenzy

	 

	Author's Note: This interview comes from Bet on Black, my Shacknews long read about Microsoft's early history in gaming and the creation and launch of the original Xbox. You can read it for free on Shacknews.com.

	 

	OF ALL THE MONUMENTAL HURDLES in the Xbox team's path to launching a game console, producing must-have software took a close second to sorting out hardware manufacturers to create the box itself. Ed Fries put together a slate of launch titles using the same method he applied as general manager of the PC games group. First, he wanted games to meet a certain quality bar. Second, he wanted a diverse lineup to satisfy players interested in all types of games, from shooters and platformers to sports and party games.

	For this chapter, I spoke with developers behind four of the Xbox's launch titles to learn about their game's design process, and to gain insight into how their teams readied for release—not only to release their games, but to become a part of Xbox history by being among the first (and in one case, the very first) game available on a brand-new hardware platform. 

	 

	**

	 

	PHILIP AND ANDREW OLIVER, KNOWN as the Oliver Twins among industry peers and fans, had made history before they signed on Blitz Games to develop launch software for the Xbox. Through pair programming, a method whereby one developer codes while the other advises, they had become famous for Dizzy, a series of platform games starring the titular character who was as well-known in the United Kingdom as Nintendo's Mario.

	By the time they partnered with Microsoft, Blitz Games and the Oliver Twins were known as much for family-friendly multiplayer games as they were their Dizzy franchise. Enter Fuzion Frenzy, aptly described on the front of the box as "non-stop party game action" spanning 45 unique minigames suitable for up to four players. This introduced another parallel between Blitz Games and Nintendo: As Dizzy is comparable to 2D Super Mario platformers, one can draw parallels between Fuzion Frenzy and Mario Party, Nintendo's own button-mashing series of party games that started one hardware generation earlier on the Nintendo 64. 

	Here, the Oliver Twins share how they built their reputation for the type of game Fuzion Frenzy became, why the final title came as a surprise to them, and the creative process they orchestrated to encourage their teams to submit only the very best ideas for minigames. 

	 

	"A Mass Market Audience"

	 

	Andrew Oliver: We'd fallen into doing family friendly games because we'd started on the ZX Spectrum, and that seemed to be the sort of the majority of the market, kids around 12 years old. We find that most developers were writing action games and then it became sports games and races. And that market didn't really appeal to us that much creatively. I didn't think I'm very creative and there were a few people making really good ones. The same as sports: We're not really into sports. We could see they were successful, but then we know that those developers have a real passion for it.

	 

	When it came to shooters, we actually love playing them, but it's all a bit violent, and, finally, other people are doing it. So we just thought we'll stick with the family friendly games. We also love the idea that we might one day work for companies like Disney, proper big entertainment companies, and we were always worried that just wanting to go around shooting zombies or aliens was never going to be—in fact, it's funny to say this now—never going to be that mainstream. So we thought, let's avoid it, even though we were playing them ourselves and loved it. We were there for Wolfenstein and Doom and everything. Those are the games we were playing, but other people were making them.

	 

	Philip Oliver: I think another point, and Andrew, you can disagree with me if you like: With hardcore games, we were late to the market, and when we came to the market as school kids, thought we couldn't make anything like that. So we aimed lower, and the lower level originally was educational games. They didn't sell at all. Nobody buys educational.

	 

	The next low-hanging fruit for us was budget games. What we discovered by writing budget games for Codemasters is that it's a mass market audience, and that mass market audience is happy to pay a lower price and is more lenient on the quality they expect, because you're not going for the hardcore who, who know it all. So what we found was that going for the mass market, we actually sold a lot of units at a good price, and we did quite well. 

	 

	"They're Probably Drunk"

	 

	Philip Oliver: We had an agent who got us in with people like MGM. She knew everybody, including lots of people in the games industry. Microsoft approached her saying they needed some games for their Xbox. And it was just a PC box running DirectX, hence the reason they just called it Xbox and it stuck. They basically said to our agent, "Look to all the companies that you're representing, and ask them if any of them are interested in producing some games." Our agent, Jackie, said "These guys like doing family friendly stuff. They've got a reputation for that."

	 

	Microsoft wanted something a bit like Mario Party. We were called Blitz at the time. So automatically got called Blitz Party. and we knew what the brief was. it's got to be sort of Mario Party. But we knew the game had to feel more American and it had to appeal to an older crowd.

	 

	Andrew Oliver: They said that they wanted to aim at more of a 20-year-old market, targeted mostly toward lads.

	 

	Philip Oliver: They came to the office and they gave us this big presentation saying, "Here is the ideal person. They go to the Pizza Hut and they drink this and talk like this, and afterwards, they might go back to their flat with a couple of mates and play on a console. They're looking for something social, they're looking for a bit of a laugh and they're probably drunk. What can you give them?" So it was Mario Party, but that kind of target audience.

	 

	It was called Blitz Party right into the very end. In fact, we thought it was going to get launched as Blitz Party. We were very surprised when they renamed it to Fuzion Frenzy. They had access to all the graphic files and the spreadsheets of all the text like game names. We produced the master copy, and then they changed names and such. So all the game names, we know under different names. When the game got mastered, it was like, "We didn't call them that."

	 

	Ed Fries (vice president of Microsoft Game Studios): At that time, it was very common for Microsoft to come up with names for games. Our online group had worked with a company here, really small at that time, to help launch their first game, called Bejeweled. So it was pretty common for game names to come from marketing.

	 

	Andrew Oliver: I do remember the fact that they wanted everything on a spreadsheet for localization purposes and all of the graphics and the textures all have to be accessible and in a certain directory. They said, "Whatever the name is, we might call it different things in France and Germany, so we need to be able to put a logo and it be accessed from this spreadsheet."

	 

	Philip Oliver: That was the only time we've ever done that sort of process, but it's Microsoft: They know what they're doing and it clearly worked. 

	 

	Andrew Oliver: They knew proper software development and they seemed pretty serious. We'd already gone through, five or six years beforehand, everyone criticizing Sony, saying "Why don't they stick to just making TVs and Walkman?" So when people were at all, "What does Microsoft know?" It's like, "Well, you said that about Sony and they did pretty well, didn't they? Let's not knock the new guys." And, really, it's Microsoft. They do know software. We were very positive, like, yeah, this is clearly gonna work.

	 

	I remember one story that I'm not sure exactly answers your question, but they said they were very serious. They were targeting next Christmas [2001] and we'd have about 10 months development. They would immediately give us like exacts spec and we just develop on a PC and they said, "A couple of months before you master it, we'll give you the real console." They wanted, at launch, at least eight really strong titles in each genre. And I remember them saying, "We've got shooting sorted and we've got racing sorted."

	 

	Philip Oliver: They knew they had shooting covered with Halo.

	 

	Andrew Oliver: They were saying we're a really big studio, and wanted us to fill a slot. That's why we ended up with the party game. We were discussing what slot we could take, and they were saying, "You've done quite a few licensed games, but we don't want it to be licensed." Then we were talking about platform games, but for some reason I can't remember, they didn't want us to do a platform game. So this is when we came up with the party game now. They said, "That's really cool because that will get help mass adoption when you get one guy coming back from the bar with his mates to come and play his brand-new Xbox. They're going to play a party game and it's going to support four players."

	 

	"Back to the Spreadsheet"

	 

	Philip Oliver: Microsoft were more the suits and more the professionals, and they tackled everything from a professional point of view. One of the things that was slightly annoying was that Microsoft kept trying to analyze all of our budgets, saying, "It'll only take a coder three days to do this" and "You should only be paying this guy within this salary range." So we're looking at these figures and it's like, "Stop it. We're not overcharging you, and we're going to make the very best game we possibly can because we're motivated to make the best possible game. The bigger budget you give us, the more we will spend on making the game as efficiently as possible to give you the best game possible."

	 

	They really didn't get it. Then they just kept coming back to the spreadsheet. We're like, "We've got to actually master this thing. We know how to make games. Could you just leave us to it?" We had lots of situations trying to rescue our games from Hollywood people who helped fund publishing. You get halfway through a game's development, and guess what? It looks like rubbish because it's all in pieces; that's because it's in development and things don't work. And they're like, "You've had a half the time, so I expect half the levels to be looking amazing." That's not how it works. Everything builds up in layers and comes together at the end.

	 

	There's a funny story not about gameplay. Microsoft wanted us to have a private meeting in Seattle. it was all cloak and dagger that they were going to be producing this console and you have to sign confidentialities, et cetera. it was all cloak and dagger that they were going to be producing this console and you have to sign as can confidentialities, et cetera. And they wanted us to go to Seattle to basically meet the head honchos. And I can't remember the names of the people, but to basically sit down and we were going to be doing a game for them. and so I've got a job title of CEO. They've just awarded us this contract. I'm going to fly all the way for a single meeting, UK to Seattle. And then back again. And they've requested it and it's to meet the head honcho.

	 

	Now, the problem was that this was days before we had decent internet. I think you just about had something ropey or you had to ring in through dialup. I have problems finding a hotel. Everything seemed booked up, and this was before Google Maps and all that kind of stuff. I reached out to our contact and I said, look, I'm having real difficulties finding a hotel. They all seem to be booked. There's must be some conference zone or something. They said, oh, yeah, there is. We'll get the head honcho's PA to book you into a hotel. I'm like, Oh my God, I wonder who's paying for this because this person is it Robbie Bach or somebody if somebody like that. But it was some head honcho.

	 

	That kind of solves a problem, but now you've really worried me because we're on a budget. We're not the richest people, and he probably only stays in six-star hotels or something. And so I was really nervous about this, but equally I couldn't find a hotel, so I didn't want to say no. I was actually quite scared. He was picking up the bill. If we're lucky, they'll pick the bill up. They're booking it. They'll pay the biller and then I'll be all right. It'll be fine. Anyway. So we just had this name and address of this hotel, me and another guy. we flew in, got to the airport, got the rental car, drove to this place. It was worse than Bates motel. And I'm talking about the 1960s Bates style.

	 

	It was horrific. We feel scared. We feel really scared. This is horrible. That there's stains on the wall, the curtains hanging off. It's one of those ones where it's like a side corridor motel type, like so bad, and we're quite scared. And then we're like, what do we do? Do we just check out again, we're not worried about the bill at this point. I had a business card that said CEO on it. We had a company of over 100 people, and that's what the PA checked us into? We only had to stay there one night, but I was still surprised. And there was no apology. What were they thinking?

	 

	"Mixture of Influences"

	 

	Philip Oliver: You have to have nice-looking characters. There was a lot of work spent on what are the characters going to be that will appeal to this 20-year-old lad who likes hardcore games, but he and his buddy like casual games too. Eventually it was decided that it had to be these kinds of hyper-cool humans, and that was influenced by Jet Set Radio where you were skating and tagging buildings.

	 

	Andrew Oliver: It was a mixture of influences. I remember we were saying that characters would be a surfer dude, a skateboard dude, and make it all a bit sci-fi, because 20-year-old lads like sci-fi.

	 

	Philip Oliver: Remember that old film Rollerball? That was another reference point as well. It got brought up as we've got to do these slightly futuristic sports, which can be quite aggressive.

	 

	Andrew Oliver: There was a Schwarzenegger film that had just come out that was like a film version of Smash TV. Criminals would get the pardon if they survived the game show.

