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Introduction: Walk and Talk

	I've written a lot of books about video games. Sometimes, just to spice things up, I take a page (several hundred pages, actually) from fantasy author Brandon Sanderson's Stormlight Archives series and turn some books into books within books.

	Rocket Jump: Quake and the Golden Era of First-Person Shooters, for instance, has "Pause Screen" chapters that divert from the main narrative to tell adjacent stories. The format of Pause Screens varies: some are Q&A interviews, and some, like the four stories collected in this book, are oral histories.

	Oral histories are fun to write, but difficult to organize and connect. You do a lot of transcribing; you take a lot of quotes; you figure out the order those quotes should flow in; and you write short, punchy paragraphs between groups of similar quotes to connect them into one big story. It's more involved than that, but those steps cover the basics. 

	The oral histories in this book center on video games and video game-adjacent topics, and contain almost enough information to qualify as individual books. As you read, imagine yourself sitting across from the programmers, artists, and designers as they tell you their stories. That's the mood I'm going for, and I hope you enjoy them all.

	Happy reading,

	-David L. Craddock

	July 2022

	 

	 


Threading the Needle:
The Making of Team Fortress

	Author's Note: Threading the Needle is a single chapter in Rocket Jump: Quake and the Golden Era of First-Person Shooters, a long read originally published on Shacknews in 2017. You can read it there in its entirety for free, or purchase a paperback or Kindle edition from Amazon.

	FOLLOWING THE RELEASE of Wolfenstein 3D in 1992, John Carmack started a tradition. Any developer interested in locking and loading a first-person shooter of its own could cut id Software a check and license its technology. Apogee was one of many companies to secure a license, building two Blake Stone titles as well as Rise of the Triad on the foundation Carmack had built.

	The release of Doom over a year later sparked widespread interest in the engine, dubbed id Tech 1. Droves of "Doom clones" followed. Some titles, such as Digital Café's Chex Quest and Raven Software's Heretic, stuck close to id's template—the latter swapping out shotguns with magic wands and the former yanking out hellish landscapes and inserting bright color palettes that would have looked at home on the back of a cereal box.

	In the weeks leading up to June 1996, the industry shook from the foreshocks set off by previews of id's next game, Quake. It would trade pixels for polygons and 2.5D engines for six degrees of freedom. Denizens of its Lovecraftian world would fly apart in showers of gore and dismembered limbs instead of slumping to the ground as one-sided sprites that twisted to match the player's viewpoint, only ever revealing one side of artwork.

	More importantly to aspiring developers like Australian players John Cook, Ian Caughley, and Robin Walker—whose preternatural reflexes and astounding decision to aim with a mouse instead of keyboard keys made him the envy of his opponents—Quake would offer total access to the scripting language id Software's designers used to make the game tick.

	At the outset, their plans were humble: assign Quake's default weapons to certain characters to put a spin on conventional deathmatch, group them into teams, and play ordinary deathmatch. They called their mod Team Fortress. Almost by accident, the three friends did more than switch up the game's elements. They made something new—and arguably more ambitious than id Software's 3D masterpiece.

	 

	Any Town, Australia

	While Doom opened the floodgates to user-created hacks known as mods, Quake and QuakeC promised to take custom maps and game modes to the next level. An old-school hacker and programmer, Carmack practiced the credo that information should be shared. Pro developers could license Quake's engine to build commercial-quality titles, and thanks to QuakeC, even kids like Cook and Walker could dabble in game design by changing the way Quake played. But before Quake, before Doom, and long before id, there was the BBC Micro, pen-and-paper games, and a small town where two boys grew up dreaming big dreams.

	 

	 

	ROBIN WALKER [co-creator of Team Fortress, programmer/designer at Valve, 1998-]

	For perspective, John and I met when we were five or six years old.

	 

	JOHN COOK [co-creator of Team Fortress, programmer at Valve 1998-2016, founder of Sodium, 2016-]

	We went to the same elementary school, and our fathers played guitar together. There would be these guitar jams where you'd have 10 people from around the town getting together and playing away. They were at Robin's dad's house.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We grew up in the same town of 800 people. We went to primary school, high school, and college together.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	He had a house out in the woods. It was a house they built themselves, so basically a log cabin out in the woods. It was a fun place. I'm pretty sure I was around three years old when I went over to Robin's house for one of those. He would have been four or five then.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Then when we got to Valve, we immediately moved to opposite ends of the company. We're like, 'This is great, but you need to get away from me.' It was a mutually agreed upon separation.

	.)

	JOHN COOK

	When we were in elementary school, which was right near my house in this small town, he wouldn't get picked up until an hour and a half after school let out. He would just play in the yard at the school by himself, or with one of his siblings. Since I lived just down the street, I would come and play with him.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I had a BBC [Micro] computer growing up, and you basically couldn't buy BBC games in Australia, but you could write code. All the games I had were ones I'd typed in from the backs of computing magazines, so most of the games I played as a kid, I had the code for.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Both Robin and I, and our friends, were all very interested in board games, card games, and roleplaying games. We would make card games ourselves, and make our own board games. We played a lot of stuff like Talisman. When computers came around, we had some games, but we wanted to make our own games. There wasn't really a lot of knowledge about computers, though, in this era and in this place. Luckily Robin's father was a programmer for IBM. Without him, I wouldn't have actually known that computer science existed.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	My dad was a computer programmer, so we'd immediately start hacking around with stuff even back then. My brother and I made a Miner 2049er clone with eight levels. When we finished it, we started making more levels because we had all the code there, and levels were just a bunch of raw data sitting at the end of the code.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	From age 13, I decided I wanted to make video games. I thought, I should go to school, learn how to program, work as a programmer for a few years until I know enough stuff, and then get a job making games. That was my original plan. The point was always to make games.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The most fun part of programming, to me, is the problem-solving of it. I've always enjoyed writing code irrespective of what the code is supposed to do. I've enjoyed working on databases as much as I've enjoyed working on Team Fortress.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	In junior high, I did a play-by-mail game. You had a sheet for strategy or roleplaying, like, 'Here's your character and the situation. What do you want to do?' We'd fill out a bunch of options and mail it back. They would process a turn, and you would get post mail back with the next steps on it. And it would be multiplayer, so sometimes you'd have lots of people posting things. I could never actually play them because they were all in the states.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Whatever code needs to be written, I've enjoyed it, which has served me very well. It's made it so I can enjoy myself while working on any part of [development].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I made my own that I played at the school. I started out by having a strategy game, which I'd modeled on a white board in my bedroom. People would submit their turns. I'd take [their letters], and I would process them and then give them letters the next day.

	 

	When computers came around, I realized I could automate that stuff. I wrote a program to do it. While I was entering these play-by-mail [answers] into the program, I thought, Oh, I could just have people play the computer version instead. I realized I could make it a multi-terminal program, so I did that. It was early days.

	 

	Party Scene

	Walker and Cook's passion for games and programming computers led them down the same path, at least at first. They graduated from the same high school and enrolled at the same Australian university, intending to write software for a living. Shortly after entering college, their daily schedules diverged, but their nighttime routine became a fixture.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	John and I were both doing computer science at RMIT, the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology. It's a really fancy name, but it's a tech college. I couldn't deal with college very well.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I was a year behind Robin in college, and I was a lot better at it than he was. He was just not interested in showing up to classes at all, basically. He was six months into his [first] year, and he basically wasn't going, so he got a job.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	John stayed in college, and I started working as a programmer full-time at NEC, working on embedded systems. By day, he'd go to college and I'd go write code that ran on remote power stations in Australia and Tasmania.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I was finishing my year, but by the end of that year, we'd made Team Fortress. The next year I actually deferred university for a year so that we could work on Team Fortress. I ended up never going back to university.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY [co-creator, Team Fortress]

	I was a friend of Robin's brother, James, at university, and we met through him. When James went off to Singapore, I spent more time hanging out with Robin. We were having lots of LAN days as well as running gaming competitions at a local Internet cafe. John, I met through Robin.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Ian was a friend of my brother's, so he was a good friend of ours. He came to LAN parties a bunch and participated [in Team Fortress] on a design level. At night, we had modems and we played Quake deathmatch online on one of the seven or eight servers in all of Australia.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We were very active in the Quake clan scene. We played competitively and traveled around to tournaments. We also had friends we'd met in IRC as well. The Quake community was a big part of [the attraction to the game].

	We just played in Australia. The farthest we went was from Melbourne to Brisbane for a tournament. That was a 20-hour drive. Two of us drove the car, which was stacked with computers. The other four people took the bus. I was one of the few people who had a driver's license, so I had to do the driving. That was fun.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I have very fond memories of that time because everyone sort of knew each other. The total population of Quake players was probably sub-100, so you knew everyone. It didn't really matter what server you ended up on, because there'd be people on there you knew.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We did well. Robin probably didn't tell you, but he was the best Quake player in Australia for several years. He's too modest. There wasn't a final tournament that he decided everything, but he was definitely great.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I remember, in those early days, being one of the only people who used the mouse, so playing on Ziggurat Vertigo was awesome. It was an exercise in cruelty.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	He would have been using the mouse in Doom first. By the time Quake came around, it was all mouse [and keyboard].

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	There was a group of us who had LAN parties regularly. I can't remember if it was every week or every two weeks, somewhere around there. Technically I'd dropped out of college at this point. I was working as a programmer, and I shared a flat with John.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Robin's parents had a flat in Melbourne where the kids got to live. After James left, Robin was living there with his sister Jane. The flat became the hub of much gaming. I was involved from the start, I think.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The Internet really wasn't that good for multiplayer games at the time. We just had dial-up, so it was too slow for Doom and Quake being popular, and Diablo was the other [popular] one.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Every weekend or thereabouts, we would have regular LAN parties at our house. Everyone would lug their computers over at that time, and we alternated between playing Quake Test and Duke 3D. This was the height of LAN parties, at least in my life.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Next thing you know, you've got 14 people in a two-bedroom flat with their big computers and their big CRT monitors stashed all around. People underneath the table, other people on top of the table, that kind of thing.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We liked Duke 3D a bunch: its versatility, its combat, its deathmatch. The primary reason we mixed it in with Quake Test instead of just playing Quake Test was because while Quake was full 3D, which was much more interesting, Duke had a much broader set of weaponry: trip mines, pipe bombs, and so on that were really fun.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	I remember when the demos of Quake first came out, none of us had the hardware to run it properly. We were all huddled around a machine playing it at like 320x200 pixels in the middle of the screen.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We had a cyber cafe just down the road from us. We met people through that. It was an early Internet cafe. We played games there, and we ended up helping the owner run tournaments for video games. He wasn't getting enough traffic from people just [using the Internet], so we showed him how to install Quake and got people around to play there as well.

	 

	Walker's, Cook's, and Caughley's mutual interest in Quake went deeper than its brown, polygonal surface. They took a keen interest in id Software's semi-regular updates about the game's design and technology. The fact that players would be given access to QuakeC, a customized programming/scripting language with which to design modifications for the game, was an even more exciting prospect than Quake itself.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	We had gotten a bit bored with all in deathmatch and started playing team-versus-team in whatever we were playing. I can't recall if the games supported it, or we found some way to mod differently colored player models.

	But it wasn't really till Quake came out as the most moddable game to date, thanks to QuakeC, that we saw the potential to make the team-versus-team game we wanted to play.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	These days I think we would think of [creating mods for] those games more like content editing. Quake was the first game to say, all right, here's all the game rules. They gave you access to everything. You didn't have the engine, but you had all the rules for the game at the fingertips and you could go in and change them all.

	We were programmers, so as soon as someone said, 'We're going to write a scripting system so you can write code,' that seemed instantly far more powerful, and it was, compared to what you could do with Doom and Duke.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The foresight of John Carmack was to do two particular things: the client-server architecture of the game, which made it easy for people to have a large-scale game that's server authoritative; and his adding of the QuakeC modding system.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We'd done some Doom modding and had built Doom maps, and I'd messed around with the way you could sort of hack game rules together. We'd build our own deathmatch mods that were fun and ridiculous. We kept talking about what we would do with Quake when they released Quake C, because we were pretty excited about that.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Not only did we like Quake, but it was clearly [inviting users] to work with it. Without QuakeC modding platform that was created, we would not have made Team Fortress. The idea of mods didn't exist before that, really. Not in a product-like fashion. That was huge.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Literally the day they released Quake C, we started on TF. We were waiting. We'd already started by taking Quake Test weapons and dividing them up into classes, all that sort of stuff. John came over and started writing TF, just hacking away with Quake C.

	 

	Class Warfare

	Cook, Walker, and Caughley didn't crack open Quake's ribcage and dig into its guts without a game plan. Before the game and its toolset were released, they discussed design ideas and jotted them down on a Blizzard Entertainment-branded notepad that Walker had pulled out of his Diablo II Collector's Edition box. Those scribbles, combined with inspiration gleaned from the games they played at LAN parties, impelled them to go outside their wheelhouse and design a team-oriented shooter.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Five minutes down the road there was another group of people, and we'd go down and have LAN parties at their house. They were primarily Doom players, and they'd play this Doom map called Fortress. It was a really neat, 2v2 map.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We were super impressed by the extra layer of strategy that the game added. It's hard to remember how basic FPSes were back then in terms of the gameplay options that were available.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	You spawned inside a room and chose to drop down into the real map by falling into one of two or three different holes, and in each hole there was a different loadout of weapons. Rocket launcher, versus a plasma gun, and other stuff [in the third hole].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The enemy had a base, and your team had a base. You had to run up into their base and press a button. That would unlock the next area of their base. In the first areas of each base, you had basic weapons: the double-barreled shotgun. But once you unlocked the next area of their base, then they would have access to the rocket launcher and a couple other weapons.

	Then you would go and you'd have to fight them [when they had] better weapons, trying to get to the third part of their base and unlock it, which would have more weapons—the plasma rifle, specifically, being the best one. Then you'd have to get all the way through the third [section] and hit a button, and you'd win a map.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	It was a super rudimentary way of making a choice about loadout, but we played a lot of that and really liked it.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	So, the whole time you're balancing offense versus defense, who stays back [to guard the base] and who goes out. There's also a nice progression ramp. It's like, okay, it's getting harder and harder to get through because [progressing] powers them up.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We named Team Fortress as a nod to that map. I think the main thing we took from it was, hey, classes seem like an interesting thing to focus on. I tried to find the map years later. I've talked publicly about this in the past and have always hoped that someone might ping us and say, 'Hey, I made that!' It's never happened.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Doom didn't really support [enough customization] for the gameplay to work exactly how they intended. You'd press the last button, and nothing would happen. You could also go into their base and get their [better] weapons, but the agreement was, 'No, don't do that. These are the rules of the game.'

	It was a map that really could only work on LAN play, and Doom didn't work well on the Internet anyway. But you had to know the rules and [communicate with other players] because the game didn't enforce the rules.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We made plenty of Doom maps and none of ours were interesting in any way, but then we played that, and it was like, hey, here's someone subverting [the norm]. It's like, well, I can't show a menu to players, so how do I do handle selection? Handle it from a level-design perspective: We'll partition it into spaces. That stuff was cool.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We did make a version of the fortress map for Duke Nukem 3D, though. We fell in love with Duke Nukem for a little bit. It was really fun, but it just didn't have the modding capabilities that Quake did, so we went back to Quake.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Team Fortress is literally a team-based version of the [Doom] Fortress map. Probably ten or fifteen years ago, I spent a bunch of time looking for the Doom Fortress guy. I never found him. It opened my eyes to good design.1

	
 

	In the beginning, plans for Team Fortress were modest. Over hours of programming and informal play tests with friends, the scope of the game grew organically into what Walker would later describe as an "obvious" conglomerate of mechanics.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The first couple of versions of Team Fortress didn't have teams. It was pure deathmatch.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	The weapons of the first classes were all based on existing Quake weapons. We just tweaked them to adjust damage.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We made someone who had a rocket launcher, because the rocket launcher in Quake was awesome. We made the Scout, the Sniper, the Heavy Weapons Guy.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	A lot of stuff in TF didn't come from game design. The Heavy Weapons Guy and his assault cannon came from Predator. It was an amazing movie; we loved it.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I think we knew we wanted to work up to some sort of challenge. At first, all of the characters looked the same, which was sort of confusion. Basically, we just sort of split up the Quake weapons amongst [the classes].

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I think there were five at the time. We had a fairly standard, what I would think of as a fairly obvious set of initial classes. We started with a fast-moving class to the opposite end, a heavy, slow-moving class, and divided Quake's existing weapons amongst them.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We did the thought experiment to learn how to apply the fortress, but decided not to do it. We decided to do it later. That's always the way you decide not to do things: You decide to do them later.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We played a lot of Dungeons & Dragons like everyone else, so we thought [character] classes made a lot of sense. We also had a bunch of different people at our LAN parties, too.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We played Hexen a lot at our earlier LAN parties, and one of the things we would do was make levels for it. You could make levels so quickly that you could make them while people were playing the game. We'd have two groups of three go through levels and see how quickly they could get through them. We'd time them so it was competitive. We really liked how the classes interacted with each other.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	At the same time as playing lots of multiplayer FPS, we were also playing other [genres] such as RPG and RTS. In these games you often controlled a team of characters with different skill sets, and we wanted this in our team-versus-team FPS. I remember Syndicate being a particular influence.

	These games also had your typical rock-paper-scissors mechanics and taught us that each class would need both strengths and weakness as well as easy kills and nemeses.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We had a very broad spectrum of [players with different] skills. There were some people who were not really hardcore gamers at all, but who wanted to come home to LAN parties and play. Classes seemed an obvious thing for us to do as a way to make sure everyone was having fun.

	 

	Relying on suggestions and comments from friends as well as stories from other realms of pop culture, Team Fortress grew to incorporate more complex weapons that had transformative effects on moment-to-moment gameplay.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The strange thing was we were hardcore deathmatch [players], too. When we were at those parties, all John and I played was one-on-one deathmatch. We played as competitively, and in tournaments, as you could in those days. It always struck me as sort of incongruous that what we played was so different from what we worked on. We played TF when people were there, but at nights we'd play deathmatch.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The order that the classes are listed in the menu is the order in which they were built, to give you an idea of when things came on. We released five classes originally.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Between deathmatch and TF, one was easier to play because you only needed two people. The player counts were low in those early days. That was a material factor. In a lot of our LAN games, if we didn't have enough people, we couldn't really get a fun game of TF going. But if there were only three or four of us, we could always have fun deathmatches.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	There was a lot of stuff that was emergent, like being able to blow yourself across the map with a concussion grenade.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	There was definitely class impact. The Soldier was absolutely the class made for anyone who wanted to do deathmatch. We kept the rocket launcher and core gameplay. When I look at that stuff, my takeaway is that there wasn't any effort spent on trying to build good team mechanics into those early classes. We were influenced a lot by our [habits].

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Since we had lots of people during the LAN days, we had lots of play styles represented. We also listened to the feedback from players. For example, the Pyro was added after QuakeWorld came out to help out players with slow network connections.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Originally it was, you throw the concussion grenade and it knocks people away, isn't that cool? There were customers who thought, I'm going to throw the grenade at my feet and shoot myself across the map. That became this key part of all clan play in the Quake version of Team Fortress.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I think the Pyro largely grew out of a mod done by another guy, whose name I can't remember. That feels terribly unfair to him. The early Quake-mod days were like that. There was a lot of sharing of mods and techniques, things like that.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	As you can imagine, when you consider the slight time delays involved with the server telling a game where the enemy is, followed by the game telling the server that the player fired in a certain direction, it becomes quite difficult for the server to calculate if a weapon hit its target. This is compounded by the server not being able to trust the game, since a cheater could be playing with a modified game designed to make weapons always hit.

	The Pyro's main weapon, the flame thrower, did not need to be targeted accurately. Instead of looking along a line to see if the weapon hit, we looked in an invisible box in front of the player, as if that area was filled with flames, because it was. If the weapon hit its target, they would be lit on fire, causing damage over time so, once you hit your target, you didn't need to keep hitting them.

	Couple this with the fact that faster units would typically have less health, and a pyro could be quite an annoyance—deadly—in a confined space. On the downside, they had no range, so were almost useless out in the open, though the flames could be used to make it a bit harder to see where your head was—always a good thing when there are snipers about.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The most frustrating class was definitely the Pyro. There were a lot of things we wanted to do, like set whole areas on fire. We got that working, but the performance was bad. Having 20 flame sprites on the screen started to slow things down.

	Plus, it turned out that area denial is not that fun in FPS games. Running through areas is fun, but having a grenade that sets a whole area on fire for half a minute is not a good gameplay idea.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	It was a bit of a game in and of itself: Trying to figure out how to get Quake to do something was fun. If you managed to figure it out, you wanted to tell everyone. I think that's why you see things like grappling hooks showing up everywhere. It was such a neat that to even be able to get Quake to do that. I think everyone wanted to try it.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The Sniper was the class we had the most fun making, mainly because it was fairly straightforward to implement. You aimed and shot forward using the mouse. We wondered, 'How do we get the charging mechanic right for powering up? How do we make it slow to shoot but still rewarding when you get head shots?'

	We played a lot of matches of just us playing Snipers against each other. We did try a few [implementations], and that one sort of balanced the difficulty of shooting and feeling like you really accomplished something when you shot someone.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We were a group of people who got together a lot or LANs, and you could yell out to each other. I think the clarity of design we reached years later, when fundamentally we had a design for 32 people who don't know each other—and who probably won't know each other again after this game—and they're all going to have their own individual goals, and a small view of everything going on—our goal was to make it so that as they all individually and locally optimize for their experience, optimization at the team level falls out of that.

	They could look left, look right, and see teammates doing some stuff and go, 'Man, we're working well as a team,' even though we started with the base assumption that they were all ignoring everyone else, because it turns out that's the way most players work.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Really, a lot of the time spent making Team Fortress was spent working out, what are the capabilities of QuakeC? What are the extents of this game engine? What can we take advantage of to do more gameplay? You can't just do anything. You have to understand limitations and work with them to make the best game we could.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I feel like we had a shallow understanding of teamwork and so did obvious stuff. There's a combat medic: A medic is an obvious [class] to build if you're trying to have people care about each other. But this is the core problem of multiplayer game design: You're trying to get a bunch of people to work together as a team, but they want someone else to play Medic; they want someone else to [defend the base].

	The Demolition Man had a tool we used in a bunch of maps that let him alter the map. He had a big bomb, he could go put it [somewhere], if it blew up before the enemy stopped it, it would destroy a wall and his team could get through. We didn't keep that concept in TF2 because we kept finding that it was a perfect example of everyone wanting someone else on the team to do that.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	A lot of decisions, like how concussion grenades, were based around us asking: What can we get Quake to do? What are its capabilities as a modding platform? I ended up writing a pre-compiler for it just to, okay, we want to make this thing; how do we do it?

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At a design level, you were constantly torn between providing enough value to that [type of scenario] so that when someone does it, the team is rewarded and happy, but not such that everyone feels like, 'We're screwed if someone doesn't do it, but I don't want to do it, so I'm going to jump into Demoman, do it, then flip back to the class I actually want to play.' We didn't like making players make that kind of choice.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We could take a small amount of code and have the pre-compiler generate a large amount of code so we can deal with all these limitations of the system. QuakeC didn't have a lot of conditionals. You couldn't concatenate strings together. I had to make a system that was, okay, I want to concatenate things, so really, I need a giant if-else statement which handles all the different ways these four strings can be concatenated so we can share a status bar at the bottom of the screen. It was limiting, but it was still awesome.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At a design level, you can create choices for players that are not really choices. They're more like induced friction or punishment. It didn't seem like a good long-term strategy. I think the Medic is a good example of that. TF's Medic is not really a fun role. We made him a thing that needed to exist if teams wanted to be competitive by making him powerful, but that's not really a good solution.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The Medic seemed very simple to build initially: Just add a healing pack and you are done, right? But getting him fun to play and actually heal other players required constant tweaking and we didn’t really get him good until TF2.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We had a much better solution [for the Medic] in TF2. I'm sure it's far from perfect, but at least we understood that the right way to treat this class was to make it the single most important person on the battlefield for specific points in time, and make him be the way teams can break stalemates. I think that was a lot more successful.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	It certainly was pretty crude. We just printed a bunch of text to the screen, and made the person hit a number that corresponded to the [option] on the screen that they wanted. If you wanted to make a menu with a bunch of transitions, that was never going to happen. if you wanted to just print out some text, you could.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	A lot of the things we were dealing with [were new problems]. You couldn't add any data to a Quake entity, so every entity had the exact same data. The player has a variable for the amount of nails ammo they've got; that means every other entity has that variable as well. But you couldn't add variables, so what you'd end up doing is [repurposing data].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	If you wanted to tell someone they were on fire, you just printed a message to the screen: 'You are on fire.' That's literally what we did.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	So, on a flag, item 'nails' is a piece of data that will store a data that means a completely different thing: the skin that should be shown when it's dropped by a red team member.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	There were things that seemed like a limitation, like saying 'You are on fire' and flashing that on the screen instead of showing flames. People just thought that was funny. The low fidelity was consistent enough that that was just how the product was. People accepted it. They found the [humor] in it.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The code was such a mess because there's all that kind of stuff where you're stuffing things that mean [something different] into pre-existing variables, and the variable names are all misleading.

	 

	When the going got tough, Cook and Walker took comfort in the fact that they weren't the only ones trying to flip the script on Quake. A burgeoning community of amateur developers was hacking the game and pollinating email lists and Internet forums with their results.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Quake C was a puzzle in two parts. One part was the standard coding to get what you wanted. The other part was: I want to do this specific thing, and at face value there's no way Quake will allow me to do this, but maybe there's some way I can make it. Sometimes you'd come up with solutions where you'd completely misuse something from the way it was intended just to get what you wanted. Every now and again we'd get something to work that we didn't think we'd ever be able to get to work. It was a puzzle in that sense. I really enjoyed that. It was really fun.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The nailgun is one of the guns we brought over from Quake to give to the Scout. We wondered why people always switched over from it to the base shotgun. Does it not do enough damage? Well, it does good damage, but you have to [land a lot of hits], and the nails are slow.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We were doing that sort of stuff, but at that time, everyone was doing that sort of stuff. The Quake C mailing list was full of people saying, 'Oh, wow, I just realized that if you do this and this, you can do this!' It was a global effort, which was one of the fun things about it. Steve Bond and John Guthrie at that time, at Quake Command, were doing all sorts of bizarre stuff. They weren't making mods so much as they did short-form experiences. The Quake Rally guys were turning the whole damn thing into a vehicle-based game.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	If you have a LAN party where a bunch of people come over, you play the game and see what's fun, and make it better.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Once you saw that someone had done something, it was just as much fun pulling it apart [as building mods of your own]. The grappling hook is a good example. I can't remember who built the first grappling hook. I think it pre-dated CTF, but I can't remember. But once you saw it was possible, you wanted to learn how to do it. That was really fun.

	 

	2 forts

	Team Fortress. Team Fortress Classic. Team Fortress 2. No matter which version players tried first, no matter which class they favor, no matter the art or gameplay styles they prefer, the words "Team Fortress" call to mind a vivid scene: Red and blue teams fighting to defend their flag and capture the opposing team's. For most players, this scene plays out a map that's been synonymous with Team Fortress players as well as its developers since 1996.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At some point, we shipped our first map. I want to say that was the third release, but I'm not super sure.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We couldn't really work out how to get the fortress mode working in a more generic environment. It was kind of what we wanted, but instead we went ahead and did capture the flag because we understood it. I started making a map for that, which was 2fort.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	It's amazing how well this map did considering it was one of our earliest. I think a lot of its design came from John. He did a great job of making different parts of the map suit different classes and allowed for many different strategies.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	CTF and 2fort had such a symbiotic relationship for the longest time. We really only had one map for some period of time; we were simultaneously making the game using the map, and making the map.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	2fort was basically the map which Team Fortress was developed on from that point on. Every time we were playing it, we were playing on an updated version of 2fort.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	It developed as we added more classes with the second version, making it even better with multiple ways to get everywhere.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Inevitably, each class had sort of a place to be on the map. You've got this case where the classes were molding themselves to fit the map, and the map was molding itself to fit the classes. In retrospect, it didn't surprise us that 2fort was the most popular map. It embodied Team Fortress's gameplay better than anything else.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	All the classes were balanced around being fun on 2fort, the roles of the classes. The core gameplay evolved at the same time at that map, so it's not a surprise that it worked the best out of all the maps.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	You end up with these relationships between classes and areas. The Sniper needs a place to be. Snipers want to be up above enemies, and have a place to retreat, so the battlements show up. Once the Engineer appears, you think, What's the Engineer's role in this? or Where would Soldiers hang out? You have all these places where classes end up in terms of 3D positions in the map, and we would iterate on those rooms just to make them more fun to be in as a Soldier, or an Engineer, [or other classes].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I don't know how we just decided that it was 2forts facing each other across a bridge. I don't know who builds forts like that in real life, and why it's a '2' instead of 'two.' That's just how it worked, but it worked out well.

	 

	Newer fans may be surprised to learn that 2fort was not packaged with Team Fortress right at its humble beginning. Likewise, the idea of fighting over sheets of cloth affixed to poles was a concept that arose shortly after Team Fortress's initial release. Cook and Walker weren't the only ones to take their design in that direction. David "Zoid" Kirsch, creator of the popular Threewave CTF mod, got there first, but players still debate over which implementation was more popular.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	It was the third version when we added Team Fortress map goal support. We never specifically coded Capture the Flag into TF. This was before Threewave [CTF mod], if I recall. The only reason I remember that is because there was this fight online between various fans about who came up with flags first, like it was Quake that had invented flags.

	The reason I point this out is because it wasn't clear that Capture the Flag was going to become [the de facto mode of play]. We wanted to build something that hopefully would support [the type of gameplay] people wanted to do.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Zoid [Threewave CTF creator David Kirsch] had contracted at id for a while, and that's when we talked with him. He was helping test the new version of Quake World. The new version broke Team Fortress, so he talked to us about that.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We thought that things like flags could be thought of generically. They could be an object, and the game rules could be encoded by the map maker into the object. Say, if the player touches this, it should be attached to the player; if the player carrying it dies, it should fall to the ground, or maybe it should return back to where it was, or return back to where it was after a certain amount of time—all that sort of stuff.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We thought of ourselves as in competition with Threewave. I think Zoid was a lot better at communicating to people. He was friends with all the big Quake sites, and [Threewave] CTF was held up as the most popular Quake mod. It wasn't. It was us. Team Fortress.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We wrote some code that started polling all the Quake servers in the world every 15 minutes or so, and left it running for a few weeks. It pulled off data that anyone could pull off a Quake server at that time. The data showed us that there were more people playing TF than Quake itself. More than anything else. That was a shock to us. That was something that caused us to believe we had some hope at doing it professionally.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	It showed that there were around 2500 people playing Team Fortress, and only 1500 people playing [Threewave].

	 

	CTF is simple in concept: Each team defends their flag while waging assaults on the enemy base to steal theirs. For all its versatility, QuakeC made executing such a seemingly straightforward mode quite tricky.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	No one really had a good way to teach anyone things inside of Quake; you could just put text on the screen. One of the positives of TF's map system was that level designers had a lot of power to control exactly how the game played out on their map. One of the negatives was that level designers had lots of power.

	What that meant was you might play two maps that both call themselves CTF maps in TF, but they might have subtly different rules.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Robin pushed for this, to make it so people could do more with their maps. He spent a lot of time making a system so that the map makers could do a little bit of programming without all the setup and do more interesting things with the maps. That's how you ended up with maps like The Rock and other [gameplay] variants.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	I would say about six months in, Robin decided to re-write the code behind the objectives. I think he did most of the design and implementation of this bit on his own, and what he came up with was pretty amazing. He effectively wrote a 4GL language that map builders could use to define map behavior and objectives and opened up modability like never before.

	Now map makers with little coding experience could build games, not just maps. Well, at least within the context of TF. This is when we saw so many more ways to play TF get developed. So many of the game modes that are seen today in FPS were created by map designers using Robin's toolkit.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	If you touch the flag on this one after it falls, it's returned; on the other map, maybe it sits there for 30 seconds and you have to defend it [until it returns to your base]. That was entirely up to the map maker. We unified those decisions across the [CTF] maps we shipped as a way of promoting the rules we thought were best.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Robin tried to make a C&C map for Team Fortress. You would get stuff from the enemy base and take it back, and build up structures. These structures would rise out of the ground and power-up your weapons as you [upgraded them], but we hit the wall, technically, on what we could do. In terms of dynamic worlds, Quake wasn't suited to that.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	In particular, I think one thing that confused lots of people who came from Threewave to TF was that in most TF maps, if the enemy dropped your flag somewhere and your team touched it, it didn't return to the starting point. It had a timer above it, and you had to [defend] it where it fell for 20 or 30 seconds; then it would return.

	We liked that because it meant that instead of the only place you defend your flag being your starting point, we liked the fact that [defending a dropped flag] caused teams to suddenly have to spring up defense in another place.

	 

	Team Fortress didn't make its way online until late August of 1996. Once it did, feedback trickled and then flooded in from the mod's growing fan base. Weeks ahead of release, Cook and Walker availed themselves of a more immediate method of feedback.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At that point, we were having LAN parties, and we'd have games where someone would complain about X, and we'd immediately change X and start the server back up again.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We didn't spend tons of time coordinating what stuff we would add. We just went at it as we could, and trusted that we could fix it up on the weekend when we were playing it with other people.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Early on we were all contributing everything. Lots of coding, tweaking the 3D player models, new textures, map design. None of us had great artistic skills, so after the mod had a little initial success, we started getting more art contributions from the other people in the community. This made the game look much more awesome.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	On any given Saturday or Sunday where we'd play for hours, we'd go through several versions of Team Fortress on that day and just keep changing things. Everyone sort of contributed to design ideas. In the later versions of Team Fortress, as they got bigger and bigger, John and I started alternating. On one update, one of us would do 75 percent of the coding and the other one would relax. I don't remember organizing it that way. We just fell into that [routine].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I was trying to finish school, get to my second year of classes. Sometimes it would just be: He did the capture-the-flag system, I did the Pyro class. We'd sort of bounce back and forth that way, just taking a big piece.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At that time, I was like any 22-year-old: I thought I was right and that John was totally wrong, and that if he'd stop working on the game it'd turn out so much better. Now I can look back and realize that if not for him, I would have petered out much earlier. The game was better for having two of us with [preferences] for what should be in it.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Modding was such in its early days that the whole community was super interactive and supportive. The first gamers to download and play our game would have been other modders; we were all trying out each other's ideas.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Part of the issue was we didn't know anything about source control. I think we were forced not to work on the codebase at the same time because we didn't have a tool to share code.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	There's the old military [proverb]: Strategy never survives contact with the enemy. I think you could adapt that to, 'Game design never survives contact with the player base.' We start shipping updates, players start playing it, and that changes everything. Feedback changes things, ideas change things.

	 

	Thanks to the advent of social media, blogs, YouTube, and indie publishing channels on platforms such as Steam, fans are able to follow nearly every step of a game's development leading up to its release. On August 24, 1996, the date of the initial Team Fortress release, Walker and Cook didn't think of themselves as developers. They had made a mod for a game, and they published it with all the fanfare they felt such an effort deserved.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	At some point, we put it on cdrom.com. There was no official release.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The first release just contained Scout, Sniper, Soldier, Demoman, and Medic. We added some stuff that wasn't all Quake. The Medic had a medkit, and the Sniper had a sniper rifle. The rest of them, I'm pretty sure, just used Quake weapons.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	There was ftp.cdrom.com. He had a directory on the FTP for Quake mods. We had downloaded Quake mods from there, and we were kind of done making Team Fortress with its five classes. We put it up there with a little readme file that said, 'Hey, we made this thing, check it out.'

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We were subscribed to all the Quake C mailing lists, but we didn't really say much. We hadn't really entertained the idea of releasing it. It was written for our LAN parties, so we had a group of Quake players who showed up every couple of weeks and we'd just play it. Those were our core customers and play testers for quite a while.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We kind of forgot about it until people emailed us and said, 'This is pretty fun. Are you going to do any updates?' We said, 'Oh, sure. If people like it.'

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The initial Team Fortress, at least for the first few versions, you played on Quake deathmatch maps. There weren't flags or anything because there weren't maps built with the idea of [CTF] in mind.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	It was more that we found [ftp.cdrom.com] useful because we were doing our own mods, so we would give back to the community. We put new versions up and mailed the people who had written us [to let them know]. We got some more play-time in, and more people kept mailing us to the point where we built a website for it and hosted it off the university. It was a very organic process.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I think our allergy to self-promotion was true, even back then, and I think it absolutely hurt the rate at which the game was adopted. Something about the two of us even then, we just really didn't like the idea of promoting what we did.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	You downloaded maps separately. We thought about how Quake had this ecosystem of mods coming online. We thought about maps in the same way. We wanted it to be that people would find good maps, instead of ours shutting down other people from making and playing other maps.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	I think the way Quake worked was that you installed mods separately from how you chose your map. So, you could effectively play TF on any map, but only TF maps would link to our objective system. But we were very open about how to write a TF map, and collaborated with other map makers as much as we could.

	I'm reasonably sure that once we had done the big objective code re-write, we didn't do much of our own map making from that point forward. Other map makers were better at it than us, and we were too busy playing their maps.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	In hindsight, that was silly, but that was the idea: Here's the game, and you can get the maps separately. We put the maps up separately from the game, so it was almost an invitation for people to make their own maps.

	 

	At first, Cook and Walker were as bemused by the attention as they were delighted. Learning how to promote their efforts proved more difficult for them than building the mod.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We pretty quickly started focusing on what people were saying online, what they wanted. But we still weren't thinking of ourselves as [professionals]. If you'd asked us then, 'Are you guys game developers?' or 'Do you work in the games industry?' we would have said no. That never even occurred to me.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I think we're still learning how to [self-promote]. We were proud of the product and thought it should speak for itself. We know now that doing that is doing an injustice to a product. If it's good, it's worth telling lots of people about, telling people why you're excited about it. It's just not quite in our nature. Even though you know it's worth telling people about, you also know it's a bunch of work for you, a bunch of socializing.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Even as a kid, playing Way of the Exploding Fist, which was a game that I just loved and played the hell out of--it would start up with a Melbourne House logo, and I never connected the dot that Melbourne House meant Melbourne, the city near me. The games industry to me seemed like it was in the UK, and to a lesser extent, the US. The UK dominated it. I had a BBC and a Commodore 64 later on, and everyone making games seemed to be all over Europe.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	As more people kept contacting us, we got more interested in making it. Just knowing people are consuming your work and going and playing with it was pretty awesome.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	In that period from 1996 to [2004 when Steam shipped], as a mod maker, your biggest problem was, fundamentally, distribution. You could make a really good game, but you didn't have a good way to get it to customers in a way where they could give you money in return. You could put it online and people could download it, but if you decided you wanted to sell it, there wasn't an opportunity for you. There was this narrow window we went through.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	The guy who was writing the story for Kanon also produced the TF promo movie which I think was the first FPS promo to have classical music as its track instead of heavy metal. It was pretty awesome at the time, and I think influenced future music choices across the industry.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Once things like Steam appeared and you no longer needed a publisher to connect to a whole bunch of publishers... It wasn't just Steam. Really, the whole Internet just got to a point where a whole bunch of people were buying [products] through it. If we had done what we did four years later, we would never have gone to Valve, because I think we would have been far more convinced we could have done it ourselves. It all seems incredibly naive to me in retrospect.

	John and I have talked since about how much we threaded the needle in life. That the path we followed didn't exist before Quake, and it was a path that ended not long afterwards.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	We were having a lot of fun playing it, so I guess we weren't so surprised that people liked it. The wonderment was more around how fast the word of mouth could travel and how fast a TF community developed within the Quake one.

	It was also very awesome that we could effectively develop our game iteratively. Companies do it all the time now with early access, but it was a new concept back then for games. I guess that's because games still came from ships, but mods came from the net, so in a way the free mod market back then was the pre-cursor to the modern online game markets.

	Looking back now, I should be surprised how many people donated their time and artwork to the game, but like I said, there was lots of sharing within the modding communities.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	At some point, some game developers started contacting us, including Activision. They said, 'We love your game. Let us know what you guys are doing next.' I think they assumed a level of professionalism that was not there. But that did make us think, oh, maybe there are some real opportunities here.

	 

	Platforms

	Walker's and Cook's proficiency in game design and in wrangling QuakeC grew in parallel to the Quake community's enthusiasm for Team Fortress. With more experience came more ambitious character classes and styles of play.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	By the time the Engineer was added, it was later in the cycle. We were a little more thoughtful about the product at that point.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The sentry gun came from a love of Aliens. Everyone loved aliens. They started as a concept: 'Oh, man, we've got to have that in the game.' But the Engineer, which we didn't get to until later, is a much more rounded concept than that.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We really wanted to make [a class] that was easier for a non-hardcore FPS player to play. Between that and a lot of playing Command & Conquer, we decided building structures would be a fun thing. From there we just tried a bunch of ideas, and the dispenser and sentry gun came up.

	The Engineer was a lot of fun to make. The sentry turret felt like we were doing something that had never been done before in an FPS, and it had all these implications on map design and game balance beyond just adding a character with a new gun.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We understood that the Engineer was a class that should exist to draw in people who wanted to be in combat and have an impact, but didn't necessarily want to do it directly. Maybe they don't have the aiming skills they would like, or maybe they just want to spend more time thinking about which way enemies would be coming in, and where enemies would get to, and exploit that.

	The sentry gun was a tool to serve game design problems we were interested in solving, which I don't think is how we started out. That's game design: Things you want to do come from all over the place.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Balancing got easier as it took off on the Internet because you could just go play with other people and see what they were doing, and make changes appropriately. Just because of the situation, we were very comfortable updating live, basically.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The Spy is a perfect example of [design ideas] coming from lots of different places. If I remember correctly, the Spy came from a bug. For a while, we had a bug that made players appear like they were on the other team. There's a chunk of code responsible for making sure you're the right color and the right skin, depending on the team and class you picked. At some point we had bugs where players would look like they were the wrong class or the wrong team.

	Somewhere amidst all that, as we worked on fixing it, we thought, Hey, that might be an interesting idea for a class.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	It was, 'Okay, we'll just do a big update, and some customers will like it and some won't.' We could take a lot of risks by just updating [the game].

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We did an obvious set of things. The Spy should be able to look like any class. At that point we had target ID: When you mouse over a teammate, you get info about their name and health and so on; Spies needed to be able to fake all of that. The Spy was a nightmare to code. There are so many exceptions in the code that exist just for the Spy. There were a bunch of things we could do in TF that were kind of hard to do in Quake, the big one being that if you were a Spy on team red disguised as an enemy on team blue, then team blue players saw you as team blue, but team red players also saw you as on team blue.