	 

	"Really Quite Ropey"

	 

	Philip Oliver: We had a team of around 18 people. We broke them into six teams of three. In each one of those little teams, they had a programmer, an artist and a designer, and they had three or four days. By Monday, they had to present this kind of concept, just, and it could be really quite ropey. The graphics didn't matter. It just had to be fun and playable. It was a pretty tall order, but by the time you saw something, you knew whether you had something that might work, and so they were then given another week. If not, it was killed. And I think we had a statistic where as long as something like 60 percent of concepts make it to week two, we'd be on time. Then we'd kill another 50 percent of them at the end of week two, ultimately ending up with approximately 50 minigames. Some assets were recyclable, like the big, rollie ball. Several of the minigames work like that, where it's one idea spawned several others.

	 

	Each team will have this brief that their game has to be multiplayer for four players. We decided that really early, just make every game four-player just keep the rules really simple, and we'll use AI to substitute for any human that isn't there. 

	 

	Every mini game has to be focused on one minute of gameplay and it has to be immediately obvious what you have to do and how you control it, and it has to be a futuristic sport. Anything less than a minute, and players are still saying, 'Wait, what? What are we doing?' But anything more than two minutes and it gets boring and repetitive, and you know who's going to win. If you already know who's going to win, just call it. I believe we wanted all the minigames to last between one and two minutes, and to make sure that within the first five seconds, you have the hang of the controls.

	 

	Loading screens were helpful. Whilst the game loads, it's telling you, "Here's the game, and here are your controls." Within five seconds, you know what you're doing and haven't been killed. That's a good general rule for any video game: Don't kill players before they've worked out the controls. It's a really good way of covering up loading time as well. Players want to read those screens, so they don't think about the fact that you're covering up loading at the same time.

	 

	Andrew Oliver: It was 10 months of development, so we were up against it.

	 

	Philip Oliver: We had to make sure that after the first month, you're just trying to figure out what the overall concept is: futuristic sport, zany characters, et cetera. So you lose a month there. And then at the back end, you have to give yourself about two a half months of alpha-beta master where all you're doing is adding polish. So in the bit in between, you've got something like five months, and you have to make sure you're going to end up with 50 finished games. I think originally we were aiming for 60 or 70 finished games. You knew you had some redundancy in the system as well, and some had to be killed.

	 

	You had the team lead and the manager overall, Darren Wood, who we called Woody. He'd come in with the team of three, then they pitch it to us and we then just have a conversation. We'd never just say no in the meeting. That's a quick way to upset people. It would always be a discussion and, if I remember, we might have had a scoring system and been like, "That's a seven. We'll come back to you on this one." I think people say we were a bit soft because we always ran the company like that. But equally I think that if you ever get told no in a meeting by your boss and you don't know why, and you don't understand it, it just really irritates you. 

	 

	Andrew Oliver: We were working with passionate, creative people who were doing their damnedest. and it's very difficult to say, "Come up with a really wacky, original game idea. You've got one week." Who's to say if the idea is right? We'd have a discussion and we come out with a score out of 10, and then other games get high scores. That's not to say yours isn't interesting, but it's not high-scoring.

	 

	Philip Oliver: We did our monthly milestone build, something we did the entire period of Blitz. And in fact it would still be going on to this day. And it's still happening in the industry. You do monthly milestones and we turned them in, but you didn't expect with Microsoft to get much feedback at all. And that was fine. Them approving the milestone is all you need.

	 

	Andrew Oliver: Yeah. Just pay the bill. The people who interfere like crazy, saying, "I don't like this. it had the problems that I'm not paying the bill until it's fixed. Well, we're halfway through the next month. Then you've taken two or three weeks to get back to us. And then you say you don't like one or two little things and you're not going to pay the bell. We've had some nasty producers like that.

	 

	"Something's Happening!"

	 

	Philip Oliver: Fuzion Frenzy had the most basic controls possible. When you're playing with a bunch of mates, you don't want someone who's already played the game for a couple of evenings to just trounce you because he knows the controls better than you do. We needed a system whereby you jumped in, and even if it was the first time you'd seen that minigame, you stood a good chance against someone who'd already played it a bunch of times.

	 

	We started with home computers, and home computers have a keyboard. So people kept coming up with more key combinations: 'Press this and this to do that; now press that and that to do this.' You're trying to play the game, and it's like, 'Oh, something's happening! What key do I use for that?' We were always trying to get our games down to four directions and one action key. As you went into consoles, that was natural. We did lots of NES games, and you only had two action buttons. If you look at our NES games, you'll find that quite often we didn't even use the second button.

	 

	"Premium Pack"

	 

	Philip Oliver: I believe that we went into store and Andrew, you may have been there as well. We went into a store and the Xbox was supposed to be launched soon. It wasn't on the shelves, but there was Fuzion Frenzy. So you could buy Fuzion Frenzy, but you couldn't buy an Xbox. We thought that was pretty cool. 

	 

	Xbox was perceived pretty well in the UK, actually. It was like, "Hey, we're fighting back against the Japanese consoles" kind of thing. Remember, we didn't see how big the controller was or the box until the consumer saw it; we'd been working with dev kits, which was just a big PC with a cabled controller. And we were just told, "Don't worry, that's coming. As long as your game's buttons map correctly, it will be fine." Our buttons did map more or less accurately. The PlayStation had already been active for a few years and everybody basically ripped off the PlayStation controller and made similar PC gamepads. 

	 

	Andrew Oliver: Actually, they considered releasing a budget console pack and a premium pack.

	 

	Philip Oliver: The premium pack was going to be to two controllers and Fuzion Frenzy boxed in free.

	 

	Andrew Oliver: We were quite excited that we were going to be in that promotion. Unfortunately, towards the end, they decided not to do that. And I think that's because they worked out the controllers were so expensive that the premium pack would be obscenely expensive. The $35 each, but it did slightly hobble our game because it comes into its own when you have four players.

	 

	Philip Oliver: That decision to not release a premium pack was made in the last couple of weeks. Right up until the point we were mastering it, we thought, We're going to be in that premium pack. We're going to get like all this focus. And then the people that didn't bother me in the back could buy the game separately, if they want, and then it just didn't happen. And it's like, oh. That's really disappointing. But we were the very first Xbox game. Fuzion Frenzy has the serial number 0001. Ours was the first one to be produced: It was on the shelf a week before the Xbox.

	 

	 


"Why Is It Like That?"
Dr. Carly Kocurek on Games Research and Techno Masculinity

	 

	I spend a good deal of time thinking about how to write about games. More time than I spend actually writing about games, in fact, because even when I'm writing, I'm thinking about what I'm writing and how I'm writing what I'm writing. It's all very interlocked and confusing, and the opportunity to talk to someone like Dr. Carly Kocurek, someone who knows and shares that effort that is both a thrill and a mental burden, is a rare treat.

	My interview with Kocurek came about by happenstance. One of Long Live Mortal Kombat's early readers wondered about the types of people most likely to frequent arcades in the heyday of Mortal Kombat and Street Fighter II in the 1990s. I was one of those people, but I was a kid, and at the mercy of the pocket change my mom or dad would give me to play while they ran errands. I wanted to know about the older patrons, the teens and 20- and 30-somethings who made trips to the arcade almost as frequently as they went to school or their jobs. More frequently, in some cases. That led me to Google, which led me to Coin-Operated Americans: Rebooting Boyhood at the Video Game Arcade written by Kocurek.

	In Coin-Operated Americans, Kocurek examines the "golden age" of arcades through the late '70s to the North American industry's crash in '83, to the resurgence of coin-op gaming in the '90s. More specifically, she looks at the types of players who made these supposed dens of iniquity their second home, and how video games at large became known as a boys' club. She was more than up to that challenge. A full-time professor at Illinois Institute of Technology, Kocurek has a background in academic research with a concentration on the history of video games both as a business and a cultural movement. We talked about the pervasive view of games as being made by and for men, the practices of chronicling video game history, the supposed connection between violent games and real-life behavior, how her interest in research brought her to video games, and much more in this wide-ranging interview.

	**

	David L. Craddock: Before we talk about your interest in game design and gaming history, what led to your interest in academic research?

	 

	Carly Kocurek: I was always excited about writing, and I love history. I grew up in a family that spent a lot of time going to museums and stopping at historical landmarks and national parks and things like that. I was obsessed with American Girl dolls when I was a kid, and I've been able to write about them as an adult, which was fun. I've just always been interested in the past, and specifically, the way we live daily life, not necessarily political history or military history. Those are really important, and there are people doing great work in those areas, but I was fascinated by day-to-day things: What were sewing machines like in the 1920s? What did it mean for someone to get one? How did that change your life? It was probably huge.

	 

	I completed my undergraduate degree, and I majored in English and history. I worked a lot with a professor, Krista Comer, who wrote a book about surfing. She was mentoring me and kind of coaching me through grad applications as I was applying to programs. I was going to apply to English Literature programs, and she said, "You don't want to get a PhD in English. The stuff you're doing is not actually what Lit PhDs do. You're actually doing American Studies." I said, "Oh, okay," so I applied to 10 American Studies programs, and got into exactly one, and it was my least favorite choice.

	 

	But that was lucky because in a way, it was what I needed. I went to the University of Texas at Austin, and I'm from Texas. I'd always lived in Texas. I think part of why I wanted to go to out-of-state universities was because I wanted to see a different part of the country. But that didn't happen, so I went to school in Texas.

	 

	The American Studies program at the University of Texas has a really strong focus on cultural history. The program has faculty who have studied areas such as the history of photography, the history of plastics, which is such an interesting thing, and the history of the circus. That was studied by Janet Davis, who I worked with, and who ended up being my chair [the head of a university department]. I also worked with Elizabeth Engelhardt, who's now at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and who's a really big deal in food history.

	 

	I like to joke that coming out of American Studies is like being raised by wolves. I didn't work with games history people; I worked with other history people, and with almost no overlap in the decades we were all studying. But there was a lot of overlap in thematic and theoretical concerns, particularly research methods and things like that. I worked a lot with people in the anthropology department as well. They have a cultural studies certificate I completed. I also worked with folks in what was at the time the Radio, Television, and Film program; they've reorganized, and I don't know what the department is called anymore.

	 

	So, I have this kind of interdisciplinary background. That was a carryover from how I approached my undergraduate degree.

	 

	Craddock: How did that lead to you sharpening your focus to the video game industry?

	 

	Kocurek: I worked on a project about barbecue under Elizabeth Engelhardt, and that led to a book called Republic of Barbecue, and I realized I loved doing oral histories. I loved interviewing people. I'd been a student journalist, and I still interview people occasionally, like when I'm writing pieces for different magazines. I think people are so interesting and so weird. There's a great oral history book called Amoskeag that's about the Amoskeag textile mill, and the stories are fascinating, but it has this section at the beginning that I love and think about all the time, and it's about accuracy. People say things in interviews that aren't accurate, but they're also not wrong. They're inaccurate, but they hit on something.

	 

	The example they have is that the Amoskeag mill catches on fire. It probably caught fire several times; mills catch on fire all the time because there's always fiber in the air and machines and things. But at one point there was a big fire, and it was really disruptive. In at least one interview—I think actually in several interviews—people claim the mill closed shortly after this fire, within a year or something. That's not accurate; it was five, seven, maybe 10 years later, but it points to something, which is that the mill felt really different after the fire. It felt like it was in decline. That's why I love interviewing: You get that kind of emotional and impressionistic part of history that you will not get from solid facts like dates found in the mill's records. I might speculate, but I wouldn't know.