	That meant your own teammates saw you as an enemy. The number of times we'd see new players trying to kill a Spy only to be confused because, hey, this guy's not taking any damage, and how did this enemy get into our spawn area? We fought that as much as we could in Quake.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Eventually we did beta releases, but at the start, a lot of it was just, okay, let's make some logical guesses about gameplay changes and see what happens.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The Spy invented this whole other concept: Everywhere you've got a piece of code that says, 'Is the player I just shot, or bumped into, or am looking at, or whatever—is that player on my team? If so, do this. If not, do that. Or, is it on my team but disguised as being on the enemy team?' Those are exceptions you have to think about, and in some cases, code, because any of them could be a giveaway.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	You play, and you watch other people play, and you see how they're actually using [items]. You have some creative process afterwards to take that data and turn it into something actionable. Like, okay, they're using it or not using it in certain situations: Why is that? You come up with a theory for that, and come up with an idea for a [solution]. You say, 'Okay, here's a more fun way to do the same thing.'

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	One of my favorite things with the Spy, which is one of the dumbest, simplest tricks, was running backwards. One of the mini-games we'd play in our one-on-one deathmatches was to run backwards. I don't know why. We played a lot of Quake, so we just tried everything. We'd do one-on-one deathmatches where you were only allowed to move backwards. You had to run past your [opponent] to be able to shoot at them, and then circle around them.

	It was a strange way of playing, but fun. You'd play the map so well that you could get across lava jumps and [other obstacles] just by jumping backwards because you knew where everything was, you'd played it so damn much.

	 

	Over 1996, Team Fortress garnered more attention from players. The transition from tinkerer to developer happened so quickly that it took Cook's and Walker's mutual friend, Ian Caughley, to point it out, and to suggest taking the next big step.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Quake 2 was coming out, so the expectation was that Quake 1 was going to die, or was going to [lose support] in some way.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We had another friend at college who had just a little bit of money. He said, 'We should all start a company.' This was Ian; he was the third co-founder.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	I was only part-time since I was completing my second degree. I was still coding and designing, helped a bunch on the promo. I was also doing a lot of managing of third parties that were providing art, sound and music. Also, importantly, I was paying the rent and buying the food.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Ian's super fun to work with and a smart guy, a good programmer. There wasn't any good reason that he didn't work on Team Fortress that much, other than that most of that work was happening at our flat where it was just John and me, so we could share code easily between the two of us. When we started working on TF for Quake 2, [Ian joined in].

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Ian said, 'We should start a games company and make games because we have an opportunity.' We said, 'Yeah, sure, that sounds cool.'

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	It just felt like the natural progression. I don't think we delusions of making it big, but we thought we could make some good games people would pay for. We started working on our TF2 which would have much more map interaction and a setting more grounded in reality, and a game called Kanon which was to be a story driven team based co-op.

	We also kept improving TF, supporting the map builders and adding better art, and put it out as 'donateware,' which made us tens of dollars.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I guess another factor was we did a donation drive, and a lot of people donated to us. The primary reason we did that was just because people kept telling us they wanted to donate. Just the fact that people wanted to do it, and then followed through and did it, made us also feel like, hey, maybe we should be doing more.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	We had no idea how to monetize what we had. I can think of much better ideas now, and those at Valve giggle at those ideas as small-time.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	In retrospect, looking back: Oh my god, we didn't know what the hell we were doing. We were so screwed. If Valve hadn't bought us out, I think we would have failed massively.

	multiplayer modes.

	The roadmap for Team Fortress was simple: id was developing Quake 2, so the trio of Team Fortress Software would break ground on Team Fortress 2 tailor-made for the Quake 2 engine. Fans weren't the only ones interested in seeing what lay in store for the mod.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I don't have any recollection of us [receiving interest from] anyone in the Australian games industry. It was a big, successful place, I guess. I just managed to avoid it. It was strange.

	I got interviewed by one of the main Australian newspapers a few years later. They ran with the only quote they got from me in the end, which was, 'We never heard from anyone in the Australian games industry.' They used it as a damning statement; I didn't mean in that way. It did seem like everything interesting was happening around Quake, first-person shooters, and online.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Scott Lynch reached out. He saw an opportunity for Half-Life to be like Quake where it would be a good platform for mods and to build things. He had this idea that Team Fortress 2 could be a mod that was sold for both Quake 2 and for Half-Life, because Half-Life was supposed to come out around the same time as Quake 2, which it did not, obviously.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We got interest from a bunch of publishers who were interested in what we were planning to do next. We did some contract work for EA or Activision on some games. We built a version of Quake for arcades for a company. They wanted to build an arcade box that played Quake, and take it over to id to see if they could get id's blessing to manufacture them. We wrote software for them so you could play through Quake through a timed mode. We did a bunch of random pieces like that while working on the Quake 2 version of TF.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The Valve guys liked the idea of us coming in and co-working with them to educate them on what makes a good modding platform. What do mod makers need and look for in a game engine that makes it able to be modded extensively?

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I think the main difference between them and everyone else who had talked to us--we'd by then sort of gotten used to publishers mailing us to say 'Hey, we're interested in doing X and Y,' and those turning into long email threads that never went anywhere--the difference was that within a few days, maybe overnight, us saying, 'Yeah, we're interested,' and Valve replying back to say, 'Okay, here are your plane tickets. Let's do this.'

	 

	Walker and Cook packed their bags and headed to Seattle to meet the powers that be at Valve. Although there was some buzz around Half-Life, meeting with Gabe Newell and the folks at Valve was like being set up on a blind date.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At the time when Valve contacted us, no one knew anything about them. There was a small number of screenshots of Half-Life. So, they were working on stuff, but no one really new anything about them at this point. We probably had more visibility to Ritual, who was working on Sin at the time, which looked much cooler [than Half-Life]. There was more media out for it.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Everyone was very excited about Half-Life coming out and knew Valve from the promos. Then they offered us free flights, free accommodation, and three seats for three months at Valve. It blew our little modder minds.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	When we first came over, it was March of '98, so they were working on Half-Life. We co-worked with them for three months.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Ian, John, and I sat in a room at Valve and worked on porting over Team Fortress. I think we showed up and said, 'Hey, we've been working on this thing we're calling Team Fortress 2 for Quake 2. Instead of porting Team Fortress, why don't we bring Team Fortress 2 over?'

	I think they were happy with that, so we started working on Team Fortress 2—the first version. If you asked me to recap all the versions, I'd need to spend some serious time thinking.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Valve wanted the next thing we did, be it TF2 or something else, to be built on their engine, and they saw the best way to make that happen was to put us on the floor with the Half-Life folks. We never felt like they wanted to influence what we were building, just how we were building it. They were a bit busy with their own game, and Valve was helping us with lots of connections, too. They introduced us to Sierra to look at publishing and to their lawyers so that Sierra didn't do us over.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	The idea was we would work on Team Fortress 2 for Quake 2 and for Half-Life. They'd interact with us, sort of see what was there.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	It was an odd combination of fun loving and hard working. Everyone was super friendly and did lots of things together. Everybody spent a lot of time at the office, but there was some game playing, but mostly work. Lots of the people there were working for reduced wages and shares in company, so everyone was very success focused.

	I remember when a box full StarCraft games turned up, it created a slight dip in productivity. Even though we were clearly only working at Valve, not for Valve, they were very open about everything they were doing.

	 

	Compared to more public industry figureheads like John Carmack and John Romero, Valve Software co-founder Gabe Newell was an enigma. He stepped out from behind his wizard's curtain to talk with Cook, Walker, and Caughley about the future of Team Fortress and games as a platform. The long-time friends did more than listen. They were mesmerized.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Gabe used to talk about eSports back then. He'd say, 'We want arenas of people cheering on people playing your game.' He was thinking so far ahead. It was dizzying in a lot of ways.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	Gabe is like that. The world will never, sadly, be able to fully understand him. For years I just sort of assumed that all CEOs, people who had managed to achieve the things he's managed to achieve, were lucky.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	He was certainly intimidating to work with. What of his first questions to us, during the first lunch we were having after flying in from Australia, was, 'So, tell me what's fun about team play?' We just looked stunned at each other. The notion of breaking down elements like that hadn't occurred to us yet. I probably still couldn't tell you what's fun about team play. So, he was challenging, but he understood the future.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I've since met many CEOs, very big people in terms of what they've achieved, but Gabe remains a really interesting fellow.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Valve basically was taking advantage of Quake's modding ecosystem to hire people. They were looking for anyone who had made anything interesting with Quake, and with other games, but Quake was certainly a focus. They were one of the earliest companies to look on the Internet for people doing interesting things, and try to hire them.

	Gabe, specifically, had a lot of admiration for Carmack had made it so other people could add value to his game. That was something he wanted to capture himself. Gabe worked at Microsoft, and he'd worked on Windows for a long time. All the thinking over there was about platforms. You're making a platform that lets developers quickly add value to customers, and lets customers communicate back to developers. That's what he wanted games to be.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	He's an intellectual force. There's no one quite like him. I love working with him for that reason. He's a pretty amazing guy.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We didn't have the high-level thought of, Maybe we'll end up working here. We were way too naive to think of that. But the entire time we were there, they were actually interviewing us pretty heavily. I look back and realize, 'That was actually an interview question this person was asking me.'

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	At the end of the day, I suspect it was a three-month job interview; we just didn't know it.

	 

	Once it dawned on Walker, Caughley, and Cook that they had been going through an extended interview process, the next step seemed logical.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Valve was being very smart, in my humble opinion, and using the modding community as a way to find people who were thinking outside the box, were self-driven and had skills. They were offering jobs to many of the top names in the scene.

	It was a bit unfortunate for them that we had incorporated. They could have just offered us jobs, but I think they wanted to do right by us, and didn't want to just discard the work we had done. They basically gave us back pay to when we started the business and we gave them the rights to TF.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	About a month and a half into that, they said, 'We've watched you guys work. We're interested in just buying you guys out if you're up for it, and you would stay here.' We took them up on their offer, obviously.

	 

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	It came completely out of the blue to us. We had been talking to a lawyer one week earlier when they asked if we had plans to sell the business. The idea had never occurred to us that we be planning to sell, or that anyone would want to buy it.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Gabe called us all into his office and said, 'We like working with you guys, and it seems like you like working with us. We should make this a permanent deal. What do you think?' I thought, Fuck yeah. Yes.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	In retrospect, based on everything I've done since, whenever we say, 'Hey, come work at Valve for a little while,' we're asking you to do that because we think seeing you work is the single best way to find out if we want to hire you.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	It was good, too, because we had no idea what we were doing with our game company. It's very different experience when you're saying, 'We're going to build this and make money.' There's a lot more to think about [when you run a company] than just, 'I'm going to make the game better and see if people like it.'

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I've never worked anywhere else besides NEC, my company [TF Software], and Valve, so it's hard for me to speak to the rest of the games industry. Valve was a concentrate of the smartest bunch of people I'd ever met in my life. I remember having a couple of thoughts.

	One, I didn't realize people could be that smart. That's sort of a goofy thing to say, I guess, but I'd never met people who seemed to be so good at thinking through the problems they're working on. And not just one or two people, but sitting in a room where there was a whole group of them. I learned more in that first month or so at Valve than I had in years prior.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I was struck because I'd never met people that smart before. I didn't even know people that smart existed in the world. I was just blown away. I was always the best programmer in the vicinity all the time.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	My first several years at Valve were ones where I got addicted to self-improvement. I met people who made me want to be better. I'd never had such a strong desire to get better at something, because I guess I'd never realized what I could aspire to. That was the truth of it. I'd never met a group of people who made me want to get better.

	For years, I got addicted to be able to look back to a year earlier and say, 'Holy crap, I was an idiot. I didn't realize how much I didn't know.' I tried to drain as much knowledge out of these people as I possibly could.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Suddenly, here are these people at a whole new level. I must continue to work with these people and learn from them, because this is like nothing I've ever experienced before.

	 

	Like his friends, Caughley was having a blast at Valve, but turned down Valve's offer. As much as he enjoyed working on Team Fortress, his path in software development amicably diverged.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	I had a girl and a city that I loved and wanted to come home to. I was also felt like everyone there was amazing, and I wasn't quite amazing enough. They didn't make me feel that way; it was just me.

	 

	They were nice enough to print Caughley the tool down the side of the Engineer's spanner in TF Classic, both immortalizing me into the game, and [good-humoredly] letting me know what they thought of my decision to not stay.

	 

	Walker and Cook became full-time developers at Valve Software in early 1998, roughly eight months before Half-Life was due to ship out to stores. Both developers jumped in with both feet, helping tidy up loose ends on Valve's to-do list. Once the game was more or less complete, they turned their attention to revamping Team Fortress in the form of Team Fortress Classic, a version customized for Half-Life's more robust engine and feature set.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	After Half-Life shipped, we spent some time thinking about what was next. Really, we were thinking about how to make the Half-Life SDK as good as possible. One of the things we realized was, if there's not enough people playing the game multiplayer, Half-Life is not going to be a good platform to make mods on.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	We, along with other people at Valve, helped build their SDK. We did the work, and there were many of our ideas [incorporated into the product]. Half-Life's multiplayer [deathmatch] was still in development. We helped out there.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	Even if the tech was good, there needed to be an active customer base. Half-Life's deathmatch itself wasn't that popular. We said, 'We have this valuable property in Team Fortress. We should get that working in Half-Life and bring those customers over to introduce them to this game mode that we think is really fun.'

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	The Valve guys had all been thinking about single-player, so we collaborated with them on multiplayer. From there on out, it was Robin and me being a part of figuring out, how does multiplayer work? How does the SDK work? We were part of all that.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	We looked at all that Quake C code and said, 'We can't rewrite all this from scratch. It would take too long.' I sort of get teased at work for my initial estimate: 'Oh, man, we could probably do this in three or four weeks.' I think it took us three months.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	At that point, we'd been working with Quake for years. As any programmer will tell you, if you spend two years with a product with a bunch of code, being play tested by thousands of people around the world, you fix a ton of bugs. If you decide to go and rewrite that, you have to be careful. You'll write cleaner code, but in all the places where the code is cleaner, you've actually not brought over bug fixes and design changes that were nonobvious and made the game better.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	But that was part of making the SDK as successful as possible. I feel like that was a good move, because out of that came Counter-Strike. Without that, without the level of people playing multiplayer in Half-Life [and Team Fortress Classic], I don't think Counter-Strike would have been made, or it would have been made for some other game platform.

	The decision [had] two tracks: We're going to make Team Fortress 2, and we're going to make the game's multiplayer environment as good as possible, because that would in turn create opportunities. Another Gabe thing was, 'Deliver all your value as fast as possible. If you have value in this Team Fortress but it's not being delivered to our customers, fix that. Get it in there for them.' That was really it.

	 

	David Ogilvy is regarded as the father of modern advertising. In 1968, he published a paper on management principles in which he wrote, If you ever find a man who is better than you are - hire him. If necessary, pay him more than you would pay yourself. Another popular story goes that Ogilvy once gifted each of his company directors with a set of Russian nesting dolls. Opening the dolls one by one, the directors found a note folded in the smallest doll that read, If you always hire people who are smaller than you, we shall become a company of dwarfs. If, on the other hand, you always hire people who are bigger than you, we shall become a company of giants. Reflecting on their journey, Walker and Cook agreed that it was the prospect of surrounding themselves with giants that attracted them to Valve more than the chance to continue developing Team Fortress games.

	 

	JOHN COOK

	I was always impressed by the community scene that emerged, especially the clan players. There was a lot of really smart players organizing games, battling rivals and just making the game better. Great players are what make a multiplayer game great.

	 

	IAN CAUGHLEY

	Three things. First, as new games were developed after TF, I felt it was clear that our game had a reasonably significant influence on the design of FPS games. I think we showed that the community wanted more from multiplayer FPS than just deathmatch, that they could work as teams and wanted to, and game developers saw that and built games for those players. We showed that players wanted more interesting goals than killing everyone, they wanted to work out strategies and work as a team to put them into action. And now we have games like the amazing Overwatch and team MOBAs.

	Second, people are still playing TF—Team Fortress 2 counts—and we're coming up to our 20-year birthday.

	Third, it took Valve 10 years to come out with TF2, and when it came out, it was very similar to the original. I know they went through a lot of iterations to get there, and it was amazing to see them decide that the original had so many things right.

	 

	ROBIN WALKER

	I'm a realist. I think there are people who want to say that things got created because a specific kind of person was really smart. I look at TF, and so much of it seems really obvious, and so much of it comes from lots of people. TF is a huge bundle of things, and in some cases, we were people who created things that other people proposed. It's hard to know where we started and where TF began.

	I remember a conversation with Gabe [Newell] and a bunch of people at Valve, not long after we joined Valve. I can't remember who proposed the theory, but there was this idea that game developers were all going to lose to the mod community. That the mod community had done more iteration on game design through its sheer number of people, in a couple of years of [playing and creating mods for] Quake, than the games industry had done for years prior.

	It wasn't that they were smarter than the game developers; it's that they had a fundamentally better method for creating games. Iterating in public, iterating in front of your customers, was a fundamentally superior way of doing games.

	One of our fears in that conversation was, 'If we can't get some kind of similar development process, our games will be worse than all these mods.' I think that was accurate. Today, game developers don't necessarily choose to take advantage of that [style], but we have the opportunity to build products in the way that mod makers were building them for Quake and the games that followed. You can see a huge amount of innovation that happened as a result of that.

	There was this period of time where a ton of people, far more than John, Ian, and I, were channeling their thoughts into a bucket for Team Fortress. It was super fun to be a part of that.

	 

	 


Unfulfilled Nostalgia: Diamond Select Toys' Mortal Kombat Collectibles

	 

	Author's Note: Unfulfilled Nostalgia is a single chapter in Kool Stuff: Bonus Interviews from Long Live Mortal Kombat: Round 1. Long Live Mortal Kombat and Kool Stuff will be available for purchase in print, digital, and audio formats in the fall of 2022.

	 

	The landscape of Mortal Kombat "kollectibles" is a spoil of riches. Fans can find elaborate action figures, busts, and statues of beloved characters, and that's just the tip of the iceberg. What I'd never thought about before going down the rabbit hole of toys, however, was that each manufacturer has a specialty, sometimes more than one.

	Diamond Select Toys is a perfect example. They've licensed dozens of popular brands from Star Wars and Marvel to Cobra Kai and Mortal Kombat, and the types of products in each line exemplifies a quality-over-quantity approach. Mortal Kombat's line includes four dioramas and two busts, enough to satisfy collectors yet leave them pining for more.

	Over the last few weeks, I've spoken with representatives from Diamond Select Toys to learn about the intersection between comics and collectibles, how the company chooses what types of collectibles to support in each line, and each product's multi-step process through design, sculpting, painting, and prototyping.

	**

	 

	


Part I: Broad Appeal

	 

	Every franchise starts somewhere. Mortal Kombat was born from John Tobias's and Ed Boon's shared desire to try their hands at crafting a martial arts game infused with lore and attention-grabbing spectacle. The more blood, guts, and intriguing lore, the more quarters the game would attract. Diamond Select Toys creates and distributes collectibles based on characters from some of the world's most popular movies, video games, and comic books. It's no surprise, then that the company has grabbed the attention of some of the most creative artists, writers, and marketer in the entertainment business. 

	 

	ZACH OAT [Marketing Supervisor]

	I was an art major in college and started working at ToyFare magazine. I was a copyeditor, and we reported on action figures and collectibles. We didn't cover a lot of Mortal Kombat stuff at the time; this was during most of the 2000s, and there wasn't a ton of MK stuff coming out at that time. I worked there for about eight years, and I got to know the people at Diamond Select Toys because they were very active during that era. They got started around the time I started at ToyFare in 1999.

	I took a break from the toy industry for a few years, and when I came back, they were looking for a marketing supervisor. I applied because I'd been writing about toys and talking to people about toys, so I had a lot of experience. They took a chance on me, and I've been here for 10 years.

	 

	Before Diamond Select Toys, there was Diamond Comic Distributors, transporter of comics to retailers across North America. Also called DCD or simply Diamond, the company was founded in 1982 in Hunt Valley, Maryland. It started with comics, grew to support graphic novels, and soon added toys and other collectibles. As DCD signed distribution agreements with more publishers, it broadened its distribution from North America to international regions. Soon, DCD was distributing to thousands of retailers around the world.

	By 1999, its catalog of toys aimed at adult collectors was deep enough for DCD to found Diamond Select Toys, or DST, an arm of the company dedicated to all things collectors. 

	 

	ZACH OAT

	Diamond Select Toys was tasked with creating toys that appealed to the specialty comic market. They started out making toys based on gaming properties and independent comic books, and eventually, they got the Marvel license. That was a real shot in the arm: We started the Marvel Select action figure line around 2002, and were making statues, action figures, busts, and even posters in the beginning. The company took off from there. It's since expanded to selling toys in Toys 'R' Us and Target. We were selling to Walgreens for a while; we sell to Hot Topic, Walmart sells our products, and, of course, the Disney Store. We have an exclusive agreement with the Disney Store, so they get a lot of exclusives from us.

	So, we've expanded beyond comic shops, but we still sell to most of the comic shops in the world, and we still make products to appeal to core fan bases. Our core fans are gamers, comic readers, and those types of fans.

	 

	Rather than cast a wide net, Diamond Select Toys frontrunners Chuck Terceira and Robert Yee and their team of marketing pros such as Zach Oat carefully weigh what brands to bring into the DST fold. 

	 

	ZACH OAT

	A lot of it has to do with what's in the media. We recently started making Lord of the Rings action figures in the last year or so because interest in the license was surging due to the upcoming Amazon Prime show. There are certainly products we make that are entirely based on nostalgia. We have products coming up from the Disney Afternoon block, like Darkwing Duck and The Gargoyles. Those properties don't have a lot going on right now, but there is that wave of nostalgia for those '90s properties. We'll be doing products based on Mighty Morphin Power Rangers. With Marvel, we're constantly trying to develop products based on the newest series and most popular characters.

	We also started a Ninja Turtles line after a little bit of a break, and it's based on a very hot comic storyline right now. It's very hot in comic shops and specialty stores right now. Cobra Kai is doing well thanks to the great response to season four. Once the series made the shift to Netflix and season three got the green light, we started developing product for that, action figures and other products.

	So, it's a mix of current media and unfulfilled nostalgia. There are properties that never had products, or didn't have many. We did collectibles for The Black Hole, the movie from 1979. We've done TRON because there weren't many great, classic TRON figures. We're also doing GI Joe right now, and there are lots of GI Joe products out there already--we'd done some in the past--but we were able to get new categories, including our PVC dioramas, which we did for Mortal Kombat; and our Minimates, our two-inch figures.

	 

	Pointing to pillars of popular culture such as Mortal Kombat and Star Wars and saying, "I want to work with those" is easy. The rub is in crafting the right approach to licensors, the people in charge of granting access to the license Diamond wants.

	 

	ZACH OAT

	We put together a package of materials that would represent what we want to do with their license. We've been around for over 20 years, so we've worked with a lot of these companies before. Mortal Kombat is controlled by Warner Bros., and we've worked with them extensively. We used to make DC Comics products, and we're working with them on other properties. Getting them to sign on was probably not a huge deal in terms of the application process, but if we're going to a company for the first time, we like to show them what sort of projects we're interested in doing, present some sort of line plan for the types of products we want to offer and a rough timeframe.

	Then we have to negotiate a guarantee. Sometimes licensors are flexible on that, and sometimes they're not. We have to figure out how much we'll have to make in order for it to be profitable: how many products to make, how many categories, and all that. It's really an audition process when you're working with a company we've never worked with before.

	 

	While Diamond's marketers considers what brands to aim for and how to attract licensors, they're also pondering what types of collectibles to make within that brand, or line. Casting a wide net is ideal, but not always feasible due to business concerns.

	 

	ZACH OAT

	For most licenses, our ideal would be to become the master toy licensee and do whatever we want. Usually, though, the licenses we choose have some overlap with other companies. If another company is making action figures for a license, that licensor may let Diamond make figures as well, but if someone else is already doing that, that aspect is generally off limits. Statues, or gallery dioramas, are something we try to get for every license we do. Minimates are a lot of fun to do, and so are action figures, but for many licenses, action figures aren't an option.

	We chose three characters for fans who have loved Karate Kid for almost 40 years. They're based on the characters from season one, and I believe we're going to expand the line to incorporate more Cobra Kai-specific characters. Those three guys have aged pretty well. They don't look that much older than they did in the '80s. With all our figures, there can be a certain smoothing of wrinkles that gives them more of a youthful appearance. 

	Our selections can be determined by height or articulation, for example. Those can be locked up by other companies, which can limit what we're able to do. We won't be making Ninja Turtles action figures anytime soon because action figures is a pretty locked-in category. We make Marvel action figures, but we're only allowed to sell them to certain places because Hasbro is a master toy licensee for Marvel, although we've been making Marvel action figures longer than Hasbro, because we started making them back when Toy Biz was the licensee and owner of Marvel.

	We try to cover as many categories as possible. Getting a license for a single category rarely pays off, for lack of a better term. You want to have multiple income streams to make a license profitable. I can't think of any licenses we have right now that only have one type of product. Cobra Kai only has action figures right now, but we have other stuff planned. For Mortal Kombat, we started with busts, and then we did the PVC dioramas. We were exploring other categories for MK, but I'm not sure of their status. But having action figures is always great because there are very few properties that would make us say, "You know, we could sell a statue of that, not an action figure."

	Then again, there are licenses where you'd say the opposite: "I could sell an action figure but I can't necessarily sell a resin statue," because those might go for around $150 to $200. More in a category is better, but it may also depend on how much a licensor is charging for a guarantee in that category. If they're looking for a certain amount of money for action figures, maybe that's something we wouldn't necessarily go for if we don't think we can meet that.

	 

	Mortal Kombat remains an attractive license for companies that specialize in collectibles. Since the mid-1990s, MK fans have been able to choose from a panoply of action figures, posters, films, and even more esoteric items such as POGs.

	 

	ZACH OAT

	It's something different every day because Mortal Kombat is one of about 20 licenses we have. Our top two are probably Marvel and Star Wars, but Mortal Kombat is in the top 10. These rankings are balanced by the amount of output we have; it's not high because it's not one of our more focused-on licenses in terms of constantly developing new figures. We've been working on getting one piece, a diorama of Scorpion from MK11, released for well over a year. I'm not sure what the hold-up has been, but we finally got production samples, so it should be out within the next month. Pandemic delays have been a factor, as well.

	Mortal Kombat is definitely a top-10 license for us, and we have a few categories.

	 

	


Part II: Striking a Pose

	 

	Diamond Select Toys can make virtually any type of collectible. All they need is the right license and the right artists for each job. Those artists come from many countries and backgrounds. 

	 

	JOE ALLARD [Designer]

	I've been drawing since I was kid. A lot of the toys I played with, a lot of the cartoons I watched, they inspired me to want to do this. I had some family members who did some painting when I was young, and that probably had an influence on me. As far back as I can remember, I've loved to draw. As I got older, I realized I could make a living drawing, so I thought I should try that. I spent a lot of time in school drawing when I should have been taking notes and paying attention to what my teachers were saying. Drawing has always been my thing, and I've followed that passion all my life.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO [Designer]

	I've been drawing since I was a kid. What attracted me to art was anime from the 1970s. I used to watch Battle of the Planets and these other cartoons, and I tried to come up with my own ideas. I didn't try to draw Marvel characters until later on as I grew older. I've been drawn to anime. In the '80s, you had things like Akira and Macross, which they would show at seven in the morning out here in Brooklyn. I'd sketch in school instead of doing my work, just little doodles on the sides of my notebooks.

	I started collecting comics in the early '80s. Back then, there weren't a lot of comic stores around, so I'd get them from the newsstand with my dad. We discovered Forbidden Planet New York City, and that was like a gold mine. You had everything there: anime, comics, just everything. It was awesome going there as a kid. It was amazing too because they had Gatchaman action figures imported from Japan. Seeing these items was incredible. When I discovered comics, I was leaning toward specific artists. I loved Art Adams back then and still do; I'm happy he's still doing comics like covers for The Amazing Spider-Man. I was influenced by fantasy artists like Frank Frazetta; Hajime Sorayama, a Japanese artist. I kept doodling and haven't stopped.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES [Sculptor]

	I am an artist from Brazil, and almost as soon as I was born, I was doing something related to art. Drawing, painting, things like that. Here in Brazil, we don't have a good art school, so you teach yourself. You get your hands on supplies and just try things. You make a lot of mistakes, but you fix those mistakes, and you'll learn and develop processes.

	When I was around 18 years old, I wanted a statue of a superhero. It was mostly superhero stuff. As a teenager, I collected Conan: The Barbarian comic books. I wanted a statue of the character for me, but no one in Brazil made that type of thing, so you had to import from overseas. It was so expensive. I wanted to buy a statue, but I realized the price was too high. It was a one-tenth-scale statue. I tried to do my own characters and made a statue for myself. People saw it and asked me, "Hey, would you be willing to make one for me?"

	They wanted Marvel characters, mostly. People love that. I love the aesthetic of those characters and everything related to comic books, so I knew Marvel characters very well. Back then, I didn't know much about materials. I didn't have access to good materials, so I just used epoxy. I bought it at a hardware store. The thing about epoxy is once it hardens, it's very hard; it looks like a rock. You can paint over it and then give it to people without fear of it breaking or anything like that.

	People paid me. This wasn't a full-time job; it was just a hobby, but I realized I could do it for a living. Now, here I am, working for toy and game companies and so on.

	 

	Diamond Select's artists have some overlap in their skill sets, but most are hired because they have made a name for themselves in certain areas of expertise. 

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	My first professional job was coloring comic books for Malibu and Marvel Comics back in the mid- to late-'90s. My first passion was comic books. I wanted to pencil comics, so through junior high and high school, that was my focus. I geared most of my work toward breaking into the comic book industry. Through high school and my early years in college, I would send samples to editors of my favorite comics, trying to get tips and guidance on what I could do to improve. While I was in college, I landed a job as a comics retailer called Brave New World; they were in the Santa Clarita Valley here in Southern California. That was a great place to work. I got to absorb all the comics all day long, and they'd have signings where comic artists would come in and show off their art. I showed them some of my artwork and got mentoring from them.

	In the mid-'90s, I found out about an internship at Malibu Comics. At the time, the big companies were Marvel and DC, but they were in New York and I was in California. My only access to a comic publisher was Malibu. They were a smaller publisher that was located not far from me in Agoura Hills in Southern California. I applied for an internship there, and because of some experience I'd gained working jobs in high school, they offered me a position in the shipping department. It wasn't an internship, per se, but it paid money and it allowed me to be around all these comic book professionals. I took the gig and did the shipping job for about a year. I was a sponge, talking to everybody in the office: editors, artists, learning everything I could.

	About a year into my employment, the owners of Malibu were looking to sell to either Marvel or DC. In order to do that, they wanted to beef off their coloring department. At the time, most comic companies were still using watercolors and coloring by hand. Malibu was one of the first to go digital and the first to use Photoshop to color their comics, so they were beefing up their coloring department, and I was able to get my foot in the door there by coloring comics in Photoshop. Pretty quickly afterwards, Marvel purchased the company, and I found myself working for them as well. For the next couple of years, I colored comics for both Malibu and Marvel.

	My plan was to work my way from colorist to penciler. Then video games came in and kind of ruined everything for me. Kids stopped reading comic books and started playing Nintendo, Sega, and all that stuff. The comic industry took a major dive. Due to that and other factors, Marvel shut down Malibu to save costs or whatever. All the artists found themselves looking for jobs. While most of them moved over to animation, I ended up looking into toy design. There was a local company called Applause Inc. that was looking to hire toy designers. They wanted people to design Marvel and Star Wars products, and those were two of my biggest loves, so I applied there. I had no experience designing toys, but I had a lot of experience coloring characters and other artwork in my portfolio. I was fortunate that an art director there saw something in me that screamed, "Toy designer," so that was my first job designing toys. We did gifts, collectibles, and tchotchkes: straw, vinyl dolls, and stuff like that for pretty much every property under the sun from Star Wars to Sesame Street for several years.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	One of my first art gigs was doing t-shirts, airbrushed t-shirts and stuff like that at a record shop. Then I worked at a comic book store in the early '90s. I met this guy named Billy Tucci who created a comic called Shi. He hired me to be his assistant. I worked in comics for a few years, and then around '97, I worked at this place called Art Asylum. It was a design house in Brooklyn. That's when I transitioned from comics to toy design. From that point, I was hired on to do 2D work. We had sculptors, painters, molders to make castings, and all these jobs in-house, so I got to learn the process of start to finish.

	Art Asylum was like a school for me. That's where I learned how to do turnarounds for action figures, which means the front side and back side the sculptor uses as a guideline. There's also the callouts: how many articulations, how many breakdowns. All of that is pointed out with these turnarounds, or as we call it, control art. Art Asylum was where I learned the behind-the-scenes processes of toy design. We were doing stuff with Diamond Select back then, a bunch of Marvel statues. I learned all of that back then.

	 

	While Diamond's artists boast skills that allow them to work on any license, they share a passion for geek-dom like the collectors they serve. Like those collectors, they have their favorites—such as Mortal Kombat, for example.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	Since I was a kid, Batman has been my number-one superhero. I've worked on a good deal of Batman designs, but in my mind, I have not worked on enough Batman designs. [laughs] I want to work on more Batman and wish I'd done some stuff for the new movie [March 2022's The Batman], but it hasn't come around yet. But I've done many fun Batman projects. I've done a one-sixth-scale figure for Sideshow, their very first Batman figure, probably around 10 years ago. We got to translate, what does Batman look like in sixth-scale-figure form where he's got articulation but a cloth outfit and accessories? I got to design what his accessories looked like, which was fun.

	But if I had to choose one favorite, it would be the Adam West Batman statue I did for Tweeterhead several years ago. I grew up on the Adam West TV show. I'm more of a fan of darker Batman depictions, but when I was a child, Adam West's Batman was my first live-action Batman. I loved that show as a kid because it was Batman, and today I love it for its campiness, the colors, and the creativity.

	I did a bunch of Batman '66 designs for Tweeterhead when they were starting out. When they revealed the Adam West statue I did at Comic-Con, Adam West was the one to reveal it. Because of my affiliation with Tweeterhead and working on that design, I got to meet Adam West. That felt like I was meeting Batman himself. The little kid in me got all giggly. There's a photo of me with Adam West, and everyone who looks at it says, "Look at that smile on your face." Yeah. I was a five-year-old kid again. It was the most amazing experience for him to design a statue of him, in the Batman outfit, that I designed.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	After making characters for a while, I learned about VISA work around 2010 or so. I shifted my work toward software and made digital things. Around 2018, I made an art portfolio and sent it to Diamond. They hired me, and I believe the first project I worked on for them was Mortal Kombat.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	I worked at Applause for a few years, and then I worked at what you might call a think tank. It wasn't a toy company, but it was a creative agency hired by toy companies to help design products. I did that for a few years. Ever since I wanted to be a comic penciler, I had this idea in my head of being a freelancer and working from home. That's how pencilers worked: Other artists went into an office every day, but pencilers were able to work from home and send their artwork to publishers. I had that in my head. After six or seven years working full-time, I realized I could also be a toy designer and work for myself. That's what I did. I left the think tank and started freelancing, and I worked for everybody from Hasbro and Mattel to Disney. Eventually, Diamond Select Toys entered the picture. I'd worked a little with Art Asylum, another toy company from back then. I was good friends with the owner, Digger Mesch.

	Eventually, Diamond purchased Art Asylum, and I got to work with Chuck Terceira and Robert Yee. I'd met Chuck years prior. A mutual friend of ours worked at Applause with me. I did stuff for Chuck at Diamond while I was still at Applause; that was my intro to Diamond Select. They weren't making their own stuff back then; they were doing custom retail. Diamond would hire Applause to help create products and I always seemed to get those jobs. It was a lot of Star Wars stuff for Chuck early on. That's when I was still employed full-time with Applause.

	When I went freelance, I was able to hook up with Robert through Art Asylum and my connection with Chuck, and do more stuff for Diamond Select. Those guys are great friends and great clients. I absolutely love working with them.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	I work closely with Chuck. He sends me projects from time to time. I've done Marvel work, Star Wars. It's cool to work on all these properties. As a kid, you love seeing these properties on TV and as action figures in stores. To actually be involved with them is cool.

	Chuck came along and asked if I was interested in working on Mortal Kombat. I have fond memories of going to the pizzeria with my friends and playing the first game. It was so different from what Street Fighter II was because of the gore. I think that was the attraction for us: the fatalities, seeing blood squirting everywhere. It was also the art. They used digitization. I'm also a fan of Street Fighter, but that and MK were different entities and opposites. One was cartoonish, and the other was very realistic for the time.

	So when Chuck asked me if I wanted to do it, I said, "Of course."

	 

	


Part III: All in the Eyes

	 

	For nearly 30 years, Mortal Kombat has been a fixture in video games, Hollywood films, television, and collectibles. There are The franchise built its reputation through spectacles like bearing witness to a never-before-seen fatality in a packed arcade and from gameplay that distinguished it from peers such as Capcom's Street Fighter II. Another way Mortal Kombat set itself apart was by keeping a focus on its characters. Every game introduced new "kombatants" and brought back familiar faces from past entries, often with new looks, attitudes, special moves, and motivations.

	Some fans play Mortal Kombat games to see fatalities. Others compete on grand stages and make their living dominating tournaments. Still others play because the love characters such as eternal rivals Sub-Zero and Scorpion, the 10,000-year-old Princess Kitana, and Raiden, the god of thunder. Who will return in the next game? Who will die before the credits roll?

	The team at Diamond Select Toys understand the reverence fans have for each character in the franchise. That makes the task of choosing which characters to reimagine as collectibles extremely difficult: How could they go about choosing a few characters among dozens and dozens of fan favorites? 

	 

	ZACH OAT [Marketing Supervisor]

	Mortal Kombat is one of those licenses that has a very broad appeal; you'll see MK products in mainstream stores, but it also does well at the independent comic shop level because of the interests of the fans who go to those stores. If I had to guess where licensors were coming from, they wanted characters with long-term appeal like Raiden, Sub-Zero, Scorpion, and Kitana.

	 

	JOE ALLARD [Designer]

	Usually, it's Chuck and Robert going, "Who are the most popular characters? Who would fans want to see?" Sometimes the licensor will make suggestions because they know which characters in their property are the most popular. For the most part, it's the toy or collectibles company that chooses what they want to do. Chuck came to me and said, "We want to do Scorpion and Sub-Zero."

	 

	Every collectible made and distributed by Diamond Select goes through a multi-step process. Each artist is in charge of one step. For Diamond's Mortal Kombat busts—known as Legends in 3D—of Sub-Zero and Scorpion, Joe Allard was the designer, the artist in charge of deciding on each collectible's look. Salvador Gomes was the sculptor who had to take Allard's illustrations and expand them from two dimensions into three.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	Diamond has a lot of freelancers, so for this specific job, I did the Legends in 3D busts of Scorpion and Sub-Zero. If you're a designer for Diamond, Chuck and Robert will come to you and say, "We need these busts designed of Sub-Zero and Scorpion from Mortal Kombat." And basically, that's it. It's up to me to decide what that means. I draw the image, and it's first approved by Chuck and Robert, and then by the licensor, the owner of Mortal Kombat. Once it's approved, it goes to a sculptor, who does the three-dimensional sculpture that you see as the product.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES [Sculptor]

	The first project was a bust of the classic versions of Sub-Zero and Scorpion. They liked them and asked if I wanted to make more Mortal Kombat collectibles. I said sure because I loved the franchise. I've put a lot of work into making Mortal Kombat products because I love those characters.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	Because I love all the properties I work on, I already know the characters and property when a job comes to me. I was familiar with Mortal Kombat. I played it as a kid and saw the movies, so I immediately knew who these characters were and had an idea of what I wanted to do with them. In general, my job as a designer is to illustrate what the final product will look like. Maybe first I'll do some quick sketches, or thumbnails. I'll share those with Diamond, with Chuck and Robert, and say, "I was thinking I'd like to do Sub-Zero on an ice-freeze base, and Scorpion on top of a flaming, fiery base. What do you think of that?"

	If they're on board with my rough sketches, I progress to the next stage, which is a tight design. Once that's illustrated cleanly and clearly, and approved by Diamond and the Mortal Kombat people, it goes to the sculptor to create the final product. So, it's my job to define the initial look of what the product will be. I'm the first step in the process by giving a 2D representation of what the 3D product is going to be.

	When Chuck came to me, he said they wanted to base Sub-Zero on the original Mortal Kombat's design. I think we might have bled into Mortal Kombat II a little bit, but for the most part, we wanted the classic incarnations of these characters--the first time the fans fell in love with them. That was my main goal. It had been so long since I'd played the original games that I did a lot of research. Fans know their looks have changed over the years, little things like details in the masks and outfits, to how much detail was on display as the graphical quality of the video games got better and as the movies came out. But the busts were definitely based on the early video games. My job was to decide what details I could take from those original, low-resolution games and translate into a super-high-detailed collectible.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	I get concepts from artists. When I receive one, I try to look at it like a regular person, like, "Okay, what is the concept designer trying to say with this?" Sometimes, a 2D pose doesn't work in 3D, but I like to see the emotion in the art first. Every concept has an emotional aesthetic, but it's not always easy to translate. I learned English on my own as well, but when I try to process something written in English by thinking about it in my native Portuguese, it doesn't make sense at all.

	It's the same thing with art. When I see a concept, I can't look at it and say, "Yes, I can sculpt this in 3D right away." It won't be exactly the same. Maybe I could make a 3D sculpture work with one pose from a 2D image, but when you turn it around, you might see something weird. You have to feel the emotion and bring that into 3D. I would say that's my approach. I'm always trying to see the concept first as a normal person, not an artist. I just admire the art. After that, I attempt to translate it.

	 

	Masked characters such as Mortal Kombat's male and female ninjas—most of whom are not really ninjas in the traditional, denotative sense of the word, but "ninja" has served as a handy frame of reference for 30-plus years—are both easier to work with, and more difficult. Easy, because the mask can receive extra attention since it's as much a part of a character's look as their eyes and special moves. More difficult, because if any detail of the mask or the facial features around it seem off to fans, the collectible is deemed worthless. 

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	Before working for Diamond, I was working for a game company in Malaysia. I was working on Street Fighter V products, and I'd made a lot of statues of characters, but I'd never worked on busts. Everything I made showed full bodies. Working on busts has similar difficulties as working on full-body products because of character faces. The face is the most important part, so you place more import on making sure they're well done. If you do a great job on a character's body but don't have a nice face, people will say, "This doesn't look like Sub-Zero."

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	What we like to do with our Legends busts is tune up or amplify the details of these characters. A lot of the projects we do are comic book-related, and in comics, there are not always lots of details. There may be textures on a costume that are lost because they're tiny illustrations in a comic, or in this case, low-resolution video games from back in the day. What I did here was take the characters' silhouettes, what was in front of me, and amplify details and add other details. If you look at the busts and then look at the original game's graphics, the busts look just like them, but I tuned up the masks. The masks have a little more detail and are more shapely than they were in the original game. I added more details to their outfits, like the quilted material and the stitching that maybe wasn't visible in the original game but you could imagine was there. You can see the quilted texture in some images, but it wasn't always clear. I amplified that and tuned it up.