	 

	I mentioned to some of the faculty I was working with that I loved interviewing people, and they said, "You should interview people about video games. There's not a lot of oral history happening in that area, and there's definitely some interesting stuff to find." I've always been interested in gender and technology because I've always loved the internet. When I was young, the Internet was like a miracle. I grew up in the middle of nowhere, so it was extremely exciting to read things and talk to people in New York. It was just cool, and I loved it. I spent all my time online. I was so interested in the gender divide in technology. I was like, why doesn't everyone get to enjoy technology the way I do? I was interested in that, and in gaming.

	 

	This was the mid-'90s, and I'm working on a project about that time period right now. It's the height of the "games for girls" movement, this moment where you see games developed specifically for girls. There was a lot of conversation about that, and a lot of research about it. I t bumps up against the extreme masculinization of games, which you can see really palpably in advertisements from that period. That was when I was a teenager. I was very aware of it in some ways, so I started looking at the research that existed.

	 

	There's a book called From Barbie to Mortal Kombat, which is this landmark piece of research by Henry Jenkins and Justine Cassell. It has interviews with a bunch of developers from the time, and it was super-interesting to me, this exclusion of girls. I asked, why was it like that? That's always the history question: "Wait, wait, wait—why is it like that?" We had all this research about how women get excluded, and it's a problem, but how do they then get included? And why do we still think of games as for men and boys? That's a really interesting and thorny question.

	 

	That became my dissertation, "Coin-Operated Americans," which is about video game arcades, the rise of competitive gaming, and how Cold War priorities got mapped onto video games early in the cultural imagination, and in the political imagination as well. That's where I started. I got interested in asking, "But wait, why is it like that?" It was a fun and exciting project. I interviewed people, I spent a lot of time in archives, I spent time in arcades. That was my starting point as a researcher in a really serious way, which is, I guess, the point of a dissertation: To get you started.

	 

	I do a lot of normal historical research activities like spend a lot of time in archives, and of course, interviewing people, but I also do things that fall more in the vein of American studies, cultural studies, and media studies. Things like look at films from the period and talk ideologically about, what is this doing? Why is this resonating? What are these stories that we're telling over and over again?

	 

	I'm fascinated by how much we talk about people that do tech things as if they're really young, and we'll keep doing this. Steve Jobs is dead, but we're still talking about him as this youthful figure in some ways, which is super-fascinating. These are not kids; they're captains of industry. We don't hold them to standards of accountability that maybe we should. It's so interesting and so problematic. I love technology enough to be like, "Oh god, oh god, oh god," all the time.

	 

	I always hope for the best but expect the worst. I've been looking at all this Metaverse stuff and I'm like, "Guys, we figured out this was bad in, like, 1994. You're not gonna invest in enough moderation, and it's gonna be bad." And of course, we get reports of sexual assault almost immediately, and it's like, "Oh, god, we knew this would happen. You didn't stop and ask anyone, and now it's happening."

	 

	Craddock: One term that's a through line in your research is "techno masculinity." Could you define that term and explain how those words came together to form it?

	 

	Kocurek: That came out of a chapter I wrote that was primarily about Tron and WarGames. Those were two of the first blockbuster movies—and we can argue about how successful or not successful they were financially—but they're both really interesting in terms of the history of the film industry and the kinds of stories we tell in games. They both have male protagonists, and [those characters] are shown as very similar even though, ostensibly, one [Tron's Kevin Flynn] is a grown-up, but the movie lingers on his adolescence. They're shown as very middle class, youthful, always wearing jeans and bomber jackets, not suits. They are divorced from trappings of adulthood even when they are adults. Flynn owns an arcade, of course, and is the best programmer ever, but he left or was fired from his job. Tron is very confusing. I love reading reviews from the time because they conflict on what the plot was. I've watched it probably 50 times because that's what happens when you write about these things, and I'm still like, "This is bizarre."

	 

	I think my favorite detail in Tron is that the other heroes are Flynn's ex-girlfriend and her new boyfriend. Those are the three heroes. There's no romantic resolution. I genuinely really like that, but it's also something that keeps him out of adulthood. His trajectory is not going to be stability or order in a way we expect. He gets his job back with the company; we see him arriving in a helicopter, where he's greeted by his ex-girlfriend and her new boyfriend, which I love. I'm happy for them. I hope they're all friends. But it's narratively strange. It's pretty distinct to that realm. There's a high level of interest in youth in these movies, and an extreme focus on technical proficiency. It's often self-taught or inherent technical proficiency. No one is like, "This kid went to MIT, and he's a genius." No, he's just a genius. Maybe he'll get to go to MIT now because he's a genius.

	 

	The character in WarGames [David Lightman] is based on accounts of early hackers and kids. As an undergraduate, I coincidentally—because I had no idea where my life was going at the time—took a class from G. Anthony Gorry, who was the first person to get a PhD in computer science at MIT. And he told me he got into their system and was not supposed to be there, and they were like, "Yeah, come on in, here's your account." This was very early on, the proto internet. There's this glamorization of that behavior, and it sounds fun and exciting, but it's also about who has access to this. I love that there are often people doing low-level crimes or even high-level crimes, but it's treated as cute and fine. In movies, it's like, you almost started World War III, but then at the end you're the hero because you averted World War III, even though none of this needed to happen. They're youthful and seen as brilliant, and they break rules either charmingly or devastatingly, but it's always ruled as charming. They're almost always white or middle class. These are not kids hanging out in the back corners of pool halls. It's gendered, it's racialized, and it's heavily classed, and it bumps into all kinds of themes like anxiety about the economy, and the Cold War, because technology happens in part because we're in a race with all the other countries to be more awesome, and technology is what we need to do that.

	 

	We still see this rhetoric. This is not gone, and it also wasn't necessarily a new thing [in the 1980s]. We saw this with early ham radio operators in the early 1900s where, before this was regulating, coverage was, "They're so smart!" Susan Douglas talked about this a lot in her book, Inventing American Broadcasting. It's a kind of masculinity, but it doesn't quite look like what we think of as hegemonic masculinity in a more conventional way. There are not necessarily sports, the characters aren't necessarily team players, and they're often alone, often working contrary to institutional structures or outside of institutional structures, and they're framed as disruptors, which we absolutely fetishize.

	 

	You shouldn't break everything. Some things are okay. It's like, "Let's disrupt social services!" Maybe not? Maybe we need those? Maybe random people should not be calling in certain people for mental health concerns; they're not social workers or mental health experts. I have no qualifications in that area. And again, we see this over and over. I think we're finally turning the tide on how we talk about Elon Musk: He's a grown-up. We don't need to talk about him like he's 16 and really impressive. He should be held to adult levels of responsibility and accountability.

	 

	I've thought about this in terms of the work the Gates Foundation is doing. Lots of that is great, but Bill and Melinda Gates have tremendous amounts of money in a way that most of us can barely imagine. That money is leveraged through the foundation, and it's seen as for the common good, but who decides what the common good is? Some disruptions to education are very detrimental. That's what happens when you have people who have enough money to buy influence in realms that they don't have expertise or a meaningful stake in.

	 

	We have to be really careful and cautious about how much we think new ideas and new thinkers are always good. There's a lot of value to expertise and accrued experience. That's not to say we should never think about things in a new way. Absolutely, the technical innovations of companies like Microsoft or Apple can be really, really important, and many of them are great. But it doesn't mean everyone should get a free pass, or that we should not be thoughtful about how we evaluate these things. It's complicated because innovation can be wonderful. Innovation can also be stupid and terrible and destructive.

	 

	I think the idea of the techno masculine is tied up in ideas of technological progress and technological determinism. It's like, "technology is good, men make technology, therefore men who make technology are good." This is really entrenched and ideological; it's not thoughtful, it's knee jerk. And when I say it's ideological, we're all invested in it whether we like it or not. We all have a knee-jerk reaction. We're like, "Oh, neat!" You have to stop and try to unthink that. We have institutions and policies and practices and daily cultural exposure that is reminding us over and over of these values, whether we hold them or not.

	 

	Craddock: One thing I've noticed over the past 18 years of writing books about video games is, authors use certain verbs, adjectives, and nouns to convey excitement. I'm guilty of this, too. We're writing about "rebels" and "renegades" who sleep all day and stay up all night making video games and living on pizza and soda. That's often what happened, but it's like we can't help sexing up the writing to make it sound more exciting than it is. I've often wondered if that's because, deep down, we know we're writing about subjects that the mainstream considers nerdy and we're self-conscious about it. Foundational books like Steven Kent's Ultimate History of Video Games and David Kushner's Masters of Doom, influenced me and many others. They came out before video games grew into a multi-billion-dollar business, but we as authors want to be taken seriously, so our subjects are working around the clock and doing awesome things and making the greatest games ever. It's a level of hyperbole that may be systemic.

	 

	Kocurek: Yeah, there are some important things there. One is that, of course, people who are writing books have to sell books. The books are commercial products.

	 

	Craddock: Right. 

	 

	Kocurek: I'm held to that less because I'm working with academic presses. There are different expectations and structures there, but some of it is that you need to sell books, and some of it is—and I think this is true for me, too. I'm not exempting myself—people tend to write about things they really care about and are really excited about. I think that carries over into their writing.

	 

	Some of it has to do with professional practices. There's a video game book with a generic title, The Video Games Textbook [by Brian J. Wardyga]. I think it's very good. It has a lot of good information, and it raises some interesting concerns. It's got lots of good practice questions for my students, but it has a claim in there about the first Easter egg in video games, and I am sure at least one of the books I've edited has this claim in it, too. The claim is that the first Easter egg is in Atari's Adventure, and it was made by Warren Robinett, who put his initials in a secret room. That's not true, but The Video Game Textbook cites Kent's Ultimate History of Video Games.

	 

	Craddock: That's a larger discussion happening in the gaming history community, going through Kent's citations. 

	 

	Kocurek: Yeah, and he has a source, which is: A person said it. In the practice of journalism, that is correct. Kent didn't do anything wrong. A source said it, the source seems credible, so you put it in. But it's wrong, and it's been repeated now in all these other things, so it gains all this credibility. And I've contributed to that. [Author's note: Fellow game historian "Critical Kate" Willaert produced a YouTube video and article in 2021 debunking the claim that Robinett's Easter egg was the first secret in video games. You can read the article and find her video at https://tinyurl.com/yeynx8fj.]

	 

	So again, I'm not picking on anyone, but we end up with these problems because we're following best professional practices for all of our disparate professions. But the best practices for journalism and history are different, yet they can feed off each other in a way that really entrenches this incorrect mistake. I also think there's a lot to be said about levels of access and what kinds of stories people will and won't tell you.

	 

	I've been thinking about this a lot, because I co-edited a series with Jennifer deWinter for Bloomsbury called Influential Video Game Designers. We have four books in the series. This is a small sample size, but so far 100 percent of the women we have written about have agreed to interviews, but zero percent of men have agreed.

	 

	By most measures, the men are more famous. I don't know why you wouldn't just talk to someone for an hour if they're writing an entire book about you to make sure that they're representing what you're saying. It's just interesting, learning who's willing to talk to us. It's hard for that to not feel sexist, because both the editors are women, and a lot of our writers are women. Are you just not willing to talk to us? Because you certainly do interviews regularly. Who has access to people, and what kinds of stories do these people tell?

	 

	I have an amazing team of research students right now. I've done my interviews with people connected to the "games for girls" movement, and one of my students said, "I need you to tell me what order these sections go in because [the woman you interviewed] asked you to turn off the recording so many times." And I always do that. I want to hear the story even if I can't use it. But these things are really sensitive, and the risk for Nolan Bushnell is zero at this point. He's safe, but the risk for someone who's still trying to work in the industry, who's already had their career affected by advocacy for gender equity, for example, might be much higher. It's complicated.

	 

	I also think many people who have been successful in startups going back to the 1970s—and this includes games—they're often super-charming and super-charismatic. You meet them and you like them, and you're like, "Yeah, I totally believe this. It sounds credible." I'm not saying that people are lying. They're not trying to mislead you, but they're telling you their own history, not an accurate accounting of every single thing that happened. There are reasons for this, including how memory works. My memory is fallible, too. I'm not a camera, and even cameras are not 100 percent accurate in some ways.

	 

	Also, like when you're talking about a large organization, especially, but even when you're talking about an individual—I'm generally a nice person. Have I been nice to every person I've ever interacted with? No. Is there someone that could reasonably say I was a horrible professor and had a horrible experience in my class? Absolutely, and I would believe them. I don't think it means I'm a bad person, necessarily, but I probably messed up that time. So, not everything that happens is going to happen to every person I interact with.

	 

	I think sometimes you get these really complicated histories where you're talking about, for example, Atari: Some people who worked there say it was amazing and they got to do all this stuff. They were at the research lab, and it was life changing to work there in a really positive, expansive, amazing way. Then you talk to someone who was a secretary who was sexually assaulted at work. These experiences happened at the same company. Those experiences affected both people in profound ways. It doesn't mean either of them is lying, or that the good experience someone had is now invalid. But it does mean we need to think really carefully about venerating [companies or individuals] without thinking about the full picture.

	 

	Because again, Atari was an amazing startup company. It was also a major player that controlled a huge percentage of the industry. They had a majority control of the US games industry to such an extent that the crash in '82 was not caused by E.T., but was caused in part by Atari. 

	 

	Craddock: Why do you think players tie their identities to certain companies and developers? Even to events, like the 16-bit console war, or even the "console war" that's supposedly happening now between PS5 and Xbox Series X. And why do they tend to be younger men?

	 

	Kocurek: I think there are a few things going on. I'm working on an article right now that's not finished. It's an academic article, so nobody will see it for a year or something. But I've been working on an article about the context of video game culture and Title IX, because I think we forget how abrupt the changes and upheavals of the '60s and '70s were. [Author's Note: Title IX was passed in 1972 to protect "from discrimination based on sex in education programs or activities that receive federal financial assistance." More info can be found here.]

	 

	In 1972, X many girls took part in sports. Then Title IX goes in fully by 1976, and that number increases by literally millions. Now it's normal for girls to participate in sports, but it wasn't. There were there were very few formal programs, and the ones that existed were so under-funded. It's comical to read reports that say, for example, they put $8,000 into men's sports for every $1 they put into women's sports. If you look at state universities, it's really wild. It's easy to forget how profound those cultural and social changes were.

	 

	I think to some extent, and I talked about this in Coin-Operated Americans, that some of it is a retcon. Some of it is people's memories. Tweens and teens, especially historically, socialized in a gender-segregated way. It wasn't necessarily hostile; it was just a thing that happened. For example, you would have packs of middle school boys roaming arcades together. They might not remember anyone else who was there. They might say, "There were no girls there." And I say, "Were there no girls there, or were there no girls talking to you?" It would be really hard in your memory to pick those two things apart. You wouldn't necessarily know. That's an interesting baseline problem. I think many people are looking for a community, and I think that can be really positive or really destructive, and it can be both at the same time.

	 

	People want places where they feel like they belong. Because we live in a highly media-driven society, that gets mapped onto media. We've seen an absolute explosion in fandom. I think game playing is often not talked about as fandom, but I think it's useful to think of it as fandom, where your personal identity gets really tangled up in this thing. You're not just a Call of Duty player, you're all in on Call of Duty. Years ago, there was an interview with one of the lead folks who said, "Our players aren't gamers, they only play Call of Duty."

	 

	That's an interesting distinction to make, and especially now with eSports, where you see this even more, it's, "This person loves video games, but they really love this video game specifically." Most people who are really into conventional sports, they're not into all the sports. They're really into baseball, or they're really into basketball, and they follow one team closely.

	 

	Again, I think people want places they feel like they belong. If someone feels excluded or ostracized, and they find a place where they belong, that's going to feel really intense. But they may also feel like they deserve to protect it and to decide who gets to be there. I talk about this as an imagined or real exclusive enclave, and it's usually a gendered enclave in these cases, for men or for boys.

	 

	For years, the industry totally supported that. Those people weren't wrong in the sense that, yeah, gaming was being marketing for them. What does that do to you psychologically when you're being told over and over again, "This is yours. This is yours. This is yours," and then later, the messaging shifts to, "… and maybe it's for other people, too?" Maybe that feels bad. Maybe it feels like a personal attack. Or maybe when people say, "Hey, this game is kind of sexist," it feels like they're saying you're kind of sexist, even though you've never thought of yourself as sexist and don't mean to be sexist. That feels personal.

	 

	We see this around all kinds of things, and it's difficult. Often, these have to be really careful conversations at the point that you're talking to human beings. I don't think they need to be careful conversations when we're talking about organizations or games, because yeah, that behavior is kind of sexist. It just is. But that doesn't mean the movies I enjoy and am super-invested in are not problematic.

	 

	This is timely because [New Zealand director, screenwriter, and producer] Jane Campion just put, like, four feet in her mouth. [Author's Note: In early 2022, Campion received praise for speaking against a bigoted rant made by actor Sam Elliott, only to claim her accomplishments in film amounted to a greater achievement than what African-American tennis superstars Venus and Serena Williams, who "don't have to play against the guys, like I do," have surmounted. Campion was lambasted for her the thoughtless remarks and issued an apology to the Williams sisters.] 

	 

	I really love The Piano [written and directed by Jane Campion]. It is one of my favorite movies, but it is so ignorant about the racial dynamics of colonial New Zealand that I don't even know enough to pick it apart. But that movie has been hugely meaningful for me. I will probably watch it 100 more times before I die. There are other times when [troubling information] comes out and I'm like, I actually cannot enjoy this thing anymore. I watched Firefly over and over and over again when I was stressed out. It was brain candy, even though I knew it wasn't perfect. There's a place where everyone speaks Asian languages, but there are no Asian people, and this is the Wild West [in space]. Yeah, that makes perfect sense.

	 

	But I really liked Firefly. I watched it over and over, and then Gamergate happened, which is still such a mess that I actually have a hard time talking about it, and one of the Firefly actors is super-active in that. I watched an actor from a show I liked try to destroy someone's life on social media. Now I can't watch it anymore. Then, more recently, there's [Firefly creator] Joss Whedon just being horrible. I was done.

	 

	That's very personal. I'm not saying no one should watch Firefly. I'm saying I can't. Sometimes I think that when I say that, people find it upsetting, as if I find them [and their interest in Firefly] upsetting. No. It's okay. We all like things that are probably bad. I'm just telling you where I personally fall on that. I'm not giving you advice for your life or how you should interact with media. I think those are really personal decisions. Imagine you spent however many hours I spent watching that show. I felt very invested in it, but probably not as invested as someone who has gone to Firefly conventions and made Firefly cosplay, and met Firefly writers and actors, and written Firefly fan fiction. It might take more for me to walk away from that [level of fandom].

	 

	I really think it's useful sometimes to think about these as fandoms as places that people are culturally invested in. It's not just that someone's playing a game. Maybe that's where they've met their friends. It's where they get their social interactions and joy, and it's probably a part of how they think about the world and how they experience things. That's serious. I take things very, very seriously, and that means recognizing that these things are deeply meaningful for people and occupy an important part of their lives.

	 

	Craddock: What I found fascinating is that so many breakthroughs in technology were made by women, such as Ada Lovelace and code breakers during World War II, yet technology and gaming, which in this case is a subset of tech, became a space known as "by men, for men," even though it's not. How does that happen?

	 

	Kocurek: I find typing a really useful example of this. Typing was considered a feminized skill; for a while, only women knew how to type. But most secretaries were men at one point in history. General Washington's secretary was a man, but that labor became devalued and [easier to learn or access]. Back to typing: Women would take courses to learn how to type so they could get pink-collar jobs. It's treated as technical, but in a way that devalues it. Like, "This is a really important technical skill. Girls can do that," and pat them on the head.

	 

	In some ways, that feeds into your question of how women ended up working in coding early on. It was almost like weaving or typing. I mean, it is actually like both things in some ways, but it's treated as feminized labor until it becomes highly necessary and better paid. Suddenly, we're pushing all the women out, or many of the women out, or the work that women do gets treated as less important.

	 

	Somewhere we see this with games that I find really fascinating is with marketing. When you look at the '80s, Carol Kantor, who was at Atari and was the game industry's first market researcher. She was doing groundbreaking research, really interesting stuff. But then when we talk about work in the industry, we often are only talking about roles that are technical in a conventional way. But who's actually deciding what gets made and sold? It's not the programmers. There's like a lot of high-level stuff happening, about what they're making and who they're selling it to.

	 

	We end up thinking about technology in a way that's narrow, and it cuts out many people who have a huge influence. I'm super-fascinated with Lila Zinter, who was, for years, the highest-ranked woman at any game company. She was VP of sales at Exidy and handled all their European business, but no one knows who she is. I mean, I know who she is, and people who've read my articles know she is, and people who worked with her absolutely know who she is. But when Exidy caused this big scandal with Death Race, who did they send to the interviews? Her. This very nice woman in a suit like talking to you about this game.

	 

	It's this really careful dance. Who's actually shaping how we're talking about games and selling them? There are a lot of women in that part of it, and it's easy to forget that because they're not the CEO, who we talk about. They're not the founder of the company, who we talk about. They're often not the person who made the games you know. But that doesn't mean there aren't women doing work. Nina Huntemann wrote about this recently with game technology: Thinking about hardware production, who's doing all the assembly work? Atari actually pointedly hired women because, based on something I read, they have smaller hands. Yeah, if you're doing super-fine assembly work, you'll probably do better if you have smaller hands. I would be terrible at it.

	 

	There are pictures from Atari internal communication in magazines of the assembly line. A lot of those women were Black or Latina. That's not who you think of, but they were making your stuff. Who's managing the assembly line? I don't know. We don't know who those folks are. Part of what we're doing is we're thinking about labor in a narrow way, so we're missing who's actually doing the work, and we're missing thinking about what work is meaningful and what work is actually shaping technologies. It's interesting to have these like standout examples, like, "Here's the woman who invented this." That's cool. I love doing those stories. But I also think we need to shift how we're thinking about labor more broadly.