	As fans know, Scorpion and Sub-Zero were the same models in the first games; they were just different colors. One yellow, one blue, but all the same details in their outfits. One thing I wanted to do was differentiate them. I didn't want to make two of the same sculpt. I wanted there to be differences between the two characters so fans didn't feel like they were buying the same piece twice. What I did--and I wasn't sure how this would go over with the Mortal Kombat licensor--was I changed their masks slightly. I kept the main details in both masks, then added personalization to each one so there are differences. I did that so when you look at them, you can say, "Okay, these aren't just the same guy but wearing different colors." These are different masks and totally different characters. That was the most important thing to me: Showing details between the sculptures that identified them as different characters.

	If you look at their masks on the busts, they're not identical. I took some artistic liberties and changed details to make them different. That was the main challenge: Making them look the way they looked in the video game--which was identical--but make them feel like different characters.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	People would think sculpting half-covered faces is easier, but I think it's not.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	It's 100 percent more difficult.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	When you have to combine organic features and other parts of the face, and they have to fit together, you need to have two techniques in one part of the project. It's hard. If you want to sculpt a face, you have to put a harder surface on top of it, and that means having a different approach than sculpting just a face. It's difficult to get nice lines and a nice flow. You cannot have sharp edges, and all edges have to be the same.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	With these characters, at least I had eyes to work with. When I'm working with Darth Vader or Spider-Man, you've got nothing. All you have is a mask. There are collectors out there who collect helmets or masks, but it's important to me with these busts to let collectors feel that there are people behind the masks. In order to convey that, it's all about the attitude conveyed by the head: the way it's angled, the way it's turned, the way it's tilted. That's one of the only ways I have to convey emotion. With these Mortal Kombat busts--and with almost all of the Legends busts--the heads rarely face forward. There's always a tilt, a turn, or something going on with the head to convey emotion and energy. It's the most important thing for me since it's almost all I have to work with. With masked characters, I have to figure out a way to express who they are and their intent with just their head. Tilting, turning, angling it up or down, just trying to get some expression with the little real estate I have on a bust.

	The drawing itself is easier because I don't have to worry about facial features, but the design in general is more difficult because I want to get emotion out of the little bit of room I have to work with.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	It's a lot of technical consideration. If you don't have experience, you might think, Oh, this is easy. I won't have to make a nose and a mouth because they'll be covered. Then you'll realize, Oh, my god, this is much harder than I thought.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	For busts in general, the facial expressions and the head's angle are the most important parts. Busts don't give you a whole body to communicate body language like you do in a diorama. You can't discern an attitude from the way they're posed or the action they're taking; it all has to come from the head and face. In general, faces, mouths, everything to do with the head is collectively the most important part to try and collect the collector to the character.

	That said, with these busts in particular, all I had to work with was the eyes. They're wearing masks over their faces and hoods over their heads, so the eyes were the most important thing, the biggest focus, to convey some kind of emotion and bring out characters. Without that, a bust is just an inanimate sculpture. You want to show that there's a human in there, and they're experiencing emotions: they're angry, or stern, or serious. With Scorpion and Sub-Zero, the eyes had to convey their feelings, their thoughts, their focus. I put a lot of thought into their eyes.

	Because they looked nearly identical in the games, I wanted to differentiate between the two. Scorpion is [undead]. Adding the wrinkles, the crow's feet, and the dark circles around his eyes was intentional in my design and translated to the sculpture as well.

	 

	Take a look at either of Diamon's Legends in 3D busts for Mortal Kombat, and you'll notice something special about each ninja's mask, vest, and face. They're made from high-quality resin, yet their clothing appears as soft as the quilt folded over the back of your sofa. 

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	This is another area where technical skills apply. I have to know a lot about human anatomy, of course, but I also had to learn about fashion design. I had to know how clothes were stitched together. Artists have to know so many things, not just anatomy. Using Scorpion as an example, his clothes are made from different materials: some cloth, some leather. Leather should be soft instead of hard.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	It's a little of both. If I'm doing my job right, I definitely indicate it in my design. In the vests, I drew wrinkles and stitching to show it's a fabric, quilted, kind of puffer vest. In the neck areas, I drew wrinkles to show it's soft and that it's turning when the character moves his head. In the masks, there are no lines or creases; it's all smooth to show that it's hard. So, I indicate these things in my design, but it's even more the responsibility of the sculptor to take what they see, the indications in my designs, and pump that up to make it even more impressive and obvious: this is a hard surface, this is a soft surface, this is wrinkled because he's turning his head, and so on. Salvador did an amazing job with that.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	Sometimes I need to know how materials are made in the real world, and then I use software to make those materials. Anatomy such as muscles, that's made by hand. But if I need to make a piece of clothing, I find a way with the computer to simulate that material. Then I can jump in, make some changes, and make it more my style. That's why technical skills are so important. Your computer and software are tools to help you make realistic clothing or whatever you're doing.

	Metal isn't as difficult. Most programs have metal textures, and you can use it to convince people certain details look like metal. But for clothing, you have to find a way to use your programs to simulate things like stitching and folds. You still have to put a lot of manual work into it, but computers can help so much.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	After Salvador does his part, it's the job of the painter to paint products with the right finishes to make it all feel real. Masks should be glossier because they're harder surfaces whereas the clothing should have more of a matte finish because it's cloth. It's a three-part process: I have to indicate it; the sculptor has to amplify it; and the painter has to continue those thoughts by painting with the right colors and finishes to give the impression of different textures.

	 

	The hardest part of nailing the look and feel of Scorpion and Sub-Zero's Legends in 3D busts, especially for Salvador Gomes, was creating fire and ice, the elements that define Mortal Kombat's most bitter of enemies.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	They were both challenging. When you're trying to take something that's energy and make it a solid object, you have to take a lot of artistic license, and you have to be particular with how you make things look. I think the fire was a little more difficult. Ice is solid; you can sculpt ice and make it look like real ice. But to try and capture fire in a realistic way, in an inanimate object, when fire is living--it moves, it's nothing you can hold on to--in general, fire in any sculpture is really hard to capture. My part of drawing it was a lot easier than the sculptor's job sculpting it. I've worked with a lot of sculptors over the years, and some of them are great at fire. Fortunately, our sculptor did a great job translating not only what I drew, but adding his own style and thoughts to make it feel like fire. It's easy to make fire look like a pile of weeds or something else that isn't fire; it's a big challenge.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	I was lucky enough to sculpt all the Mortal Kombat products, and I hope Diamond makes more and gives them to me. I love them because of all the special effects as part of the characters: Scorpion's fire, Sub-Zero's ice, Raiden's lightning.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	One thing we did, and one of the things I love doing, is incorporating translucent resin. That really helped make Sub-Zero's ice look like ice, and the fire look a little bit more like fire. Scorpion's bust's fire is solid, unlike real fire, but it's translucent so you can see light through it, and sometimes light bounces off it strangely. That's opposed to it just being a chunk of opaque resin that's painted to look like fire. This is a clear, orange resin that helps with the effect of making it look more like flames.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	I found a way to make nice effects, and I would love to do more. I spent more time doing those effects than sculpting the actual characters. First, I would work on a character, and then I moved on to their effects. It took two or three weeks just to finish just the base of the fire effects, because I needed to do tests. For example, for the fire, I had to make it three times. The first two were okay. I sent them to Diamond and said, "What do you think about this?" Because I was testing a lot of techniques to see which fire looked the best.

	Doing effects isn't easy. How do you sculpt fire? It's tricky. I found a way to make it nicely, and it's easily reproduceable. That's the important part. It's one thing to figure out how to sculpt fire, but if it's not easy to make copies, it's worthless.

	 

	


Part IV: Depending on the Concept

	 

	Diamond Select Toys' Legends in 3D busts of Sub-Zero and Scorpion gave artists Joe Allard and Salvador Gomes little to work with. The busts had to tell a story, and the artists wisely focused on the eyes and masks of each character to distinguish them from one another. The company's gallery dioramas, full-figure statues frozen in a pose, presented challenges of their own. The first was brainstorming a pose that captured the character's look and personality. 

	 

	ZACH OAT [marketing supervisor]

	The designs are entirely thanks to our designer for the line, Nelson Asencio. He's been designing for Diamond Select Toys and Art Asylum, a company we worked with early on and eventually acquired, for at least 20 years at this point. He usually submits sketches, concept thumbnails of multiple poses, and then the president picks the best one and the designer will flesh that into a final sketch, which is submitted to the licensor as a concept. That concept must be approved, and then it goes to a sculptor who executes it.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO [designer]

	I do 2D designs. I capture something on paper that the sculptor will bring to life. Because I'm putting things on paper, I'm narrowing things down to one view. Sometimes things can be misinterpreted by the other artists, or they might not get the right message of what I'm trying to convey, so I try to be as clear as possible with what I put on paper.

	 

	ZACH OAT

	The sculptor for each Mortal Kombat product was Salvador Gomes.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES [sculptor]

	It all depends on the concept. Usually, we know the sizes of products will be different. But when you work in digital, the clients will want to see as many details as possible. Sometimes you might place a detail that won't be visible when they print out the figure, but you still need to put the detail because it will help the client visualize the overall character. It doesn't matter if the figure is one-sixth or one-fourth. You do need to think of the scale of detail, but there must be information in the character to help visualize the whole.

	It comes back to the concept. If the concept is too cartoonish, details may come out too flat. It helps that 3D printers are getting better and better. We can add details to tiny heads that you may not notice, such as eyes.

	 

	Like his peers Salvador Gomes and Joe Allard, Nelson Asencio has drawn dozens of characters from properties too numerous to mention. No matter who he's drawing or what style the client wants, the first step in his process never changes.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO: I was thinking about what I'd want to see in a figure. I also look at what's on the market as well. I want to see what people are collecting. I think of a hero pose for each character, a signature pose that you'd recognize instantly. When you think of Scorpion, you think of him throwing out his chain and shouting, "C'mere!" A lot of the sketches I did, some were kind of basic, but I was trying to catch moments frozen in time. That's where you have characters in movement, but also a lot of effects. I like to add flames and anything that conveys movement. With Raiden's design, I wanted to show the movement of electricity around his body. Those are the things I think of at first: What would be the coolest pose to freeze in time?

	I try to think of poses that are iconic and that haven't been done yet. I do around four to five sketches, each a different pose. Sometimes I'll do more than four or five because I realize some aren't as good as others, or I'll look at one of mine and say, "Wait a minute, this is kind of reminiscent of something already on the market." Sometimes I'll submit a piece and learn it's already been done and have to redesign it. Being a designer, that's the role I play: Sitting there, doing the research to make sure that what we come out with is badass and unique, something that stands out on shelves so people will want it in their collection.

	 

	Once the licensor and licensee agree on which characters are available, they must determine what incarnations of those characters to reference. Mortal Kombat has accumulated 30 numbered entries—and many side stories such as Mythologies: Sub-Zero and Shaolin Monks—which meant Diamond had to decide which versions of Kitana, Sub-Zero, Scorpion, and Raiden to bring to life.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	Another thing we were playing with was determining which version of the characters to use. We did the original Kitana from Mortal Kombat II, and did the original versions of Sub-Zero and Raiden, too.

	 

	Sub-Zero and Raiden would come from their original looks. Kitana, introduced in MKII, hailed from that bestselling arcade game. Scorpion was another matter. No matter which diorama statue a fan chose to purchase, their box art would bear the Mortal Kombat 11 logo from the 2019 game. It made sense to model at least one of the four dioramas after their appearance in that title.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	At the time, Mortal Kombat 11 was out. We could do Scorpion from MK11 or from the first MK. We had to figure out which costume he'd be wearing. I'm always particular about anatomy because I want to make sure the body is in the right position. I don't want to draw something with flaws that would then cause the sculptor to make the same mistakes.

	For Scorpion, I started by drawing a view from the back. I make sure the arms are in the right positions, and that when the arms are turned, biceps and other muscles are in the right spots. I'm also conscious about the way the clothes fold. It's important to capture the right movement of the clothing as well.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	I was lucky enough to sculpt all the Mortal Kombat products, and I hope Diamond makes more and gives them to me. I love them because of all the special effects as part of the characters: Scorpion's fire, Sub-Zero's ice, Raiden's lightning. Doing effects isn't easy. How do you sculpt fire? It's tricky. I found a way to make it nicely, and it's easily reproducible. That's the important part. It's one thing to figure out how to sculpt fire, but if it's difficult to make copies, it's worthless.

	I made nice effects, and I would love to do more. I spent more time doing those effects than sculpting the actual characters. First, I would work on a character, and then I moved on to their effects. It took two or three weeks just to finish just the base of the fire effects, because I needed to do tests. For example, for the fire, I had to make it three times. The first two were okay. I sent them to Diamond and said, "What do you think about this?" Because I was testing a lot of techniques to see which fire looked the best.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	Salvador Gomes actually changed the figure's design, and I think it looks way better than my design. We were thinking of the same movement, but Salvador put the character's right leg forward. That piece came out so well. He did a beautiful job with that.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	I used a lot of experimental stuff, some even by hand. Before I made digital sculptures, I worked by hand, and sometimes it's easier to figure out what you can do and where you can go when you work with your hands. The most difficult effect was the fire. The fire was--if I may say this--a pain in the ass. If I'd had more time, I could have tried three or four more options. But I needed to finish the project. I always have a schedule for myself. Diamond is really great about deadlines; they give you time because this is art and things need time to develop, so they don't push me.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	What I do with the sketches is find a point that is the most iconic position he's in. I wanted to show Sub-Zero throwing the ice blast from his arms and hands, but also circling his body. I wanted to catch him in that pose of when he's sort of pushing it out toward his opponent. I'll draw the initial pose and then go in and refine it to make sure the sculptor has enough information to use my design. I did a sketch of Sub-Zero where he's making an ice wall, and the base was going to be made of a clear resin. Sub-Zero would be holding a sphere in his hands and he would be floating. Most of these sketches didn't make it to the final phases.

	I send drawings to Chuck, and he sends them off to the licensor to approve. Once they approve that, it's sent over to the sculptor, and they take it from there. Sometimes I get change requests. For Sub-Zero, I had more ice on the base and going around his body. That was removed. I don't remember if the licensor made that decision, but when the licensor has changes, we make them, and from that point, it goes on to the sculptor.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	The ice was tricky, too. Usually, I work using ZBRUSH, a program that can simulate sculpting materials like clay. I use another program called 3D Studio Max, and in 3DS Max, you have ways to work with things like fire and mold it into shapes. I did a lot of experiments, and when I was testing the effects, the ice came from combining a lot of things on top of each other. When it was time to come up with results, I went into ZBRUSH and applied final touches.

	So, the ice was the most expensive in terms of time. It wasn't difficult because the computer did most of the work; it was just more technical than it was artistic. It's good to have technical skills, too. A lot of artists say, "Computers are too technical," but when you're making products like toys, you need to find a balance between the art and technical sides.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	My sketches are all different poses of different ideas. I like to do a variety of drawings. For Scorpion, the pose they chose was my third sketch, a back view. I had another pose of him jumping in midair and swinging his weapon, the chain, and you see the spiked head in front of him. There's another one of him also in midair, but the chain is coming out of his arm. So, I play with poses, but I also like to come up with different backgrounds. For the Mortal Kombat line, I was looking at game screenshots to find out what items were in the backgrounds. That gives statues an Easter egg effect of, "Oh, I remember that from a stage where Scorpion fought Sub-Zero" or something. Scorpion's base is a stone floor.

	I played with several bases for Scorpion, but some were too complicated even though they differed from having a rock base. I'm always thinking of cool ways to capture a character in movement. I also like my fourth sketch of Scorpion because it has more movement: He's kind of sprinting and the whip is coming out around him. Of course, that's difficult to produce as a three-dimensional object, and would also take up so much space in a box. But I like how the sketch came out.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	I do a lot of research, including look at other artists' work to see how they are doing things. That research is just to give me a hint of, "Maybe I should go in this direction." When I was looking at fire, I often didn't like it, or I would think about one artist's fire and wonder how I could make it unique for Diamond. I didn't want to copy someone else. Based on my research, I arrive at a way to do something even better, or do something similar using a different approach.

	But I push myself a lot. I set deadlines for production tasks. It may be one week, or eight days, or whatever. When I hit these deadlines, I say to myself, "Okay, I cannot spend more time on this." The exception is when I don't have good results. For Scorpion's fire, once I had three good results, I knew they would pick one of them, and if they requested any changes, they would say something to me.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	Raiden was my favorite character from the first game. His design made my friends and me think of the Lightning character from Big Trouble in Little China. For Raiden, I sent Diamond five drawings. I enjoy showing little details on faces, coming up with movements and other ideas.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	In the concept illustration for Raiden, it didn't look like lightning. People know it could have been lightning because they know the character has that power. I changed the concept and make it more digital and cartoonish to make it clearer that it was lightning. I ended up doing it two times. I did one closer to the concept because I like to create artists' concepts in 3D without changing too much unless it's necessary because of production concerns or other technical concerns. I try to capture as much of the concept as I can.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	With Raiden, there's one sketch where he's shooting upward. It's more of a martial arts stance, and I liked how that one felt. In another sketch, he has his arm up, and there's electricity coursing around his body; I like that one too. 

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	The lightning wasn't tricky, but I had to say, "This lightning doesn't seem like lightning. Can I try a different approach?" They said, "Yeah, sure." I asked because you have to be careful. When you're on a team, you shouldn't decide by yourself to do whatever you want. I like to work together and create together because you learn more that way. People teach you things. I had to change a little, but by the end, I think we were all happy with how it turned out.

	 

	


PART V: Body Language

	 

	Illustrating and sculpting Mortal Kombat's gallery diorama statues came with challenges. Some were unique, while others overlapped with those of the Legends in 3D busts. Designing full statues meant each character's stance had to speak to their personality, "kombat" style, and be instantly recognizable to fans.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO [designer]

	Most of my Kitana sketches were of her holding her fans and used a later version of her costume. I wanted to show Kitana holding her fans. Because there are no effects, I wanted to make sure her stance was powerful and seductive: She's coming toward you, holding the fans in a way that suggests a dance. It's a stance where she's not doing something major like an attack, but you still know she'll kick your ass.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES [sculptor]

	The female anatomy is difficult to sculpt. A male with muscles has a lot of landmarks you can use as artistic markers. Kitana couldn't be as muscular as a man, but you have to communicate that she's strong. I spent quite a lot of time sculpting her. The female anatomy has such a striking profile, and you need to get every single angle correct.

	Also, because she doesn't have any fire, ice, or anything else, all of your attention is going to be at her. There's nothing more. That means artists need to be more careful. Characters that appear simple are often the hardest ones to replicate. People are going to scrutinize her, so she needs to be perfect.

	 

	ZACH OAT [marketing supervisor]

	Kitana seems like a great choice because she's a strong female character and is visually interesting. Sonya Blade has street clothes, but that's not a costume, exactly. Having someone more like a ninja would make a character like Kitana a more interesting choice for us than Sonya, just because she's a more visually interesting character. It would be cool to do a Mileena statue to tie to Kitana later on, because if there are strong female characters in a line, we always like to mix things up and have more than male characters.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	You need to get inside the character's head. When making 3D models and having them pose, I would look at my clothing and body, and use them as references. With characters, I try to see them from the inside, then from the outside. I go inside them to learn their language, then I go outside them and think, My arm should be here. Where should I place the other arm? It's almost like I'm acting. I'm not just looking at an artist's concept.

	It's about body language. Think of someone dancing. When someone is dancing, they're speaking with their bodies. I know the mechanics of the body; I know every single muscle and its movements. The only time I use references now is when I have to model cars, or dogs, or other animals. I don't have those muscles or mechanics.

	 

	Facial features posed a significant obstacle, as they did on busts, but the challenge was arguably more complex here. How do artists make facial features expressive with characters who have masks covering half of their faces, and whose faces are smaller than those of the busts?

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	I think the hardest part for me sometimes is getting the right expressions on faces. You don't want the character to have a static feel. You're hiding half their face. If you look at the statues, a lot of the emotions are coming through the eyes. It's funny that we're talking about this because of the way life is now during the pandemic. When you go to the supermarket and talk to someone wearing a mask, you can still see emotions like happiness when they smile even though half their face is covered. You see lots of expression in the eyes and use that to convey emotion and information.

	 

	ZACH OAT

	When you're doing likenesses, you come under more scrutiny from fan bases if facial features don't look right. Someone might say, "I don't like how you did Sonya," but Kitana's wearing a mask, so the focus is more on her pose, her weapons, and the diorama's base. Those would be great reasons for choosing Kitana, and that's not to say we wouldn't consider Sonya in the future.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	As an artist, you should learn quite a lot about anatomy. That means the full human body, but I've spent the most time learning about faces, such as expressions and features that make a character's face iconic. When you see Batman's face, or a Wolverine face, or a Raiden face, they're iconic enough that you should so, "Oh, that looks like so-and-so's face." The face is the most important part of a character, and that's why I spend the most time learning about facial features and expressions.

	When I made Raiden, I figured out how to do his face in a single day. Diamond Select approved it and I moved on. But you still need to think in three-dimensional ways to make a character's face work, and about where you'll apply lines to make up the face.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	Speaking of masks, I remember the first time I wore an N95 mask when the pandemic started. I put it on and was like, "MORTAL KOMBAT!"