	 

	I edited a special issue of Feminine Media Histories a couple years ago, and Laine Nooney wrote a great piece [Sierra On-Line Memories] about Sierra and the economic effect of Sierra moving [out of Oakhurst, California]. It was absolutely devastating because it was the town's industry at that point. Sierra was a big company, and it pulled out. Laine was like, "I keep thinking of [Sierra co-founder] Roberta Williams as this really interesting figure, and she is, but simultaneously to being one of the few women game designers and this iconoclastic figure, she's a captain of industry. She's someone who had this devastating economic impact on this town that she lived in for a long time."

	 

	A lot of what we're talking about in terms of women and work, we need to rethink which work we're valuing. I also think it's worth being realistic about how many women were pushed out of the workforce, particularly after World War II. The number of women in the workforce in 1918 was higher than the number of women in the workforce in 1950, if I recall correctly. That's because there had been a lot of strides made, but the wars were used to kind recalibrate back to a more conservative gender norm. All the development post-World War II really plays into that. There's this focus on the nuclear family, tons of infrastructure developed to make people live in suburbs and single-family homes, and salaries continued to be calculated based on this idea of men earning incomes and women getting pin money, basically. All these things have a huge effect.

	 

	I also think we can and should broaden what we consider as technology. Right before we started talking, I interviewed Jesyca Durchin. She was one of the producers of Barbie Fashion Designer. She has a patent related to coming up with how the fabric should work in Barbie Fashion Designer, which is cool. I'm reading this, and it's so interesting that when we think about this game, nobody's saying, "Oh, by the way, I came up with this groundbreaking printing technology," but that's what happened. Some media in that game, in terms of taking the characters and putting them instantly on the runway, had to be developed from scratch. There wasn't anything similar to that.

	 

	Sometimes the technologies people are interested in are fairly narrow, and so we miss all these other technologies. The textile industry is wildly interesting if you want to geek out about tech development. We're just like thinking about technology too narrowly, and we're missing things or we're dismissing things that are really interesting. We can dismiss this woman because she's a producer, but do you know what Shigeru Miyamoto's title is most of the time? Producer. Oh, is it only important when he's doing it?

	 

	Often, the stories of individual women who do things are super-interesting. I wrote a whole book about Brenda Laurel. She's an incredible designer and a really thoughtful researcher, but also interesting is that you have a company that's hiring a ton of women. Who were the artists? Who are the storytellers? Is the game the same if you have a different writing team? Absolutely not. Think back to Roberta Williams and her games. Jane Jensen became a designer at Sierra. She was a programmer before she came to Sierra, but she got there because she was a writer. That's what she went back to after she left games. So, when we think about technology, are we thinking about it in a way that leaves people out?

	 

	And indeed, I think often we're hiring people for technical skills when we could hire for other skills and then teach them the technical part. Brenda Laurel learned to program while working on interactive fairytales because she got a job, and she got that job because of her background in theater and her interest in interaction. Then she learned how to code. It was fun. Jesyca Durchin is a producer, and that was what she wanted to do, and that's what she does, but she's been using computers since she was a child in 1978. She has a lot of technical expertise, even if it's not the kind people are expecting.

	 

	I wonder about, when companies say they're trying to diversify, why don't they just hire people for different skills? You need a lot of different ways of thinking about this. Can someone learn your basic system if they don't already know how to code? Probably. You're using an engine, you're not making everything from scratch. I wonder about these things.

	 

	Women are perfectly capable of working in technology. A lot of what we need to think about is why they choose not to. The pipeline doesn't leak in high school, it doesn't leak in college, it leaks mid-career, where women ask, "Do I want to work here for 30 more years? Oh, god," and then they leave. Maybe think about what's making it so miserable to work in your industry that people are leaving rather than trying to lure them in. Figuring out how to keep people is going to solve your problems better.

	 

	Craddock: I ran into a surprising story while researching my Mortal Kombat book. One thing I wanted to do was try to tell as much of the story behind Acclaim's "Mortal Monday" marketing campaign as possible, because no one had done that. I got hold of Rob Holmes, who co-founded Acclaim, and one of the first things he mentioned was that while "Mortal Monday" was a company-wide effort, Holly Newman, his director of marketing, was the unsung hero behind so much of it. "Mortal Monday" is fascinating to me because it was about more than a video game. It changed the perception of games in the mainstream from toys to a serious business, and lo and behold, a woman was the tip of that spear.

	 

	Kocurek: There are a lot of interesting things there. If you look at early marketing, a lot of it showed couples playing. Those ads were trying to sell upright arcade machines and cocktail machines as things you would have in a bar so people on dates would play them, presumably heterosexual people. This was the '70s, so homosexual people didn't exist in the marketing vernacular. But the point is the ads showed all these couples on dates, or at least looked like they could be on a date. With the consoles, ads showed families playing. Often, the joke was that even grandma will want a turn. If you're going to buy this hugely expensive thing for your home, this box that is going to monopolize your television, it probably needs to be for more than one person. That was early marketing before the North American crash.

	 

	In the crash's wake, the industry in some ways became a lot more conservative. They were afraid to take risks and make different things. They only wanted to make things that earned money, so you fell into this spiral of, "This thing made money, so let's make another one, and another one, and another one." You also had an industry workforce largely made of people who, by the early '90s, had played those games when they were kids and were saying, "I know what a good game is. It looks like what I like because I'm a gamer." They're not doing design research or market research looking for what might fill a niche. They're just refilling the same pot. It's a total red ocean thing. [Author's Note: Coined by Chan Kim and Renee Mauborgne, "red ocean" and "blue ocean" are market terms that denote industries. A red ocean is an industry in existence, while a blue ocean is an industry that does not exist and is unexplored and not understood.] 

	 

	In some ways, that's so foolish. It's really hard to make money in the same market where everyone else is, but this is what they're doing. Companies would lean into that: "Our market is boys eight to 12, or 10 to 15, or 12 to 17." It just moves up with them as they age, and the ads become sexually suggestive and pretty explicit sometimes. We can talk about the male gaze in cinema and the assumed audience: a man, kind of gross, around 17 or 18, and this product is seen as titillating. Our audience definitely is not a woman, and we haven't even imagined a woman because we don't know what women want. We're Sigmund Freud. It's really strange.

	 

	That's the moment where you started seeing "games for girls" stuff happening. I went through around 10,000 pages of gaming magazines from the '90s in a week. I was going through them as fast as I could, Xeroxing everything I wanted, and there was this letter on beautiful stationery, pre-lined, roses along the borders. It was from an older woman who loved video games and is one of my favorite artifacts of all time. She said, "I don't know why you talk about players like me and why you're so dismissive. You say we're not the audience. I spend more money than your audience does. I have more money because I'm retired and I play games. That's what I do, and I don't understand why you're actively pushing me out and acting like I don't belong here. You have one woman writer; are you going to push out her out when she gets older?"

	 

	The answer is yes, actually. Probably. The editors wrote back and said, "We just mean you're not our target audience, but neither are all these other random people." It's so telling. The magazines are for young boys, the ads of young boys and young men. When women do kind of stumble in, they're treated as anomalous.

	 

	This really speaks to the successes and failures of the "games for girls" movement. A lot of what they're fighting against is not just [the perception that] nobody makes games for girls. It's, where do you sell them? Who's going to review them? Where will they be covered? Indeed, a lot of their success has come out of coverage not from the games press, but the toy industry, maybe, or magazines for parents, general coverage like Entertainment Weekly. It's very different. There was an article from a while ago, probably 10 years ago now, but it was the 10 most powerful people in games. One of them was the buyer for Walmart. I was like, yeah, obviously. At the point when physical copies [were the main product], the buyer for Walmart had almost unprecedented power.

	 

	Some of this feeds into why we had so many controversies in the '90s. One of the major distributors was Toys R Us. Well, are all games for children? I don't know, but they must be because Toys R Us is selling them. It's really weird to think about Toys R Us selling Doom. That's hilarious. A lot of that pushback was because games were marketed to children. There was a fascinating disconnect happening there. The infrastructure grows increasingly narrow, and then it's very hard to do something else. As Brenda Laurel points out, you've got this multibillion-dollar industry with an empty lot next door. Why would you not build on the empty lot? It's probably because you have to run your own plumbing.

	 

	Craddock: One of your interviews mentioned that techno masculine values emphasize a youthful and violent masculinity that seems to go hand-in-hand with tech, and with video games. That was fascinating research for me, because one of Long Live Mortal Kombat's early readers shared concerns that my book could be seen as blaming Mortal Kombat for the more reckless and dangerous behavior some people I interviewed engaged in. What are your thoughts on the alleged link between violent video games and violent behavior in real life, and how did that link begin?

	 

	Kocurek: I want to be explicit and explain that I will never say that video games cause violence in some one-to-one way. That is not something I believe, and it's not what the research supports. Games often feature violence, and that's the part I find interesting, as well as who gets to be violent. You're allowed to be violent if you're like the police, or the military, or maybe if you're a cowboy in the Wild West, and we have therefore authorized vigilante justice. You're allowed to be violent if you're shooting aliens—hopefully they're not people, oh god. There are many [variables] like those that are used to determine what kind of violence we see as acceptable or unacceptable in media, and I see this a lot in games.

	 

	There is a heavy thread of violence because with these games, it's really about competition. And again, I'm not actually saying violence is bad. I'm just saying, yes, there's violence in a lot of these games, and the themes are often very violent. For example, Death Race was one of the first controversial games because, oh, you're running over people with a car. No, they're monsters. I mean, they're stick figures; make of that what you will.

	 

	At the same time that game comes out, there were dozens of other games about tanks, about shooting, about Wild West themes, which are obviously focused on guns. So you're allowed to have violence, but only some violence, and the violence you're allowed to have is good and righteous. You see this with film, too, where there are definitely violent films that were knocked, while others were, oh, that's fine. It's a war movie and there are body parts everywhere.

	 

	But monster movies or slasher films, we're going to side-eye that because there's a monster and it's hurting kids or something. It's really, really specific. There's definitely this normalization of violence, where it's, oh, of course you would set off World War III, of course this is hyper competitive, of course we're at war, we're always at war, we've always been at war.

	 

	There's a great book called Camera Politica that talks about Hollywood cinema in the early '80s; it looks at Red Dawn, Rambo, and all these different movies from that period. Those movies, in some ways, were more overtly nationalistic and conservative, but I think in some ways games are equally so, just not necessarily as explicitly. Certainly we've seen this more in recent years. Matthew Thomas Payne has a whole book about military gaming [Playing War: Military Video Games After 9/11] and things like that.

	 

	So, yeah, the violence is always there. What's interesting to me is when we think it's okay and not okay. Violence itself is not terribly interesting, but the discussion of it, what we decide is okay and not okay, is super-interesting. We often use monsters [as targets in games], like, "We're shooting monsters, so it's fine." But the monster is never just a monster. Is the monster a person? And what kind of person is the monster? Is the monster a different person? Are we now saying you can shoot the different people? We should be worried about that.

	 

	 


Fighting Machine:
The Making of Pit-Fighter's Digitized Graphics

	 

	Two years before Mortal Kombat's gigantic, digitized fighters stomped through arcades and stole your quarters, Atari's Pit-Fighter became the second fighting game to wow arcade-goers with digitized graphics. The first was Reikai Dōshi: Chinese Exorcist, or Spiritual Guardian: Chinese Exorcist, an obscure game only released in Japan.

	Pit-Fighter's digitization hasn't held up as well as Mortal Kombat's, but context is important. Atari's game released in arcades in 1990, over a year before Street Fighter II set the formula for one-on-one fighting games in stone. In fact, Pit-Fighter wasn't limited to one-on-one brawls. A third competitor could enter, making it feel as much as a beat-em-up as a fighting game as defined by Capcom in '91. Some characters were played by Atari's developers. Other people were pulled in from the street by Robert "Rob" Rowe, one of Atari's most important developers.

	Rowe worked behind the scenes. A development team at Atari would come to the studio—called a lab—he ran, tell him what they needed, and Rowe would help them record and digitize actors performing in front of a camera. Today, Rowe heads up franchise development at Pixar, but he looks back on his 22-year career in the video game industry fondly. We talked about what it was like working at Atari from the 1980s through the early 2000s, stories from Pit-Fighter's development, and what he thought of Mortal Kombat.

	**

	David L. Craddock: How did you get started in the game industry?

	 

	Rob Rowe: I was always into electronics in high school. My plan was to go into medical electronics. Early in high school, I started working at Great American. I lied about my age to get in. They were only hiring 18 and up. I was 15 when I started there. My mom was driving, dropping me off. Because of my electronics training, I was helping do installations. I quickly moved over to their games group, doing maintenance. We sustained all the arcades, which was great, because Atari was testing there. We'd get all the new games. I remember when Indy 800 came in. We'd stay up all night, just playing.

	 

	Craddock: Is that how you got your foot in the door at Atari?

	 

	Rowe: My cousin, Don Osborne, was their VP of marketing. We ended up talking at a family event, and he says, "You should come work at Atari." I said, "Well, I've got this great opportunity. I'm still going to college. I really like working at the park." Then one of the technicians that I was working with at the park went to Atari. After a few months, he called me and said, "Rob, I'm making more money than ever. I'm traveling the world. You have to come over." I called my cousin back and said, "You know, maybe I'll take you up on this."

	 

	This was in 1980. He brought me around the company and brought me into each of the divisions: we went into consumer products, production. When we hit engineering, that's where I wanted to be: In design. October 10 was my start date. My employee number was 10590. I started at the bottom. I was a prototype technician. My first role was wire wrapping a Tempest board. [Author's note: Wire wrapping was devised as a safer alternative to soldering. The process is done by running lengths of insulated wire between terminals where electronic components are mounted on a circuit board.]

	 

	It was the first color vector board, which had around 87,000 wires. Dave Theurer programmed that game, and we got to be good friends. He was a designer, so I would give him feedback on the game. I got him to put in an advance button so we could scroll through to any level that we wanted, and I put in some of the patterns [used by enemies] as well. I was eventually rolled into a technician role at Atari and started working on Firefox. That was really fun because it got me into video production. We were working around the clock to get this big cockpit unit out to Chicago for one of our trade shows. Clint Eastwood was supposed to come, but the game didn't work quite the way it should have. But it was a still great technology.

	 

	Atari built a state-of-the-art video production lab, and I ended up learning everything from Moe Shore, who ran the lab. Moe was fantastic. He taught me how to edit special effects, lighting—you name it, and I learned it across the board. When things started going south [when the North American video game market crashed], they ended up selling the lab. I kept some of the equipment. I was still a technician but had been doing some of the video productions for sales and marketing.

	 

	Craddock: What was your first brush with digitized graphics?

	 

	Rowe: I think Blasteroids was when I started digitizing. There were no color capture cards, so I used the Commodore Amiga, which had a color filter. The Amiga also had a fixture design, so I could attach objects to it. Then I could do positional rotation. I would put rocks in there, coral, all these different objects that we were putting in Blackboard. I had to run a filter where they're putting everything on a motor. We would turn the filter, do three grabs, and combine them. That was some of the first digitization in video games.

	 

	Craddock: Over at Williams, Warren Spector was writing custom software to go with his Targa card for the Amiga. How did your equipment and process change as you and the Pit-Fighter team went into that project?

	 

	Rowe: When Pit-Fighter came along, it was around the time that Targa cards were coming out for PCs. We convinced Atari that it made sense to put a studio in again. I ended up getting more equipment. I want to say that the studio was 40 by 50, maybe a little smaller. We painted the back wall blue and I got the Targa card. We mounted some lights in the ceiling, and the studio was basically set up.

	 

	Craddock: Pit-Fighter's design was interesting in that it kind of blended beat-em-ups like Double Dragon with the one-on-one formula, which was still a year out from being popularized by Street Fighter II. What really stood out to me about Pit-Fighter, of course, was its digitized fighters. Given that this was all pretty new to everyone, what was that process like compared to your early experiments on Blasteroids?

	 

	Rowe: We started doing tests, and it was all posed captures. Every single pose in Pit-Fighter is something that was posed. Gary Stark was a game designer. He's directing, and I was sitting in the back doing the captures, one by one, trying to organize all the different files. I was a big part of the acquisition of talent, as well. I found Glenn Fratticelli, who was our martial arts guy and was in Special Forces. Bill Chase was one of our core fighters. I think I met him at Marine World. I would see people on the street, wherever, and I would say, "Hey, you want to be in a video game?" Then I started working with an agency as well.

	 

	We bought treadmills so we could do the run cycles and built a huge portfolio [of animations]. But one of the things I think was key for Pit-Fighter was the graphic processing that we did. Dave Theurer had done one of our graphics systems. He knew I was working on Pit-Fighter and said, "Hey, are there some tools that we can use to help you out?" I think one of the first things was pulling out the background for me. I don't even remember what I was using before that. I always had early software: Photoshop and other programs that were out there. I was always getting early copies to evaluate. I started giving Dave a list of things that I needed. The first thing was the removal of the background. Second was anti-aliasing.

	 

	But one of the biggest things was color palette analysis and the merging of color palettes. He ended up writing scripts. I could take a character and create the best possible color palette for that character. I could also select all of those files and run them in a batch. It would do background removal, anti-aliasing, give me smooth edges, and then it would generate the best possible palette. That was amazing. It was a 26-color palette back then, so you're always managing memory. That was the key. We would group objects and determine the best color palettes. It was full optimization of the memory we had, and getting the right colors to match the right set of objects that we had in the game.

	 

	Initially, I was on the Amiga, and then I transferred over to the Mac. Dave was using the Mac, too. The tool he was writing was called DeBabelizer. It became the tool for graphics processing, and a lot of video games used it. That tool was developed for Pit-Fighter. I'd tell Dave, "I need this other thing. Can you add that?" He was writing this custom software for me, which was great. I had a Mac IIci and ended up buying a second one, put it in my house, and I was running these batch jobs at my house and at work around the clock. That was the amount of time it would take to run. That was pretty crazy.

	 

	Craddock: So it sounds like rather than being part of teams on specific games, like Pit-Fighter, you were in the video lab, and any team that needed things, you helped them with their video needs.

	 

	Rowe: Right. I think that was the first time that happened, where I became this resource for these teams. I was the technician on Blasteroids as I was developing all this, but I ended up helping multiple teams with reference. Also, when we were doing brainstorming sessions, and people were trying to do a mock-up, I had all the tools to put together the best presentation or simulation of a game.

	 

	Craddock: You referred to everything for Pit-Fighter as posed capture. That obviously has to do with setting things in certain poses, but I wondered if you could define it so I can understand the specifics of what it entailed. 

	 

	Rowe: Pose capture was having a director pose a keyframe. For Pit-Fighter, characters had a ready pose, you know, arms up or whatever. Most of our animations were three to four steps. Gary, as the director, would watch them do the full move so he knew what it should look like. Then he would try to find those key points. We would capture them, and then we could play them back to see how they looked. So, you'd start [mimics pose] here, to here, to here, then full extension. We would pose everything and then, if it was an action move, I would have them jump on a springboard or whatever we needed to do. We put a harness in the lab as well to get people in the air, and that was beneficial. Things were posed or grabbed on the fly where they were doing movement, and that created motion blur, so that became part of one of the tools, trying to eliminate some of that motion blur so we could get clean images.

	 

	We'd run a script to extract certain frames. When I did that, we would do other frame or every third frame. One thing to note about Pit-Fighter is I think people would first look at it, and they would say, "Something's not right." It was because the image quality was so good and it looked so realistic, but your eye expects to see something different. Area 51 was so much smoother where everything was recorded. 

	 

	Craddock: How did your work in graphics evolve moving forward from Pit-Fighter?

	 

	Rowe: I ended up expanding the lab, and I put in beta cam machines and recording everything at a higher resolution. I could run scripts. Area 51 was probably the next big, digitized game where we recorded all the actors. We continued to use DeBabelizer, and Area 51 was all film except for the aliens. We did stop-motion on those. Pete Kleinow came in. We had a rig set up, and we worked with Dan Platt, who worked on several films in Hollywood. Dan built the armatures, and this all continued the evolution of digitization. Then mocap came in and I was one of the first ones testing it out. I think the first motion-capture system I got it in was Flock of Birds. That was from Ascension Technologies. We expanded our lab even larger, so we had a blue screen, green screen, and 24 cameras for motion capture.

	 

	Motion capture is where you're putting the sensors on a subject, capturing that motion, and applying it to a 3D model. When I started Atari, they were using black-and-white vector technology. I was part of the first color vector generator board, and then the first raster system. Then we had the Atari System 1 graphics board, which could be upgraded, and into 3D graphics from there. I saw technology evolve in a very short time. You had Cyberball with a two-player [cabinet setup], Gauntlet for four players. In coin-op, you had to find something unique. That's why Atari was one of the leaders in the business, and it's one of the things I loved most: We were always trying to find the next cutting-edge thing and were always willing to take a risk.
 

	Most of our hardware was developed specifically to do what we want it to do. We had some great engineers like Doug Snyder [Paperboy, Marble Madness, Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back] was one of them. I was still there for the transition into consoles, so a lot of the stuff I did was ported over. And Atari then took on the name of Tengen. We started doing more console games, but I stayed on the coin-op side.

	 

	Craddock: What was your favorite project to work on?

	 

	Rowe: My favorite game at Atari was 720. I worked with a great team, the same team that did Paper Boy, John Salwitz and Dave Ralston. When we first started doing that, Don Traeger also joined us. He ended up moving over to EA. But the first thing we did on 720 was research. Every project we did involved research so we could learn as much as we could about it. Weekends at Atari started with a beer bash on Fridays. We had this big, white van, and we strapped the Beer Meister in there, hauled a table and all the video equipment, and we drove up to Lake Tahoe. There was this skiing event called Mile High, I think, and we just started filming skaters.

	 

	We took all that reference and brought it back to the animators. Rotoscoping was a very helpful process, although they wanted a hand-drawn model. We built a skateboard ran at Atari in the warehouse. We had skaters come from all over: Rob Roskopp, Christian Hosoi, and we were trying to get Tony Hawk; this was before Tony Hawk did his game. We got a lot of local skaters. That involved a of digitization, but more for reference. All the artists drew overtop the digitized files.

	 

	I left Atari in 2002, finishing up 22 years. It was quite a ride and a great place to work. We probably worked too much. 

	 

	Craddock: In terms of digitization, what did you think of Mortal Kombat?

	 

	Rowe: Oh, I love Mortal Kombat. I met all the guys at Midway later, after Midway bought Atari. I believe that was around the time of Area 51, and we ended up doing a production line out there. I was going out to Midway once a month to go to the production line, do inspections, and talk to the folks to see how things were going. Then I would go to the engineering office and I got to meet those guys and talk with them about some of the stuff they were working on. I was at Atari; they were at Midway, but we were still partners even though sometimes we were on parallel tracks working on similar games.