	 

	


PART IX: The Things We Love

	 

	Joe Allard, Nelson Asensio, and Salvador Gomes are three of several artists on Diamond Select's payroll. As their contributions wind down, each artist must set the next collaborator up for success as production continues.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO [designer]

	It's so important to capture a moment in time that's reminiscent of the character. You want to make each product interesting so it pops on the shelf. Sub-Zero having that stance where he's shooting ice at you takes you back to that move in the game, and some of your memories of the character. That's the most important part of what I try to do in designing these gallery figures. I love the fact that I get to do this, and I want the work to speak for itself. That's why I share so much on my Instagram. People can see the work that goes into these products, and most people don't see that process.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES [sculptor]

	The way I work is once I've finished a 3D model, I send it to Diamond's prototype team. They print the statue and paint it as a prototype, and that prototype will be used for production. When I work digitally, I sometimes add some color just to show my work, but I have them in gray so people can see the raw 3D sculpture. During painting, they add color to parts that hide parts of the sculpture.

	That's why I have some raw, gray images, just to show the pure model so people can see it and analyze it. For example, another artist will look at that and be able to see what I did, how I did it, study the shape. My philosophy is, if I have something that looks nice without color, it will look even better painted.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	When you go to the comic store and you see these products on the shelves, you don't realize there's a process. They just say, "Oh, this is so cool." Diamond gives us credit on the product boxes, too, and that's really awesome.

	I work in black and white, mostly. The projects Diamond gives me don't need color because it's self-explanatory, but if I needed to call out colors, I could do that. I still draw in pencil. All my sketches are done in pencil, so I have a thousand pencils and lots of paper. My process is I'll do a sketch, scan those into my computer and work on them in Photoshop. Then I send off the sketches to Chuck and he'll choose one. Sometimes Diamond might combine pieces of my sketches, like, "I want the base from sketch A and the figure from B."

	I'll combine those parts in a rough drawing on paper and then I scan it to the computer again. In Photoshop, I'll clean up my rough sketches, print it out, and trace it on a light box. I can ink sketches if I need to. I use a disposable brush with ink cartridges inside of it. That makes things easier than having to dip into vials of ink. A lot of guys do things digitally. I have a Wacom tablet, a smaller Cintiq, but I love the tactile feel of pencil on paper. I'm thinking of doing more on the computer just to cut time out of my process, but not until I feel comfortable. The computer is just another tool. I'll always want to have a finished piece of art of whatever I'm working on.

	 

	One of the most important renders Salvador Gomes builds is one that color-codes each component. Think of it as a key that shows the prototype artist and painter, the next artists in line after Gomes finishes sculpting, how each gallery diorama statue should come together and the colors that give the illusion of textures: cloth for robes, metal for weapons, and so on.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	The reason I included that picture [in my portfolio] was to show the amount of work you need to do after you've made the piece and it needs to be cut. The painting done by the company will be done in-house, and Diamond wants all their artists to do the cutting and engineering. They're the best people to do that because they know their files and projects. They know each part and each place where you should cut. When I make a model, I'm thinking in the back of my head, Where should I cut? It's easier to make a key for people to follow. It's an easy way to communicate that a yellow part and purple part might go together, for example.

	Colors help the team communicate because they're easier than saying, "The shoulder pad should be together with this or that." You just say, "Put the purple and yellow parts together." I think I developed that type of communication because I was terrible at English back in the day, so I thought, I'm going to develop a child-like way of communicating with colors. Sometimes they ask me to make a line guide in the exact places they should place the paint. Some area might need a certain texture. If I didn't place lines, the painter might do something other than what the character needs. People may think we have a blank canvas, but we all have to place marks others on the team can follow.

	That's why, when I finish a project, I'm excited to see how each product would be painted, how it would come out. I have my own studio where I print physical statues and paint them myself just because I'm missing the physical part of the work. I like to have things that I have made. Diamond sends me the products I've made for them; they set aside samples for me, and those figures remind me of how we all worked together.

	 

	JOE ALLARD [designer]

	I'm a Photoshop guy. Everything I do--drawing, inking, coloring--it's all Photoshop. It's what I learned on the job back at Malibu and Marvel Comics because that's what they used, and Marvel uses it to this day. There are other programs you can use, but Photoshop is still the most widely used in coloring and in toy design. In fact, for several years, I taught a class at Otis College of Art and Design out here, and the class was Photoshop for Toy Design. The great thing about Photoshop is you can do everything in there: you can illustrate, you can do your designs, you can experiment with colors, you can do your measurements and your scales. All 2D stuff that needs to be done in toy and collectibles design can be done in Photoshop.

	The tablet I use is the Cintiq Pro from Wacom. Wacom is the best, man. Back at Malibu Comics, when we first started coloring, we were using a mouse. That was like trying to draw with a bar of soap. It was ridiculous. Then we tested what I think were the first Wacom tablets. They were small, around 4"-by-5", and you weren't drawing on a screen; it was almost like a mouse pad you were using a stylus on. You still had to look at a monitor in front of you, but at least you were using something shaped like a pencil. Fast-forward 10 to 15 years, and they came out with the Cintiq where you're able to draw directly on the monitors. It gives you a very natural feel because you're looking at what you're drawing. That's a blessing to artists to have a natural, drawing-by-hand feel, yet still working in the digital realm to make workflow easier. Honestly, I wouldn't be able to do what I'm doing today without it. Wacom has paved the way for a lot of careers in the design and art fields.

	 

	Zach Oat's role in the process is constant. As artists illustrate, sculpt, prototype, and paint, he interacts with Diamond Select's community to share information.

	 

	ZACH OAT [Marketing Supervisor]

	I handle most of the consumer-facing conversations we have. We have teams that handle social media, but I take care of most of the copywriting, and I still do a lot of copyediting to make sure everything we release is accurate. I also write catalog and packaging text, and make sure the packaging looks good and oversee catalog layout. We put out a monthly catalog through Diamond Comics' distributors, and they have a monthly catalog called PREVIEWS; it's about an inch think and focuses on toys, collectibles, and primarily comics, because Diamond is the biggest distributor of English-language comics in the world. We are part of that catalog that comes out near the end of every month.

	I also talk to fans on message boards and handle pretty much all interviews. Not many other people at the company want to talk on-camera, and I'm the one who does. I work with people who do reviews like many of our Mortal Kombat fans; we send them statues to review. I don't know if you know a guy called Mortal Kombat Elite. He has an Instagram and a YouTube, and they're all about Mortal Kombat. I send stuff out to reviewers and photographers like him.

	The job is a little of everything. I even take pictures, too. I don't put them online so much because we've hired a great photographer on the west coast, but I take pictures of some of our products featured in the Disney Store, just because they like to have pictures of action figures posed in certain ways for their website.

	 

	Like many companies, Diamond Select Toys suffered complications such as delays because of the COVID-19 pandemic that began in late 2019.

	 

	ZACH OAT

	Advertising hasn't really been affected at all. Our marketing is mostly the same except for conventions. They were a big part of what I did. We'd go to three or four a year: Toy Fair, New York Comic-Con, San Diego Comic-Con. We used to go to Chicago's C2E2 and we were going to attend Emerald City Comic-Con in Seattle, but the pandemic canceled that year's, and the following year's as well. Right now, we're back to the New York and San Diego Comic-Cons. We were going to go to New York Toy Fair, but it got canceled this year too.

	We're working on a video to present a lot of our products to retailers, which we'll release online around late March. Once you add in video production, that adds another month to all the development we have to do for that promotion. Normally, we'd ship a bunch of toys to New York and then set them up; now we have to ship them to our home office in Maryland, set them up, record narration for the footage, and edit all that together. So the promotion will come out a little later than the New York Toy Fair timeframe, which was coming up pretty soon. That's how marketing has changed. We've done more online promotion and less in-person promotion.

	Manufacturing was slow for a while because there factories were shutting down at the beginning of the pandemic because of outbreaks. This was in China, of course. Now, the factories are more or less back up to speed because of knowing procedures such as social distancing, wearing masks, and that sort of thing.

	The only part of the chain slowing things down in shipping. More recently than those factory closures I mentioned, there were outbreaks at ports in China, so they were short on people to load the boats. There were also some delays in the U.S. because they weren't able to unload boats fast enough. There was an upsurge of goods at the Port of Los Angeles, just so much stuff coming in. Our merchandise would be sitting in a boat off the coast of California for a month or more before someone could dock the boat and unload it.

	Then there were issues with truck drivers, where companies were having trouble finding drivers who could transport our merchandise from California to our warehouse in Olive Branch, Mississippi. Now there's another problem, a shortage of containers in China; they're sending back ships empty rather than taking the time to fill them up with empty containers. Getting a container out of China costs a premium. That adds time and expense.

	 

	Slowly, inevitably, Diamond's Mortal Kombat Legends in 3D busts and gallery diorama statues made their way from warehouses to retail and digital storefronts and, eventually, into the hands of MK fans.

	 

	JOE ALLARD

	It was an awesome experience. The busts were the first Mortal Kombat products I could work on. I'd done a few things for PCS [Premium Collectibles Studio] a long time ago, but it was mostly bases and tertiary stuff. This was the first time I got to work with the characters. What I loved about the busts was I got to put my own spin on the characters. I was taking these old video games and these low-resolution character designs and amping them up. The fact that I had artistic freedom to make these how I thought they had looked when I was a kid--you fill in extra details in your head, so as an adult, I got to imagine those details again to define what the characters looked like.

	It was a great deal of fun to put all of that into collectibles for other fans to collect and enjoy as well. I want people to look at those busts and know immediately who they are, but to see all the extra details later. At first, I want you to say, "Oh, that's classic Sub-Zero and classic Scorpion," and you love the busts for that because that's what you're connected to. But then, as you look at it closer, you see these little details that Salvador, the painter, and I have put in there. That's what I want: The discovery of thought we put into the products after you recognize them as the characters you love.

	And it was a great joy to work on this property, and especially to do it for Chuck and Robert at Diamond. They're a great client to work with because they offered creative freedom to tune these characters up, and that helped me define them.

	 

	SALVADOR GOMES

	I'm in Brazil right now visiting family for the first time in a few years, but I live in the United States because of the work I've done for Diamond. Not just Mortal Kombat, but all the projects I've made for them. I was able to work on my VISA, and that has been life-changing. But the thing is, Mortal Kombat is my favorite brand I've worked on because I could work on all the products. I've told Diamond Select, "If you get any more Mortal Kombat characters, please send them to me. I will make them better and better."

	I've liked the characters and have played the games since I was between 11 and 15. That's when I played the very first game, and I was fascinated when I saw the realistic characters fighting. To do those kinds of projects isn't like work. It's a dream come true. My life changed quite a lot: I was able to move to the United States, a place I love. Obviously I miss my family, but I was prepared to leave because most of the work I do, I needed to be doing there, where the companies are found.

	 

	NELSON X ASENCIO

	I get to touch all these properties, and they take me back to moments where I was hanging out with friends. That I get to design things that had such an impact is just amazing. When I was designing the Mortal Kombat pieces, I kept thinking of my friends and me hanging out in arcades and the pizza shop, putting our quarters on the dash and saying, "My turn next."

	It's hard to describe the feeling of getting to work with things I love. Thank goodness I can do that.

	 

	 

	 


World on Fire:
The Oral History of Fallout and Fallout 2

	 

	Author's Note: World on Fire is a single chapter in Beneath a Starless Sky: Pillars of Eternity and the Infinity Engine Era of RPGs, a long read originally published on Shacknews in 2018. You can read it there in its entirety for free, or purchase a paperback or Kindle edition from Amazon.

	WAR. WAR NEVER changes. Neither do the fundamentals of game development.

	In March 2015, Obsidian released Pillars of Eternity as a love letter to the lineage of Infinity Engine roleplaying games of the late ‘90s and early 2000s. Technically, Fallout and its sequel do not belong in that lineage, but the post-apocalyptic franchise’s influence on Baldur’s Gate and its ilk is inarguable. Many developers who worked on Baldur's Gate, Planescape: Torment, Icewind Dale, and Pillars of Eternity had worked on Fallout and Fallout 2 first, bringing what they learned to bear on those later projects.

	That makes the Fallout games distant relations of the Infinity Engine RPGs, and worthy of closer examination. What follows is an oral history straight from the mouths of several of the pioneers who entered a veritable wasteland of computer RPG (CRPG) development and made that fallow ground fertile once again.

	 

	By Gamers, For Gamers

	Brian Fargo founded Interplay Productions on the foundation of a simple yet powerful creed: That the people he hired should be as passionate about making games as they were about playing them.

	 

	Background, experience, accolades—none of those mattered in Interplay’s early, most humble days. Fargo created a workplace that blurred the line between office and home. Anyone who wasn’t writing code or pushing pixels could be found holed up in an office or in an open area playing a board game. Interplay’s culture was a siren’s song answered by developers who, like Fargo, were eager to make their mark.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO [founder of Interplay Productions]

	When I was in junior high school, they had a mainframe computer. People talk about the cloud now, but everything was in "the cloud" back then. You just had a dumb terminal talking to a mainframe. I was fascinated by computers even though there wasn't much in terms of games. The coin-op business had just gotten to the point where games like Pong and Space Invaders were emerging, and it was those games that first got me interested.

	Then my parents got me an Apple II in high school, and that really opened my eyes to how you can make games, how I could go beyond just playing them. I played a lot of the older titles. I remember there were some old strategy titles where you would make a move and the computer would take two to three hours to process its turn. You'd go crazy when a game crashed halfway through because that meant you just lost three days of playing.

	So I really discovered games through those means. I always had a background in reading a lot of fiction: comics, Heavy Metal magazine. Playing Dungeons & Dragons was a big part of high school for me. But the thing that I think led me to create games, which I think most people would give the same answer to, was, I looked at what was out there and thought, You know, I could do better. That's what sent me down my course.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR [designer at Interplay, lead designer on Fallout]

	I met some people working at Egghead Software who played Dungeons & Dragons. I was looking for a roleplaying game, so I hooked up with them to play. One of the players worked for Interplay. After a few months, he told me they had a job opening, so I went down and applied.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	One of my high school buddies was Michael Cranford. His parents wouldn't get him a computer, so he used to borrow mine. We made this little adventure game. I'd give him the computer over the weekend, he'd write code for a section, then he'd give it back and I'd try to finish his section and do my part, then he'd go through mine. We'd go back and forth. We did this all summer. We made this little game called the Labyrinth of Martagon. We actually put it in some baggies and probably sold five copies. That would be a very obscure, technically speaking, first game. But one that really got into distribution would be The Demon's Forge.

	I was a big fan of adventure games. I loved all the [adventure games developed by] Scott Adams, all the Sierra adventures. I also liked Ultima and Wizardry, but from a coding perspective I wasn't strong enough to do that stuff, but I thought I could do an adventure game. It was a category I liked, and I liked medieval settings. As far as attracting attention, I had a budget of $5,000 for everything. My one ad in Soft Talk [magazine] cost me about 2,500 bucks, so 50 percent of my money went into a single ad.

	One of the things I did was I would call retailers on a different phone and say, "Hey, I'm trying to find this game called Demon's Forge. Do you guys have a copy?" They said, "No," and I said, "Oh, I just saw it in Soft Talk. It looks good. They said, "We'll look into it." A few minutes later my other line would ring and the retailer would place an order. That was my guerrilla marketing. I was selling to individual chains of stores. There were two distributors at the time that would help you get into the mom-and-pop places. It was a store-by-store, shelf-by-shelf fight.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I interviewed well, I guess—well enough—and I beat out one other guy because I had a pickup truck, and they needed someone to take packages and stuff like that. So, I got the job because of my pickup truck and my love for D&D. I started in customer service and technical support.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	There were some Stanford graduates who wanted to get into the video game industry, and they bought my company [Saber Software]. They paid off my debt and I made a few bucks, nothing much to brag about. They made me the vice president and I started doing work for them. It became one of those things where there were too many chiefs and not enough Indians, and I was doing all the work. I was with them for about a year when I quit and started Interplay in order to do things my way. I'd gotten used to running development, so that seemed like the next natural step.

	With Interplay, I wanted to take [development] beyond one- or two-man teams. That sounds like an obvious idea now, but to hire an artist to do the art, a musician to do the music, a writer to do the writing, all opposed as just the one man show doing everything, was novel. Even with Demon's Forge, I had my buddy Michael do all the art, but I had to trace it all in and put it in the computer, and that lost a certain something. And because I didn't know a musician or sound guy, it had no music or sound. I did the writing, but I don't think that's my strong point. So really, [Interplay was] set up to say, "Let's take a team approach and bring in specialists."

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART [producer at Interplay Productions, co-founder of Obsidian Entertainment]

	Eric DeMilt and I went to high school together. We met when we were freshmen. It turned out Eric was a computer gamer. He had a Commodore 64, like I did, and he would play roleplaying games and stuff like that, but he wasn't as much of what we'd call the hot RPG scene of Tustin High in 1984. I mean, you know... girls. Yes.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT [producer at Interplay Productions and Obsidian Entertainment]

	Feargus and I met in 1984, so I've known him for thirty-four years. I've known one of our testers here [at Obsidian] since the first grade, and my first memory of him involves Doug [QA tester at Obsidian] and a guy in a Darth Vader silverware. Anyway.

	Feargus and I would write and read comic books, play games together. I think the first PC game I ever got super hooked on was a game called Wasteland which, as it turned out, was developed by Interplay Productions. Fast forward a few years, and Feargus was at University of California, Riverside, I think, and was coming back on holidays and weekends. We were still friends, and he'd gotten a job through another high school friend of ours at Interplay Productions as a tester.

	I'm like, "Seriously? They'll pay you to test games?" It was super-nerdy stuff. They had the Lord of the Rings license. They were doing Battle Chess [games]. They had the Star Trek: 25th Anniversary license at the time, so it was nerd heaven for me. I said, "Dude, get me a job." That was in '92 or so.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I met a lot of people who I still know to this day and hang out with: Chris Taylor, who ended up being lead designer on Fallout; Chris Benson, who runs our IT here at Obsidian. I got a job at Interplay through Chris Taylor as a tester. Chris, Eric, and my other friend, Steve, were like, "We want to be testers." They needed testers, so I said, "Hey, these two guys are looking for jobs." They said they needed more people, so they got hired. I think that was in '92, which was the second year I was a tester.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I had a lot of diverse friends. I was big into track and field, I played football, so I had those friends, then I had friends from the chess club, the programming club, and a Dungeons & Dragons club. Michael [Cranford] was from that side. I always thought he was a pretty bright guy and one of the better dungeon masters. We played a lot of Dungeons & Dragons. We always tried to focus on setting up dungeons that would test people's character as opposed to just making them fight bigger and [tougher] monsters. We'd do things like separate the party and have one half just getting slaughtered by a bunch of vampires and see who would jump in to help them. But it wasn't really happening. It was all an illusion, but we'd test them.

	I always got a kick out of the more mental side of things, and Michael was a pretty decent artist, a pretty good writer. He was my Dungeons & Dragons buddy, but then he went off to Berkeley, and I started [Interplay]. He did a product for Human Engineering Software, but then I said, "Hey, let's do a Dungeons & Dragons-style title together. Wouldn't that be great?" That's really how the game came about. He moved back down to Southern California, and I think we actually started when he was still up north. But then we worked on Bard's Tale together, kind of bringing back the Dungeons & Dragons experiences we both enjoyed in high school.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I started part-time as a tester, testing Game Boy games and PC games. The industry was in its infancy. The company that would go on to become Blizzard was a sub-contractor of Interplay’s [called Silicon & Synapse]. I would come in, and there'd be a build of some random game on a PC with a sheet of paper telling me what to do. I'd break the game and leave a sheet of paper with notes for my boss, who I'd see once or twice a week.

	It was the wild west.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS [technical designer at Interplay Productions and Obsidian Entertainment]

	I originally wanted to get into the TV-and-movie-effects field. I went to Cal State Fullerton and got a degree in radio, TV, and film, with a focus on film. I did a little bit of Hollywood stuff. I was a production intern on MacGyver during Season 6, and [almost] got a job as a production assistant on Star Trek: The Next Generation, Season 4. I was the third choice out of two. That was in 1991. I had a bunch of friends who worked at Interplay Productions. I worked at a software store and was [almost ready to] graduate. I said, "I don't want to work in software. I want to find something else."

	A friend of mine said, "We're doing a Star Trek computer game. Do you want to come and play-test it?" I said, "Okay!" I went over, and I knew about half a dozen people who worked at Interplay, and there were only forty or so people there. I used to play D&D with them and video games with them; we had our little group. I went over there as a QA guy and worked on Star Trek: 25th Anniversary. CD-ROM was becoming a thing, so we did a CD-ROM version, and they needed a designer to flesh out some scenarios.

	 

	ROB NESLER [art director, Interplay Productions and Obsidian Entertainment]

	When I was fourteen or fifteen, for some reason I had a Popular Science magazine with an article about home computers. I must have read that article a dozen times, dreaming about computers. They had little screenshots of games, and that started me on my way. From then on, I thought, I want to be able to draw on a computer.

	I got a TRS-80 model three a year or so later, which had pixels the size of corn kernels. I immediately tried to figure out how to program on it with the goal of drawing lines and circles, making houses, spaceships, dragons.

	 

	TIM CAIN [lead programmer on Fallout, co-game director at Obsidian Entertainment]

	I started playing Dungeons & Dragons when I was fourteen. My mom actually got me into it. She worked at an office in D.C. with a bunch of Navy admirals and stuff. A few of the "boys" played Dungeons & Dragons, so we went over to their house one weekend and played it, and I really got into it. She had five kids; I was the youngest. When we turned sixteen, she would give us a few hundred dollars and say, "You can buy whatever you want." I bought an Atari 800 and taught myself how to code. I got a job at a game company that was making a bridge game for Electronic Arts when I was sixteen. That's how I got into games, but I really wanted to make RPGs.