	 

	The team that did Area 51 was an external team called Mesa Logic. We had people at Atari who worked on it, and they had programmers and artists out in Texas. We did Area 51, Maximum Force, and then Site 4. Then we were trying to figure out something new. We called this game Shooting World, and we were doing all these different shooting exercises. One of them was we had a guy in a 10-gallon hat, chaps on, and you would shoot his feet to get him to dance. I remember showing Ed Boon the game and he couldn't stop laughing. He just started busting up. I thought about him the other day because I saw he had received an award. Those guys were great. I love Mortal Kombat. What he and John Tobias did, it was just a great game.

	 

	Craddock: One thing about Mortal Kombat's digitization that stood out was the size of the character sprites. They were these larger-than-life figures and the most realistic use of digitized graphics to date. As someone who worked with digitization early on, what did you find impressive about their use of that tech? 

	 

	Rowe: Their attention to detail was just so good. I loved their character designs. That was a key part of it, these very memorable outfits and looks. 

	 

	Craddock: Looking back on Pit-Fighter over 30 years later, what memories stand out to you about that project?

	 

	Rowe: Pit-Fighter is one of my all-time favorite projects as well. What we did was so groundbreaking. We were one of the first digitized fighting games. If not for Mortal Kombat, I'd probably have a lot more money. [laughs] They came in and they did such a great job. But we had a solid team. I loved working with the artists and working with the director and the designer on it. We were doing something different and going through that trial of some things working and some things not working. I really loved refining the process because we could use it for so many other games. We built a good foundation. 

	 

	 


Fierce, Powerful: Eduardo Quevedo on His Connection to
Mortal Kombat's Sonya Blade

	 

	Eduardo Quevedo loves Mortal Kombat's ninjas as much as anyone. Even so, he's tired of digging his way out of the deluge of Sub-Zero and Scorpion—let's face it, MK has a lot of ninjas, but Sub-Zero and Scorpion are the poster boys of the brand and that character type—action figures, statues, posters, and other merchandise. He wants the women of Kombat to get some love, especially his favorite character, Lieutenant Sonya Blade.

	I talked with Quevedo about what set him apart from his friends during childhood, and how Mortal Kombat gave him an escape when life's troubles piled up. 

	**

	David L. Craddock: Tell me about your childhood before Mortal Kombat. 

	 

	Eduardo Quevedo: I grew up in Bolivia, in a beautiful town called Santa Cruz. I had a regular life, nothing to complain about, except that I always felt that I didn't really quite fit in, being a member of the LGBTQ community, and coming from a place where those things back then were not really accepted. People were not open to it. I did not have any kind of support to be able to feel confident and free, and to just express myself. I was living two lives. I think a lot of people can relate on that.

	 

	And then out of nowhere, Mortal Kombat came into the picture. I vividly remember diving into this world and the adventures within it. These games gave me some form of escape, and helped me just to expand, in my opinion, what I felt was my creativity, and things that I felt passionate about as far as fantasy worlds. Mortal Kombat became really, really important for me. I connected with these characters, the lore, the stories. Playing was like transporting myself outside of reality, just to find that happiness there. Then there were characters like Sonya Blade. She was the reason I became a fan of the franchise. This was before all the shock stuff: the violence, the fatalities. It was mostly the story and that particular character which got me involved.

	 

	Craddock: What was the first Mortal Kombat game you played?

	 

	Quevedo: My cousin, who is two years older than me, he's the rebellious one. I was always the goody two-shoes. I was always afraid of everything, but he was rebellious. He was always taking me on adventures to the arcades without our parents knowing. I think it was Mortal Kombat II, back then, and it was just crazy seeing all the excitement and all the all the wicked things that were happening. As we were going back home, this dog came out of nowhere and attacked him. He grabbed my cousin on the arm. I will never forget that this was our own little Mortal Kombat experience, going into the arcades and figuring out the game.

	 

	Craddock: I know what you mean. I like Street Fighter and Mortal Kombat. They're the only fighting franchises I have time to keep up with, and I've followed them since I was a kid. But I preferred MK because of its storytelling. The example I like to give is when you watch SFII's attract mode, you get character bios that share things like Ryu's height, weight, and blood type. Mortal Kombat's attract mode intrigued you by teasing each character's background and how they might be linked to other characters, and the endings were fun what-if scenarios. All of that kept me thinking about those characters long after I'd left the arcade.

	 

	Quevedo: It's very true. Once I fell in love with the games, I appreciated the gameplay, the special moves, the fatalities, all of that. But I remember mostly playing the game to see what was going to happen. Like, what's next? What's going to happen with my favorite character? Where are they going to go? I formed this connection to all of the beautiful things that make up Mortal Kombat. It definitely began for sure with Sonya Blade, and then just the art, that beautiful story and how it was presented.

	 

	Craddock: Kitana is my favorite character in the MK mythology. What was it about Sonya that made you get attached to her?

	 

	Quevedo: Actually, even though going to the arcades and playing Mortal Kombat II was my first arcade experience, Mortal Kombat 1 was the first game I played. My cousin was the one who got games first. I remember playing Mortal Kombat 1 at his house, on the Super Nintendo or whatever he was allowed to have. I didn't have a console back then. Seeing Sonya, the only female character in the game, to me that was amazing. I've always felt this incredible admiration for powerful women. I grew up in a family where all of the women in my family—my mom, my mom's sisters, they've all had to struggle. and they've all had to pretty much raise a family and go up in the world by themselves. Many of them were not fortunate to have partners who were good men. I'll leave it at that. I'm so grateful that my father is a good person.

	 

	The reason I admired Sonya so much was because I was seeing this fierce, independent, powerful woman surrounded by all these dudes. She was doing everything that they were doing, and in my opinion, so much more. Seeing her do all these incredible special moves and her own, unique fatality really had an impact. I grew up loving this human character who had to fight her way through all this magic and mythology by herself, more than the ninjas and more than all the muscle dudes had to do. That's another thing that takes me back to my history growing up. It was hard to choose Sonya and play as Sonya in a crowd where all these dudes were like, "Why are you playing as a girl?" I don't know if that's something that happened to you, being such a massive Kitana fan, but it was something that really bothered me, but I didn't let it stop me. I still continue to play with her.

	 

	But of course, I had to put defend why I was choosing her. I don't know why there's always this connection made that if you like a female character, you are automatically considered less of a man. It's ridiculous. But Sonya was kicking butt. She's top-tier in Mortal Kombat 1. She's the best playable character in that game, and beyond that, seeing this fierce, independent, powerful woman reminded me of my mom and my sisters. I've grown up to feel that it's important to consider and fight for human rights. That includes women's rights. I have two sisters. I want them to grow up in a world where they don't have to feel attacked or diminished, as if they're less than men.

	 

	Craddock: I can relate to your story. My friends didn't mind me picking female characters, but I grew up surrounded by independent women, too. When my parents divorced, I only saw my dad every other weekend. My mom had my sister and me, and we had to move in with my grandparents for a while so she could finish her degree. She attended classes during the day and worked at Wendy's at night. I remember she recorded herself reading Berenstain Bears books for us, narrating them, and my sister and I would get into our pajamas and follow along in the books as we listened to Mom reading. That's why I love Kitana. She's strong and intelligent, and she's also brave. She's a princess and could take the easy way out of conflict by siding with Shao Kahn, her tyrannical stepfather. Instead she has the courage to stand against him. She chooses the hard road. 

	 

	Quevedo: It's all about female empowerment. Somebody made a Twitter thread the other day about who was the first Mortal Kombat II character who impressed you. I don't know many people were saying things like, "Baraka! Look at that demon with the blades," but I'm like, hello? Kitana and Mileena! Look at those two incredible woman with their vivacious colors and their weapons. Those were the characters who stood out to me. I don't remember who I played with first, but I think it was Kitana, and it was mostly because of the steel fans that to this day are the most amazing and iconic weapons in MK history. Better than Scorpion's spear. I don't care what people say.

	 

	Craddock: Many people say that fighting games are inherently macho because they're based on rosters of mostly men who solve all their problems through fighting. Kind of like professional wrestling. What is your response to that?

	 

	Quevedo: It depends on the fighting game. I'm not really versed on all the other fighters out there; Mortal Kombat was the one that won my heart, and it was mostly because of the story. The story is just incredible. Some fans say they got into the series because of gameplay or competition, but to me, it was the art. You see beautiful backgrounds, the characters, these beautiful colors, and the stories. That's what got me into it. Speaking to Mortal Kombat, I completely disagree that it's a macho game because there are powerful female characters that truly do speak to all the positive things I mentioned before.

	 

	If I'm going to be honest and realistic, Mortal Kombat 9, as much as I love that game, the character designs for the female characters was a huge controversy. As a massive Sonya fan, I was offended seeing my favorite female character [nearly nude]. I always said Sonya will never be naked in a Mortal Kombat game, or even half naked. Suddenly, she was wearing a vest without any shirt, and she was fighting in these high heels. Now, I loved those boots. I love that the women are fighting in heels because they can do it. But for Sonya, it was so out of character. So if somebody looks at that game and tells me, "How can you talk about female empowerment when this is happening?" I would say to look beyond how they were dressed. It's not only how they look; there's so much more to it.

	 

	There are alternate costumes that really helped; Sonya's alternate is amazing. It's got a Lara Croft vibe. That's really cool. I would also say that games like Mortal Kombat, that have powerful female characters such as Sonya Blade, Katana. Mileena, Cassie Cage—they're written in such a way that they speak lot to what our modern times are. I sincerely believe they're trying to connect with an audience. Our times are leaning more toward women as more than sexual objects or damsels in distress. 

	 

	Craddock: I'm very interested in how Mortal Kombat games have shaped their fans. If you're comfortable talking about it, I wondered if we could discuss how young you were when you realized you were a member of the LGBTQ+ community?

	 

	Quevedo: I knew from very, very young that I was different. I have to say the word "different" because back then, truly, you felt like an alien. Like it was something that was not normal. It was something that you just knew, so I knew from very little that I was different. I knew I was attracted to the boys, and I knew I didn't connect with boys who were having crushes on girls. When boys would tease me for having a crush on a girl, I never felt embarrassed because something inside of me was like, "No. I don't feel anything." I was that one little boy who would not play with all those Power Rangers that were out, but when I did, I always chose the Pink Ranger or the blue one. Interestingly, the actor who played Billy, the blue ranger [David Yost], he was gay. I always felt connected to Billy and the Pink Ranger. I never played with toy cars. I was always playing with things that were considered for girls.

	 

	Now, in this time, you know that toys are not just for boys or just for girls. You're a kid, and you're supposed to explore; you're supposed to have fun and choose for yourself, not live in this world where pink is for girls and blue is for boys. So, I knew I was different, but I didn't know that I was gay until when I was much older and started hearing things. Topics such as sexuality become more frequent as kids grow up. We didn't hear much about that from adults because they tried to hide those things. Kids always learn in their own way. When things started to become a little more graphic and explicit, that's when I knew that what I was, but I had a really hard time realizing that it wasn't wrong, that it wasn't bad, and that I shouldn't be ashamed of it. Coming to New York and living my life here helped me to escape, and to be able to find freedom and, honestly, just be who I was.

	 

	Craddock: I'm very happy for you. Everyone deserves that. Earlier, you mentioned forming a powerful connection to Mortal Kombat. Did it play a role in helping you on your journey of self-discovery? 

	 

	Quevedo: Thank you. As for MK, it was an escape for the most part. It was this fantasy world that I would dive into, especially when I was feeling sad. High school was rough. Middle school was especially rough. You always get the bullies and the teasing. When that happened, I could go to Mortal Kombat see the possibilities of what these characters could be and where they could go, even though there were no explicit LGBTQ+ characters in the games back then.

	 

	I was never even thinking about that. I just had that connection with the human characters for the most part. I love Johnny Cage, because at first, he was this annoying person. Ultimately, he grows and he becomes something better. He's also connected to Sonya. I always go back to Sonya, just because I saw this reflection in my imaginary world. She was this woman fighting against all odds. She had to prove herself and she had to find a way to be more than what she thought she was, or maybe what people thought she was, so that she could be successful or accepted. There was that connection for me, for sure.

	 

	Mortal Kombat really, truly helped me to be happy. I don't know how to connect all the dots of when those things were happening, but when I felt sadness, I would think, Let me play Mortal Kombat. Let me dive into this fantasy world and create stories. Let me talk to Sonya, and Johnny Cage, and Liu Kang. Let me hear what they can say to help me. When I was really little, I was making movies of myself playing the games. I used one of those super-old, massive cameras set up to film the computer as I played. I had toys, and they weren't Mortal Kombat characters, but I'd pretend they were. That was part of deepening that connection.

	 

	Craddock: That's a great answer. Often, our hobbies can be a pure escape; a source of comfort and relief to help our mind, body, and spirit relax before we have to go back into the real world and face struggles. 

	 

	Quevedo: Yeah. I mean, growing up, I wish Midway—now NetherRealm—I wish that they would have embraced the LGBTQ+ community in a way that was visible through a character or through Pride celebrations. That is why this has been so important for me in recent years. I believe it was four or five years ago, NetherRealm acknowledged Pride month. They changed their logos to have Pride colors. To me, that was incredible. That was beautiful. There were a lot of horrible comments that were thrown my way and in the comments in general about why they would do that. People calling us social justice warriors and just against people trying to be happy. I made a post that was acknowledged by many of the developers. That meant a lot, because seeing that dragon logo by the official company, with the LGBTQ+ colors of the community I belong to, made me feel 100 percent sure that Mortal Kombat was also for me, not just for the people I grew up with who told me, "This is only for men, the real men. There's no room for gays. There's no room for sissy boys." The game is also for me, and it's for the community, and that's why I love Twitter, too. It was incredible for me to see that huge LGBTQ community that loves Mortal Kombat. There's a massive audience for it, and most of them love and support the female characters.

	 

	When they showed that dragon logo with the Pride colors, that was so important for my mental health. I look forward to it every year. There was one year where they were very late changing [the logo's colors], and I was like, "What are you doing?" They finally changed it, and they actually kept it past June, past Pride Month. That was important, too. You'll always hear people who say, "It's just a show. They're claiming they love and support you because they want your money, and as soon as June ends, we'll change it back." That might be true for many companies, but I do think it's important that we are seeing those things and being recognized and acknowledged because people who are opposed to [our choices] can no longer say things like "This fandom or hobby is not for you." I even made this t-shirt.

	 

	Craddock: "Kombat with Pride." I love that. 

	 

	Quevedo: Yeah. I took the official logo with their color changes and added the slogan. When I worked my first Pride event, I wore this. 

	 

	Craddock: Do you have a favorite Sonya actor or portrayer?

	 

	Quevedo: Okay, this is going to be a long answer. [laughs] Growing up in Bolivia, it was always a dream to meet the actors. I wanted to meet the game actors, the movie actors, and all the Sonyas. Around five years ago, I attended the Kombat Kon in Chicago. I was so nervous; I didn't know what to expect. I really wanted to meet Kerri Hoskins and tell her how much she meant to me. Otherwise she would never know I was someone who grew up loving Sonya, and that character means more to me than she might ever know. But you don't know how you're going to approach people and tell them this, because they could think it's a little weird, or they might not be the person you thought they were. Some people don't like compliments. Some are very arrogant. You just don't know how they might react.

	 

	I was the first in line to meet Kerri, and she was running late. I was worried she wasn't going to make it. Kerri and Elizabeth [Malecki] were the two people I needed to see, and if they didn't make it, I was going to be devastated. I think I was the first one in line for both of them. But I got to meet Kerri and tell her how much she meant to me. Not to the extent that I'm sharing with you, because there was a long, and, you know, you don't want to be that person. I was just excited, and I vividly remember this: I asked her permission to if it was okay for me to give her a kiss on the cheek and take a picture, because it would just mean so much. That was a that was a scary moment because it was her right to say, "Thank you, but no." American culture is very different from Latino culture. It wouldn't have been that intimidating or scary to ask a Latino person back home to do that, but in America, you just don't know. It's very different. Kerri was incredible. She gave me a hug and a kiss, and it was so great. She was great. I felt that I met a great Sonya, but it felt… I don't want to say superficial, but it was a show. I couldn't say I felt Kerri was this amazing human being because I'd only met her for that moment, and she was amazing in that moment. Then she became more active on social media.

	 

	Now, at the Kombat Kon, I gave Kerri and Liz a gift. It was a drawing with a note to each of them explaining how much they meant to me. One day on Facebook, she posted a picture of my gift and said, "This is how fans feel about us." On Facebook and Twitter, she showed herself as this woman who is a great human being. She's sweet, humble, and she's a badass. She's all about human rights, LGBTQ rights, and female empowerment. She's this combination of things that my Sonya is all about, and that's why it's so important: Kerri embodies all of that.

	 

	When I met Elizabeth, she was she was just as great, just as sweet, just as humble. Elizabeth didn't even know that she had such a massive audience. She had a long line and she looked so nervous. I remember that when I asked her to sign my [memorabilia], I'll never forget, she was signing it as Sonya instead of her name. And I'm like, "No, we want your name because that's how amazing you are." She paused and said, "Oh… my name?" I love when people remain humble.

	 

	So, to answer the question of who my favorite Sonya is, it's hard to say just one. There are many reasons why I love Sonya. Kerri Hoskins' Sonya in MK3 will always be one of the most iconic and most recognizable Sonyas in the franchise, but I love what Midway and NetherRealm have done with the evolution of Sonya: She's getting costumes that are more elaborate, more colorful, more distinctive. You would start seeing her true character come out in her designs in the games more than the older games  just because technology was more limited. Those designs were amazing, but they were not as detailed or incredible as they are now, in my opinion. I love and appreciate that, for example, in MK 11, Sonya wears a hat and her military uniform. I also love when her costumes give a nod to Lara Croft. Tomb Raider has another empowering female character. Lara is up there right next to Sonya.

	 

	Then there's Jessica McNamee, the actress who portrays Sonya in [2021's live-action Mortal Kombat film]; she was so engaging on Twitter. I hope she comes back when the new movie [Mortal Kombat's sequel] has taken shape enough to start promoting it. When the first movie was being promoted, she was so active and really connected with the fans. She will not only respond to questions, she will get back to you with questions of her own. I thought that was cute. I remember that when I posted about my excitement after seeing the film and feeling like she truly did justice to my favorite character. I thought Jessica's portral made her the most human and most relatable Sonya of all the live-action versions we've seen. She had a vulnerability that you don't often see. She was a badass, but she was also human. And it felt affirmation that there were moments where she wasn't just like scolding or like being tough, she actually had the moments where she would break down a little bit. And I remember when I posted about my excitement and told her, "You are amazing. Thank you for doing justice to my favorite character," she remembered who I was and said, "I'm so happy that you liked it because I know how much this means to you."

	 

	I have so much love for all the Sonyas, and it's a combination of factors from the different portrayals that make them stand out in their own way.

	 

	Craddock: You've hit on one area where Mortal Kombat collectibles are lacking. Most manufacturers focus on the male ninjas, but we haven't seen many figures of Liu Kang, or Sonya, or Jax. I know the male ninjas are the most marketable, but I wish we could get more diversity in characters.

	 

	Quevedo: 

	I am so happy to hear that. I love these companies that give us beautiful things to collect, but in my collection, you'll see that I don't have that many things of Scorpion and Sub-Zero, or the ninjas in general. That was a conscious decision I made many years ago. There was all this merchandise coming out, and when I finally had the opportunity to build my own collection, I wasn't in a place financially where I could afford anything; I had to be very picky selective. I was annoyed because it was like, oh, another Scorpion, another Sub-Zero, another ninja.

	 

	It became my own rebellious act: I said, "I don't want many ninjas in my collection." Of course I love them and I appreciate them, but I haven't collected many of them because I want diversity. Mortal Kombat is more than just Scorpion and Sub-Zero. You see that from the games, too: Mortal Kombat 11 featured Scorpion on the cover art. It seemed to me like a missed opportunity. Nightwolf is coming from MacFarlane, and I love those collectibles. Nightwolf is not a female character, but whatever. It's nice for a change.

	 

	Craddock: Kerri Hoskins held a contest to crown the ultimate Sonya Blade fan, and you won. I watched the video she posted of her calling you and your reaction. What was it like receiving that call?

	 

	Quevedo: I had hoped that I was going to be chosen. I'm such a Sonya fan that if I didn't win, I would have probably packed all my Sonya merch in a box and been like, "I have failed you." I wanted it and I hoped to win, but when I saw some of the submissions that people made, so many were really beautiful. One person who didn't show their face—they're camera shy, so I won't give their name—shared this beautiful story of how when they were little, they dressed as Sonya. He wore a costume that his grandma made for him. He was sharing that story and showing pictures of the costume. I thought that was beautiful. He spoke about things connected with female empowerment, the importance of a woman in history and in video games going beyond the fantasy and making a connection with reality. I thought that was beautiful, too. I was rooting for that person.

	 

	When I got the call from Kerri, I was super-happy. I felt so honored and humbled. I kept telling her that she was a blessing. I did ask her why she chose me. I shared some of that conversation in the extended version of the video. She spoke about my collection, but she also spoke about my passion for Sonya as a character. She could tell I was entering this contest not because I wanted a cabinet of Mortal Kombat to show off. I was participating because if I didn't, it would have been weird. I felt I had to enter even if I didn't win.

	 

	Craddock: Thank you for sharing that with me, and for this interview.

	 

	Quevedo: Thank you so much for letting me be a part of it. I know that you said at first, "I'm over my deadline, but if your story doesn't make the first book, it'll be in the next one." I just thought, I hope a little bit of it makes it into the first book so that fans who read my story will see themselves a little bit. I wanted them to feel included. I work in a lot of areas that have to do with diversity and inclusion, so I like to apply those things in everything in my life. Some people may see Mortal Kombat as just a video game, something superficial, but it means a lot to a lot of people.

	 

	I hope in the future that NetherRealm keeps going with embracing diversity. I still feel there's some barriers and challenges to cross, but I know that anyone who is truly a fan will be fine with more representation in these games. I love seeing gay characters because I identify with them, but I appreciate any diversity. And if more diversity is going to be a problem for someone, then I don't think Mortal Kombat is for them. 
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