	Some of my friends had an Apple II. I thought it was really amazing. The Atari 400 and 800 had way better graphics. They were way better than the Apple II, and they were also way better than PCs at the time. Part of the reason I got my job at that game company was because I knew all the graphics modes, especially all of these undocumented, special graphics modes called the Plus Threes: if you added +3 to a graphics mode, it would [display] without a text window at the bottom. This company was making games for a cable company, and they needed an art tool written. Their resolution was too high for a PC at the time, but an Atari 800 could just do it. None of their programmers knew it.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I found the original design document for Bard's Tale, and it wasn't even called Bard's Tale. It was called Shadow Snare. The direction wasn't different, but maybe the bard ended up getting tuned up a bit. One of the people there who has gone on to great success, Bing Gordon, was our marketing guy on that. He very much jumped on the bard [character] aspect of it.

	At the time, the gold standard was Wizardry for that type of game. There was Ultima, but that was a different experience, a top-down view, and not really as party based. Sir-Tech was kind of saying, "Who needs color? Who needs music? Who needs sound effects?" But my attitude was, "We want to find a way to use all those things. What better than to have a main character who uses music as part of who he is?"5

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY [art director on Fallout, co-game director at Obsidian Entertainment]

	I think when you're five years old, everyone loves to draw. Most people give it up. I never did.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I moved from QA to design and helped on the CD-ROM version. It had a short scenario at the end that we expanded. I did some production work [after that]. I worked on Star Trek: Academy, and several [products] that never got finished. We were going to do Star Trek: Battle Chess, just Battle Chess with a Star Trek theme. That one got cancelled because it was really expensive; the artwork was costing a lot of money.

	We were also going to do a Stark Trek chess game with a 3D chess board, but we didn't do it because no one could figure out how to play it. There were no rules for it. It was just a visual thing for TV shows. Some fans made rules, and we found out it was impossible to play. I know there are real rules now, but at the time we decided [to table it].

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I had this crazy idea that I was going to be an artist, and I never wavered from that. I pursued that all through school, and then I was having trouble getting work as a freelance illustrator at the time. That's how I found my way into the videogame industry. I was just looking for work until my illustration career took off. It didn't quite work out.

	A bunch of people I went to school with were a semester ahead of me, and they were all hired by Buena Vista Software, which was a new division that Disney was starting to try and do something a little different. I was having trouble getting work, I called one of my friends who had that job and said, "Are there any jobs there?" Basically, they were freelance, but they were freelance directly for [Disney]. But there was this other project they were doing through Quicksilver Software that they hired me to work on, because I went up and I showed the art director my portfolio. I had only ever worked on Macs before, except for a basic class I'd taken in high school. So, I had no idea how to do anything on PC at that point.

	That project lasted about two and a half months, I think, before it got cancelled.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	One of the programmers they'd hired was a friend of mine who was three years older and had already graduated high school. He gave them my name. I just came in for an afternoon, and this was before I had a driver's license. I think my mother had to drive me out there. In a two-hour session I coded up a basic framework for the art tool they needed. You used a joystick that you plugged into the front of the Atari 800. They had an artist come in, and he said, "Yeah, I can use this, but there are a whole bunch of other features I need." I said, "Well, I can't do that right now." They asked me if I could start working after school. I did that two or three days a week. I'd do that two or three days a week, and then I'd drive there. I'd drive along the Beltway, which was crazy. My junior and senior year, two or three days a week, I'd drive out there after school.

	The bridge game paid for college. I was in Virginia, and I came out here to California to go to graduate school. A few years into that, I didn't like it. I sent my resume out, and Interplay was literally three or four miles away. They were making the Bard's Tale Construction Set. I found out later that [the job was between] me and someone else, and I got the job because I had worked on a game before, and because I knew the Dungeons & Dragons rules. The questions came down to, they asked us both what THAC0 was, and the other programmer didn't know.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	Some years later, I graduated high school and went into college as a graphic design major, thinking I would be able to do some illustrations on computers there. The school did not have any, so I found a program outside of the school to learn how to make art on a computer. They had some Apple Macintosh IIs, which had 19-inch displays and 256 colors. That's when I started to make art. It was graphic design, but the computer did have a 3D program that I got to play with. I built some spaceships in 3D.

	From there I got a job working for an ad agency but didn't really enjoy doing logos and ads for perfumes, lady's shoes, and stuff like that, so I got a job working for CompUSA. I worked in the software department selling software. On the backs of game [boxes] in those days, the late '80s, all the publishers put their addresses on the backs of boxes. The publishers were often the developers, and I just started sending artwork to whoever would open up the envelope.

	Eventually somebody at Interplay got my work. It was color bitmaps of space scenes, of robot tanks fighting, of warriors riding winged beasts, that kind of stuff. I think I had a vampire in there as well. That was all it took back then.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Buena Vista had another project on the line, which was called Unnatural Selection. We ended up cutting out claymation dinosaurs, or stop-motion, clay dinosaurs out of backgrounds. It was a really cool little project. I ended up working with one other guy on it. I'd just go to this guy's house in L.A., and we'd work in a little studio he had there.

	After that was done, the thing I missed was that when I was working for Quicksilver, most of the stuff they did was for Interplay, but for some reason they had this other project that I got put on that they were doing for Buena Vista. So, through them, I had a couple of interactions with the art director at Interplay. I called him up when I couldn't find work after Unnatural Selection.

	When I got hired at Interplay, I was working under the direction of Rob Nesler, who's the art director at Obsidian now. I did a month's work of work in a week, I think, so he started giving me different things to do. Eventually, I worked my way up from being a grunt artist to being a lead artist on Stonekeep. That morphed into being the art director on Fallout.

	 

	Work. Play. At Interplay, it was impossible to tell where one ended and the other began. Developers channeled their passion for gaming into their creations, and conducted that excitement back into their favorite hobby.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	It was a little bit like the wild west, though not as bad as what you've heard about Atari. It was a little more conservative than that, but we still had our fun.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I came in right at an expansion time where they staffed up heavily and took on a bunch more projects. I was a kid still making my way through college. I'd worked a couple of hourly job, so for me, this was the coolest thing in the world.

	We did things together. We didn't go home. We stayed until 2:00 a.m. in the morning playing games, talking games. It all revolved around games. It was a very exciting time.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When I started, I was employee forty-two. It was a very small company. They had that logo: "By Gamers, For Gamers." It was really true. Everybody there played video games. Fargo played games. People would go home at night to play games, or sometimes you'd just say there. You'd work all day, and then you'd go to the conference room to see if anybody had a board game out.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I was just happy to be working as an artist. I had played Zork and Wizardry. I thought those games were really fantastic because you had so much imagination involved. You would buy into the games. You could easily look at Wizardry, for example, and say, "These are just hallways drawn with simple lines. What is this? This is nothing," you know? But if you bought into it and imagined you were playing D&D, it was this really fun thing.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	There were a lot of people at the office who were into Bomberman, so we'd have Bomberman nights. We'd have Atari Lynx nights.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The Atari Lynx came out, if you remember the little handheld Atari console. It was like a Switch back in '92. So many people there bought Lynxes that we would have waiting lists for people. We'd say, "We're going to start this eight-player game, then after an hour these other people can join in." It was just wonderful. Everybody there was a gamer, so it was a great place to work.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We played a lot of multiplayer games, and Tim [Cain] was definitely part of that crowd, and people like Scott Everts, all these people who ended up working on Fallout. We played games together and were all friends with each other, so it was natural for us to get together and talk.

	 

	TIM DONLEY [artist, Interplay Productions and Black Isle Studios]

	It was a very loud, fun place. People wandered in at all times of the day. By five or six o'clock, someone would say, “We're going to play Descent 2. Everybody get on the LAN.” We'd all log in and start up a bunch of games and play for hours.

	We had one giant room where we could all gather. It was called the rec room. I was considered quite loud. I would laugh loudly and make all this noise. Every day at six o'clock we'd play XMEN Vs. Street Fighter, or some of us would play Quake. I would scream so loud that people from the other side of the building would walk in and go, “Is that Tim? He's so freaking loud I can hear him through the walls.”

	 

	CHRIS PARKER [producer, Interplay Productions and Black Isle Studios; co-founder, Obsidian Entertainment]

	It was a really fun environment. You're talking about a company where the average age was probably around twenty-seven or something like that; it was really, really young. People like Brian Fargo were... I think he was forty, and he seemed ancient to me.

	I say that and I'm going to be forty-six in a couple of days.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	It was really relaxed. It was a very small, though I didn't think of it as very small at the time, but looking back on it, it was. I was employee number eight-eight or something like that. I was just amazed that people were paying us to come in there and do this stuff. The job I had was a little bit of a grind because it was just cutting stuff out of backgrounds, but I was really happy to have a job.

	Once I got to start doing real artwork, it was extremely thrilling. But the early Interplay had this really creative, non-corporate, just excitement about making games to it.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	One time when I was working on the Lord of the Rings game for Super Nintendo, they needed someone to play the orc. I dressed in underwear and ran around with a trashcan lid as a shield, and a toy sword. They took photographs of me walking and running up and down the corridor, swinging my sword.

	I got the negatives, and I destroyed them, because there was no way. There might have been some tequila involved. Perhaps. I can't quite remember the fact. No, those photographs will never see the light of day.

	 

	TIM DONLEY

	For that period, the '90s of Interplay, it was such a fun experience. Interplay felt like it was a family: A bunch of people who knew and liked each other. Whether I was under Brian Fargo, or Feargus, or whoever the management was, they just expected and encouraged a lot of game playing.

	 

	Designing games made by gamers was one of Brian Fargo’s founding pillars. Another was to diversify. Historically, programmers had done it all: written code, pushed pixels, programmed in music notes, produced and shipped products. Fargo aimed to create and then fill more specialized roles to facilitate better development.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Interplay had programmers, designers, and artists, but "designer" was an all-encompassing thing. Sometimes we would do scripting, and there weren't scripters. When I was working on Star Trek for Super Nintendo, we were doing scripting. We had a scripting language, and we were writing code in the scripting language to make the missions work. Sometimes we straddled programming a bit, although we did eventually hire scripters.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I never actually asked the people who promoted us out of testing why they did [made us producers]. I think that we were more organized, and had more of an ability to communicate. We were pretty good at communication, and we were pretty organized, and a lot of the reason why we went out of QA and became producers was because people vouched for us and said, "They're good guys."

	 

	CHRIS PARKER

	I was twenty-four, twenty-five, and I've been made an associate producer. I've been given responsibility over titles that cost hundreds of thousands of dollars. I barely know what I'm doing, yet I'm telling developers what they should be doing.

	That was actually quite common. If you were a warm body and knew how to use a computer, you could get a job in the videogame industry doing something.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	There's a lot of different types of designers, and we've become a lot more formal about it. At the time at Interplay, a designer was someone who wasn't a programmer or an artist, but who helped make the game. I wrote dialogue, I laid out maps on paper that artists would then convert into actual levels. I designed characters and systems.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	It was this transition period where you had to know something about art. You could do all this stuff with it that you couldn't do before, and I felt like I had a lot of knowledge and experience, even just from stuff I'd learned at school, that I could bring to it, but I was relegated to this grunt position of cutting things out of backgrounds. I worked really hard at it, and part of my incentive was, "If I get through cutting all these characters out, I'm getting something else to do."

	Once I'd done all the characters, at least as many as I knew of at the time, they came back to me and they said, "Um, we made a mistake. We did these wrong. We have to redo all of them." I said, "I did everything I was supposed to do." They said, "Yeah, it was our fault, completely, 100 percent, but you have to redo them." That just frustrated me to no end. I went home after work and I started a new portfolio. I was like, "I have to get out of here. I can't do this anymore." I made a bunch of paintings and started shopping them around, and I was unsuccessful, luckily.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	On Star Trek: 25th Anniversary, I think I was credited as an assistant or junior designer because we were writing dialogue in QA. A lot of the scripts were written by out-of-house people, and they didn't encompass all situations. Since I was incredibly familiar with Star Trek... One of the reasons I got hired was because I had the entire original series on Laserdisc. I brought my set in so people could watch it. We'd sit around and watch Star Trek episodes, and I got pretty good at writing dialogue for [the game] because I was such a Star Trek geek. I knew the material and characters so well.

	One of the things I did on Star Trek: Judgment Rites was I became the liaison to Paramount Pictures, which was frustrating because I felt like I knew more about Star Trek than they did. Sometimes we'd get into... Well, I wouldn't get into arguments because you couldn't really argue with whatever they said. I would disagree with some of their conclusions, things they wanted to change.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	My first game that I got to work on The Bard's Tale Construction Set. I created artwork for all the dungeons and, ultimately, all the monster-encounter portraits as well. On RPM Racing, I did the tile sets, and Jay Patel, one of the programmers, and I came up with a mechanism for capturing cars so that we could create in-game models. We'd put models of cars into this little armature and take some pictures with a video camera.

	David Mosher was an artist involved in welding the armature together. We captured footage of a whole bunch of cars, and a whole bunch of other artists and I hand-edited them until they looked okay.

	One of the guys said, "You know, I could have just drawn all these." He might have been exaggerating. We were always optimistic about how easy it would be for us to get something done once we'd done it.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	One of the producers came to me one day and said, "Hey, I need an assistant. You wanna do this job?" I said, "All right, I'm in. That's super cool." That involved rotoscoping [models] for games like Clay Fighter. We were doing super-early, super-ghetto chroma key for Stonekeep: taking live actors and depositing them into scenes.

	We were working out how to do all that. It was super home brew.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	How do you submit a Super Nintendo game? You learn. Basically, "Here's a big packet, here's a checklist. Go figure it out." I think what it was, was I liked everything about making games. If there was anything I could have become, it would have been a programmer, but I was just interested in games as a whole. I liked having the ability to do whatever, and back then as a producer, you could do whatever.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	One of the first big games I worked on was Stonekeep, and we needed to know how the game needed to react when a player swung the sword. One of my jobs was deciding, "This is how much damage a sword does, and here's a bunch of swords, and here's all the stats and skills that go into sword swings." I also did data entry. I did the timing for certain animations and sound effects.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Eventually my title became "technical designer." That meant I was an in-between for art and design. I would do some of the basic art. One thing I did on Fallout and Fallout 2, more so, was little pieces of art for junctions. Like, "We need this corner." I'd go into Photoshop, and everything was sprites, so I'd take two pieces, join them together, clean them up, and make a new [corner] piece. They might say, "We need a different corner here," or "We need this piece flipped." I would do light artwork.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I did a lot of inventory art, just stuff here and there. Then we had these 3D machines, SGI machines, that were running this [software] called PowerAnimator, which was the precursor to Maya. Interplay, in its infinite wisdom, had spent around $30,000 per machine. Or maybe it was $30,000 for the software.

	They spent all this money on machines and software, and then they realized that the only people who knew how to use those machines and that software worked in the film industry, and they were making a lot more than artists in the games industry were making at that time. We had these machines sitting in this room, that no one was using. I was so frustrated that I started coming in after work and I taught myself how to use the 3D software.

	There was no Internet, no YouTube help at the time. It was me, in a room. We didn't have Internet at Interplay at the time. It was me, in a room, with these manuals, trying to make heads or tails out of what I was going to do and how I was going to make it.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	The first Interplay logo was made before 3D programs had particle systems, so we actually lit a sparkler, videotaped it, then cut out the frames of the sparkler's particles. If you look at an old-school Interplay game, there's a piece of marble that flies through space, and this laser etches the Interplay logo into it. That was a piece of marble left over from Brian Fargo's mansion remodel or something. He brought in a piece of green marble and said, "I want to laser-cut things into this."

	So, I held a sparkler in my hand and videotaped it, and we had to cut out every particle. Then we got a 3D programmer who did the laser-and-molten-gold effect.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	When we worked on the [Super] Nintendo games, there was this editor, and it was horrible. You had to create a palette, and creating that palette involved a lot of entering RGB [red-green-blue] values initially. Then you had special rules, such as the tile size, and the tool was per-pixel editing. There was no brush [to paint wide swathes of pixels]. It was torture to build a tile set with that program.

	I look back on that and remember that we were so stuck on Deluxe Paint and Deluxe Paint Animator for DOS. Those were our tools. The idea of using a workstation with 3D software on it hadn't yet occurred to us, even though I had used it before on another company, but that was on a Mac and we [Interplay] did use Macs.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I made a little character as a proof of concept, to show that I could do it. They said, "Okay, you can make this tentacle temple creature for the game." I designed it myself. I started from scratch again. I became this 3D artist who did a bunch of characters, did some scenery work. I kept doing some of the pixel stuff, and every now and then I had to go back and cut out some more creatures.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	On Shattered Steel, which was the first game I worked on with BioWare, I wrote the VO [voiceover] script. I mean, who am I to write a VO script for a game? A stupid, twenty-five-year-old without a college degree? But that's what I liked about being a producer. I liked being involved with how it was all going to come together, putting that puzzle together.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	It was really a team effort. I was just happy making games. If they said, "Hey, we need someone to enter all these stats," well, sure, I'll sit down and do that. That seems okay to me.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	As the company grew, your knowledge of all the people and the processes elevated you into a leadership position almost naturally. I was an artist for a few years, but I think maybe in the case of Interplay, there was some growth that happened pretty quickly, and perhaps I was advanced into the art director leadership position a little quicker in an effort to meet those growth needs.

	 

	CHRIS PARKER

	A lot of those people didn't really know what the heck they were doing, or why. That resulted in a lot of things that were really well-organized and smartly done, but also in things that were chaotic. You kind of had to—very intelligently and in a politically nice way—push your agenda through. If you were really smart about it, and you could do that, you could get a lot of stuff done.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I think the ability to make decisions quickly without an obvious right answer [in sight] is important. A lot of what we do is invent new things: new systems, new content, new techniques for making that content. It's easy to get bogged down and paralyzed. "Do we need this new thing?" Sometimes there's no right answer, and maybe it would make the project ten percent better, or maybe it wouldn't. You've got a lot of super-smart people: brilliant designers who are passionate about what they're doing, talented programmers who can tell you technically why A or B should or should not happen.

	You've got to be able to take all of that and, while knowing less than they do about any particular subject, be willing to make a decision just to move things forward.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I had started work on Fallout with Tim. There's a weird gray area there, because I feel like I'd been assigned to Tim's project but hadn't actually started working on it. Then I saw the credits with Stonekeep, when I was working on the intro movie. I saw the credits, and found out I was now a lead artist. I was like, "Great. I'm a lead artist."

	I went from there to be the lead artist on Fallout, and I felt like I was doing much more than art directing. I was almost a creative director on there. So, I just promoted myself. No one at Interplay ever said, "Yes, you're the art director," or "You can be the art director." No one ever said anything, so that's how I became an art director on Fallout.

	 

	After Hours

	At five p.m., office drones punch a clock and head home. Interplay’s developers left the office as well, but only to grab a bite to eat. Those in the middle of crunch—an industry term for overtime in order to meet a project deadline—came back to work through the night. Most of their peers joined them, but not to work. They were there to throw dice.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Tim and I are good friends. A bunch of us would go over to his house and play Wiz-War, so we were always talking about different games. Wiz-War was this cool Steve Jackson tabletop game. It's fun! Look it up. Play it.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When I was at UCI [University of California, Irvine], I used to introduce grad students to different gaming systems. We played Dungeons & Dragons, Torg, GURPS, Spelljammer, a bunch of different things. I got to Interplay and was really excited because there were a bunch of people there who wanted to play. I didn't even have to ask. Someone said, "Yeah, if you want to run any game sessions, we're looking [game masters]."

	Everyone wanted to play, no one wanted to run. They were looking for basically DM-type people. So, I started running GURPS sessions after hours.

	 

	CHRIS PARKER

	There were social events you could do on any given night of the week. There were tons of games happening all over the company, Dungeons & Dragons games and stuff like that. It was a really work-hard-play-hard environment.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I think it was the first Advanced D&D, if not the original D&D. The reason I don't know is because I had the box and I had all this stuff, but I didn't know anybody who played D&D.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I liked GURPS because it was generic. We could play whatever genre we wanted. We tried a whole bunch of different things. We tried GURPS in space, we played GURPS time travel. We did one called GURPS Everything, where I said, "You can make a character using any abilities from any book you want." That was a crazy, crazy session.

	The storyline was a bunch of people attending a funeral. So, nobody knew anybody. The players didn't know each other, and they didn't know who died. They just got an invitation: "Hey, this person named you in their will so you have to show up." We had people using GURPS psionics, GURPS high-tech, GURPS space. There was one person there who made their character literally insane. They were literally insane. They thought they were a time traveler and they weren't. They were an escaped mental patient.

	We had so much fun with that game because nobody knew where it was going to go, where it could go. Then we tried another one called GURPS Nothing, where I said, "You can't use anything. No supplements. Just use the basic set." That was fun, too.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I tried to get my friends to play. We'd read all the instructions, and you can't start playing D&D that way. You need to learn the game from somebody who's actually played. We'd spend days making characters and then we'd die within five minutes.

	We said, "This sucks. We don't know how to do this."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I made a little dungeon once: it was six, seven rooms. I would play a different group through it every night. It was in GURPS Conan. Every group had a completely different experience in it. One group never made it past the second room. They started in-fighting and killed themselves.

	Another group made it out, but they had to sacrifice one of their people to do so. Basically, a monster was bearing down on all of them, and they're like, "Well, if we let it catch Scottie [Everts], maybe it'll stop to eat him and the rest of us can make it out." That's what they did. Other groups had this big battle with it and they died; others had a big battle, and they lived. It was this really amazing thing.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I went to Interplay and started playing GURPS with Tim and some of the other people who ended up on the Fallout team. Tim was the GM. That was my first experience actually playing pen-and-paper games. It was really fun.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	One thing Leonard said to me was, "I can't believe it's always so different." And I said, "It's different because you're all different." He played one session, then he came the next night and just watched. I said, "It's the same rooms, with the same GM, using the same rules, but because the players are so different, using different abilities and making different decisions, it will come out entirely differently."

	He said, "Why don't we do that in computer RPGs?" I said, "I don't know. We should do that in ours." That was the genesis of, we want to make sure we track what the player does so that the game will be different for people who want to play differently, are acting differently, and are playing different types of characters.

	 

	Late-night GURPS sessions led organically to an idea: Why not build a roleplaying game from the ground up? It would be original, featuring a unique world and characters, and it would run on a known rules system licensed by Interplay.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	The thing was that Interplay had been known for doing some really cool RPGs in the past. Brian Fargo wanted to do another RPG, so he sent out an email to the company and said, "We want to make an RPG. Here are three IPs we could license." One was Vampire: The Masquerade, which, you know, cool license.

	The last one GURPS, and GURPS isn't so much a setting as it is a system, but it's a system that I liked to play, and a bunch of Interplay people liked to play, like Tim Cain. It was Tim Cain's go-to RPG system, and it was mine. We had ongoing GURPS games.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	Of course, you only know about the games that were green-lit. You can imagine the games that were turned down: Hundreds of them. Sometimes people would come in and pitch me, and it just wouldn't grab me. I wouldn't like it, and sometimes I couldn't even put my finger on it.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Some of the other producers had complained that I was talking to their [teams] while they were trying to work.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Tim sent out this email saying, "Whoever wants to design this game and talk about what this game could be, come after work," because he couldn't recruit people [away from other projects] to help him.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Since everybody could technically go home at six, I sent out an email saying, "I'm going to be in Conference Room 3 with a couple pepperonis and a cheese pizza at six. If you want to talk about developing a new game, I've got the engine partially written. I can show you what the features are. I can kind of show you how the scripting is going to work. Come by and we can talk about what genres you like."

	I hadn't even picked that out. There was no art, no genre.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Only five or six people showed up. Which, to me, was shocking. Even if you didn't want to design a game from scratch—and I couldn't believe people didn't want to be involved in that—there was free pizza! If you don't care about one, I'd think you'd care about the other.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I remember what was surprising at the time was how few people showed up. I expected there to be twenty or thirty people packed into that conference room because, hey, we can make whatever game we want! Instead there were maybe eight, ten.

	 

	Leonard Boyarsky, Chris Taylor, Scott Everts, Chris Jones, Jason Taylor, and Scott Campbell grabbed a slice and commenced brainstorming. That meeting, and that pizza, was the first of many.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I have to say, the thing that more than anything else made Fallout, Fallout, was those Coco—which is a restaurant in California—meetings. They have really tasty pancake dinners, so we would go there and eat sugar for dinner, and then throw out ideas. I'm sure Fallout came somewhere out of there.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	We all talked about it. It didn't matter what your job was; it didn't matter whether you were on a team or not; it didn't matter what you were doing on that team. We all sat together, and we talked about what we wanted our game to be at a very high level.

	The conversations about the game were 100 percent after work. We knew we were going to make a GURPS game. Tim had convinced Brian Fargo to get the GURPS license, and GURPS is a generic system, so we had to figure out everything about it. We just knew what the system was going to be. Nothing about the narrative, nothing about the setting.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I was working on Kingdom II: Shadoan at the time. Shadoan was our first 16-bit, color game. It was a movie-like game [similar to Dragon’s Lair].

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I was wearing my marketing hat, thinking, I'm filling a hole in the marketplace. For example, Blizzard is very brilliant at that. They're creative. When they did WarCraft, they said, "Everybody loves Dune. Let's do a [fantasy-themed] strategy game." That's as high-concept as you get. There was only one real-time strategy game of any notoriety [Dune II], I would say.

	That was a very smart business decision: To look at a category. Sometimes I would look at things that way. Other times I'd look at them purely from a gamer's perspective, but one of the two had to intrigue me.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Chris Taylor was lead designer on Stonekeep, and that producer would not let him go. Chris Taylor was only allowed to talk to us after hours. We would meet. We would talk about all different genres. I said, "I don't want to make any decisions. I just want to talk about stuff." We talked about sci-fi games, horror games.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Tim was very inclusive. I had a huge GURPS collection, and I had a fairly good memory at the time. I don't now, but I could recall certain things from all the GURPS books that I owned. So, I would go [to meetings], and they would say, "We want to make two-headed cows. What are the rules for two-headed cows?" I'd remember there were rules in some book, so I'd say them. I was just kind of making myself helpful.

	 

	The team was in accord: They would make a roleplaying game. But what type? And what setting? The particulars were up for debate.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	The very first iteration of the game was kind of a traditional fantasy game, just because we had some of those assets and were easy to [plug] in there. But they knew they didn't want to do a fantasy game.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I just felt like everybody was doing that. If you're making an RPG, you're making an epic-fantasy game. I've always wanted to do stuff that no one else would have done. That's why when Tim, Jason, and I decided to make a fantasy RPG I said, "No, it should be a fantasy game, but after an industrial revolution. The technology and world should have kept moving after the fourteenth century.

	I always want to see something different. I want to see something that other people haven't done in terms of setting. I wouldn't want our game to be confused with anybody else's. It's just a weird [stance] I've always had, and I didn't even realize it until I looked back on the projects I've done and the things I was interested in.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	At one point it was post-apocalyptic, but aliens had caused [the end of the world], and humans were living on reservations. It was a whole bunch of crazy stuff.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	We started talking about a time-travel game. We had this whole story worked out and all these details about it. But it was a game you could just never make.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We would go to dinner at Coco's and throw out random game ideas about using the GURPS system to make multi-dimensional travel game where you started in a sci-fi world, went to a fantasy world, and there were cops and robbers, noir detective stories—all using the same system, but the settings would be different. Then someone sat down and budgeted how much art that would cost, and said, "Well, maybe we shouldn't do that."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We had a whole story written about time travel. It was going to be a film noir, detective adventure. We had it all written out and partially storyboarded. And then... I forget who—it might have been Michael Quarles on Stonekeep—he looked at it and said, "This is insanely complicated."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	There wouldn't be a lot of reuse of tiles. Fallout was a tile-based game. If you look at it, you can see it's built out of repeating tiles. It could have been made; anything could be made, within reason. But we would have had to make so many different tile sets. If you're going from time period to time period, there wouldn't be a lot of reuse between the areas you could build. It was simple economics.

	And the story was pretty insane, from what I remember. It was this haphazard thing.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	It was a multi-dimensional travel game that would have been really cool, because you had one character, and it took you through all these different worlds. Kind of like The Number of the Beast from [fantasy author Robert] Heinlein. Or Sliders, the TV show. It took you to all these variant worlds, and the rules would remain the same, but the settings would be different. Some of them would be serious, others would be more comical.

	Tim had one little world where the bad guy broke the fourth wall: He knew he was in a computer game, so every time you defeated him, he would reload your save-game, and you had to steal the save-game disk before you could beat him permanently. Stuff like that that was really just super creative.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It had, like, thirty or forty main acts. To put it in perspective, Fallout had three. We threw it out.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	You can imagine: It was a bunch of guys in their mid to late twenties, sitting around a table, eating pizzas, talking about games they'd like to make. Somebody would say an idea, and somebody else would run with it. It would morph over time into something completely different. We threw out a bunch of ideas.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Another concept was going to be a sci-fi game set on a generation ship. We were actively trying to find ways of melding genres because of the strength of the GURPS system: Being able to incorporate all these different genres with one, unified rule system.

	Tim even designed the game so that there was a game engine, and then there was the actual game. They were two separate things. All the content was separated from the underlying engine for how things attacked and all that stuff.

	 

	Tim Cain's notion to divide his engine into modules seemed prudent. Other trends that struck him as appealing at first ended up slowing down progress. The team rolled with punches, viewing technical and resource limitations as puzzles to solve.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	3D was becoming popular, but 3D cards hadn't come out yet, so everything was software rendered. I made a 3D software renderer, and it was horrible. Really slow. I was talking with the guy making Star Trek: Starfleet Academy, and he had a 3D [software] renderer. I said, "Why is yours so fast and why is mine so slow?"

	He goes, "Because I'm in space. I'm only rendering a ship. You're trying to render people wearing all this complicated gear, all this terrain, all these buildings." I said, "Well... shoot."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Tim was really great in that a lot of people, when they're given control of a project, are just like, "I know everything about everything, and this is how everything is going to work. This is my creative vision; you do what I tell you to do." I think in one of the first conversations I had with Tim, he said, "I don't know anything about art, so you guys just make sure the art looks cool."

	That was pretty much his artistic input. He loved what we were doing. If he didn't, he probably would have been more concerned with what was going on.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I switched to voxels, which are, like, two-and-a-half-D. They're pixels with height. I made all this really cool stuff, but the only thing that really worked was the islands.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Originally there was some disagreement over the wondrous abilities in a windowing system that one Interplay programmer had written. Tim was frustrated by that. This was back in the day when you had to write everything from scratch, so he wrote the framework for this thing that would later be used in a ton of Interplay products.

	He was writing this framework, and was doing different things with it. He did a height field voxel renderer in it, just experimenting with different things.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Leonard was laughing because we were talking about this the other day. I said, "Remember I made that voxel-island game?" He said, "Yeah! Too bad we weren't making a game where you lived on islands."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	We were going to make it 3D in that we were going to use 3D programs to do the art. We talked about it being a first-person or third-person game. This might have been right around [the release of] Tomb Raider. Being somebody who was really involved in the art, not just in terms of [Fallout] but in terms of making stuff that I'd slaved over for years, I wanted to make sure it looked as good as possible.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I ended up playing with a 2D engine because Crusader: No Remorse was out, and I really liked the look. I got Jason [Anderson], who was newly hired, to make me a little knight walking around. I made the ground texture, with props on it, and the knight. That got me animation, sprites, a primitive UI with a mouse and some clicking.

	I was so proud of that, that if you have an original Fallout 1 disc, there's a demo folder, and there's a demo.exe in there. It's that little game. It's not even really a game. It's you walking around a field full of boulders and flowers as a knight.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	We'd talked briefly about other 3D views, and I said, "Nope. We're not going to do them. You can't make the art look good enough." For me, the only way to do art that could have the kind of detail [in] characters was to say, "We're using 3D programs to make 2D sprites."

	 

	Fantasy and time travel were out. A post-apocalyptic setting featuring a unique blend of starkness and irreverence was more alluring, and shared much in common with an earlier Interplay-made RPG that had gone over well with players.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Once we decided to make it sprite-based, we had more meetings about genre. It was, "Okay, we're making a post-apoc [game] with a sprite engine." That's when Jason, Leonard, and a few other artists started churning a lot of sprites for us to use. It was very Mad Max: Road Warrior-esque at the beginning.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	It became what it was in terms of tone, in terms of comedy, in terms of the way we did humor yet how dark it was at the same time. That all came from these discussions. There was never a decision made, like, "This is how it should be." All of our personalities together—that's how we came up with it.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Because we had the GURPS system, the setting was really up to us. When I came on, it was already post-apocalyptic. It wasn't called Fallout yet, but it was still using GURPS.

	In fact, the game was originally going to be called Armageddon, but there was another producer at Interplay who wanted to make an Armageddon-themed game, so he said we couldn't use that title. Then that title eventually got cancelled or never made, so we had to come up with Fallout to replace a title for a game that never got made.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	The post-apocalyptic [direction] was something Jason and I were pushing really hard. We were big Road Warrior fans, and we didn't want to make a fantasy game. At one point, the apocalypse was caused by aliens invading.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Chris Taylor loved Wasteland, and Leonard loved Road Warrior. We said, "Why don't we just try post-apoc?" It was easy to have adventures if there wasn't a lot of that type of environment around. That's when Brian said, "I may be able to get the Wasteland license. We could make this Wasteland 2." We were like, "Okay! We're post-apoc!"

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Brian Fargo had come to us and said he wanted to do, basically, the next Wasteland. There were things that he'd had like, "Exploding like a blood sausage," text in ways that he wanted to see it. That was probably the genesis moment for the over-the-top violence, deaths, and stuff like that.

	But he also had other things from Wasteland that he wanted to see in there. He talked about this one moment where you run into this boy, and his dog is missing, and you kill this rabid dog that it turns out was the boy's dog. It wasn't a black-and-white quest. There was a lot of gray. No matter what, you couldn't make the exact right decision. That influenced the design.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Some of us had played Wasteland, and some of us hadn't. After a while, we all sat down and played it after we decided it would be post-apoc. After we decided that, that was the first time we got Fargo's direct attention. He asked to get the Wasteland license from EA.

	They spent a year trying to do that. EA just strung them along, and there was no intention of ever giving them the license.

	 

	Interplay’s failure to wrangle the Wasteland license from Electronic Arts’ grip was a blessing in disguise. Free of the rules and lore of an existing franchise, the Fallout team was free to brainstorm their own apocalyptic setting and trappings. Leonard Boyarsky hit on a unique medley at a time when his brain was moving a million miles a minute, while his car wasn't moving at all.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We were very much an '80s or '90s-style post-apoc, whatever you want to view Mad Max as. Leonard had the idea.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I had this really long drive [home]. I was stuck in traffic, and my mind was wandering. I thought, You know what would be really cool? If this was a 1950s future. I don't know why I thought that would be cool. I don't know why I thought that would work with a post-apocalyptic setting.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	He said, "What if we do post-apocalyptic worlds the way that movies in the 1950s thought it would happen?" An atom bomb went off and that made monsters, mutants, and horribly irradiated people. They thought, Well, science will get us through this. Science created this nightmare and science will get us through it.

	We were like, "That's great," because we could have a lot of fun with that optimism.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I went into work the next day and told a bunch of people. They all looked at me like I was insane. I remember specifically the first person I told was Rob Nesler, and he looked at me like I was insane. But he said, "Well, you seem really passionate about it. You should just do it, see how it goes."

	That was fantastic. I don't know why they had faith that Jason and I could pull this off, with the help of the artists working with us.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	That idea simultaneously made Fallout go in the direction it did: A '50s-style future, but also the kind of humor we liked, too, which was very dark and silly.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I feel like a lot of elements were already there, and [this direction] helped them coalesce into something bigger. We had some of the Vault-Tec stuff. We had the idea of the Pip-Boy. I believe even the name "Pip Boy" was already there.

	So it was kind of weird that we were already making this 1950s-B-movie version of the apocalypse. I felt like the next step was to go all the way and make it a 1950s-B-movie version of the apocalypse.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Leonard's dark and I'm silly, so we made Fallout dark and silly, which was a very interesting tone. It made Fallout feel unique among other RPGs that Interplay was making.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	It's funny, because I look back on it, and, yeah, we knew we were going to be making this game, but it was really the spirit of, we weren't in a garage, but it was like we were. Anything goes. Whatever we want to do. No one was there to tell us what we should or shouldn't do, or what we could do.

	It was this purely creative [time] with a bunch of people having fun, talking about what a great game would be.

	 

	Building Blocks

	With a theme in mind and the formal partnership of GURPS license-holder Steve Jackson Games in place, Fallout's small team set about defining technical staples.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We really loved turn-based, tactical fighting. That was another way for us to distinguish ourselves from the real-time-with-pause RPGs that were coming out, because we were pure turn-based.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Stonekeep finally finished and shipped, and there was brief talk of doing a Stonekeep 2, but we were kind of sitting around. That's when Scott Campbell left the team, and they needed a new lead designer.

	Because I was familiar with GURPS, and I was friends with a lot of people on the team, it just seemed like a really good fit, and it was. I slotted right in.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It was really complicated, too, because originally we tried to print out tiles using the same camera perspective we were going to have in the game. That introduced perspective issues, so the way we ended up doing it was we pulled the camera back to infinity and then zoomed in. That made all the lines fairly parallel.

	That's why [Fallout] isn't really isometric; it's oblique, that 60/90 angle we picked, which is trimetric, not isometric.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	A lot of the areas were already designed. The core storyline of being in the Vaults, the Vault Dweller—that was all there, but it was all high-level stuff. One of the first things I did was just kind of trim some of the fat, get it down to a little more manageable size, focus the story a little bit.

	Then we started doing more in-depth level design with maps, map keys, and, "Here's these kinds of monsters and they have these kinds of stats," and "Here are these NPCs, who will say these kinds of things to you," and, "Oh, here are all the quests you can do."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Also, the fact that there's no perspective loss. When the buildings slope away, they don't get any smaller up top than they are at the bottom, which you have to have in an isometric game.

	But it's very hard to make a 3D engine do that because a 3D engine wants to make it three-dimensional and slowly dwindle as it goes off in one direction. That was really hard to account for. Back then we had to fake it by pulling the camera out to infinity then pulling it back in, zooming back in from infinity.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	My first couple of weeks were spent editing. Like, "Well, this area makes a lot of sense, because it's got something that's duplicated by this area over here," or "These characters don't really work together." I just spent a lot of my time going through documents that were already there with a red pen, highlighting things, crossing some things out, making some notes.

	There was a team of designers I worked with, and we assigned areas to each one of them and worked from there. But there was so much work already done when I got there that it was more a question of picking and choosing the right elements to incorporate into the game than having to create from scratch.

	 

	Players begin in the dim recesses of Vault 13, one of few underground dwellings where survivors took shelter during the nuclear holocaust. Life in Vault 13 is claustrophobic and predictable—until the chip responsible for filtering clean water is broken. Assuming the role of a Vault Dweller, players are tasked with finding a replacement water chip within 150 days. Any longer, and Vault 13's inhabitants will die of thirst. Players leave the Vault and enter a cave infested with rats standing between them and the surface.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Designers were assigned: "Here's your area, start fleshing it out." I came up with a template for level-design documents, and it wasn't as rigorous as what you have nowadays.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I'm pretty sure I had finished up on Shadoan. I wasn't assigned on a project. I was doing Fallout on the side. Interplay was very loose. You could bounce around projects, and no one cared too much.

	If I remember correctly, they were planning to have the designers lay out the levels. I was talking with Tim [Cain], and I'd played GURPS with him. We'd played various games together. We had a big Atari Lynx group that used to play every week. I offered to take a crack at doing the demo level, and they liked it, and then asked me to do the rest of the levels.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I would have killed for a wiki back then, some kind of online, collaborative tool so we could all work on the same document. We had to pass around floppy disks with Word documents on them. Keeping versions [organized] was scary.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Before we had [professional] VO, Scott Everts did a lot of our VO. When you shot someone, you'd hear Scott go, "Owie." BANG! BANG! "Owie, owie." When I did the flamethrower, it was going to start that "Owie" when everybody got hit by a flame. It would play the sounds a millisecond apart.

	So there were around seven instances of that sound effect starting closely together, and it made this weird, stretched-out noise, like, "OOOOOOOWWWWWIIIIIIIEEEEEEE." It was very funny because Scott came running in to find out what the noise was, and I said, "It's actually you, stretched out in WAV form."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I'm pretty sure I started with Vault 13, because that was the [early] part of the game, and I wanted to get the early gameplay experience designed first, knowing that we'd probably go back and revisit it. It's the player's first impression of the game, so you want to make it tuned and as good as possible. But we needed to have some starting point, and I think I just picked Vault 13.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	When I was doing Fallout 1, a designer would draw stuff out in a drafting program. He would have a grid and say, "Here's a building. Doors are here, so you can come in this side. The interior walls are like this." They may write a note saying, "This is the boss's room. Its lieutenant is here. There's an encounter over there."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	The way my process worked was I used a graphic illustration program to lay out the maps and design levels in 2D, and then I went in and keyed the maps. In [Microsoft] Word, I'd open up a document and write, "In Area 1, here's the description, here's these characters, these items." It's listing contents so the artists know what they need to create, the level designers know what they need to put down, the programmers know what scripts they need to create, and all that good stuff.

	I started with Vault 13 and laid everything out, working on the rat cave at the very beginning, working my way out from there.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When you shot projectiles, it just referenced a piece of art, like, "Here's the projectile to use." One of the designers had hastily thrown in the rocket launcher, but instead of putting in the art ID for a missile, he put in the ID for a guard, so the rocket launcher shot guards. Instead of looking like they shot out of the rocket launcher, they just appeared running in midair, running toward the target.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I would sit down, and what I'd do first is just put down some walls. Nothing else. Then I would show the designer. He'd say, "That's good. Why don't we move this building closer to over here," or "Let's put cover over here so you can sneak past this point."

	Once we got all that done, and we had buildings where we wanted them and rooms set up the way we wanted them, I'll go in and decorate. I'll put in ground details, interior details, shelving, junk, all that sort of thing. We'd do it in sections. You don't want to just finish all of it before reviewing it with the designer. It’s a lot easier to nail down the important locations before spending time on decorating. You don’t want to have to rebuild everything.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	The process was pretty much the same for everyone: Start in an area, do an overview, detail the maps, expand on the maps and the level design, and finally, work on the dialogue. I enjoy doing that, and I think my dialogue was pretty well received, but it's painful for me to write dialogue because I hate the way it sounds when I say it. I'm constantly sitting there talking out loud, rewriting it. I probably annoyed my officemates way too much.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The designer then changed it to be the Dogmeat model, which we all thought was funny: We had a launcher that shot dogs. It turned out that the Tick, the animated show, there was this female character—I don't know if she was a hero or villain—who had a poodle gun. A gun that shot poodles at people. We were like, "We just put that in our game."

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	That first level is all about teaching you how systems work. That's basically a tutorial: this is how combat works; this is how you attack. The enemies aren't too dangerous, so you can't get too screwed up if you do a bad job of [combat]. That's really the whole point of that level. Rats made sense there, and if we did [the game] now they might be something different.

	An awful lot of it was by the seat of your pants. It was, "We need to come up with a new level, and we need some enemies." I wasn't very involved in choosing what the enemies would be, because, really, all that level was designed for was to get you out into the world. You get that nice, opening video where the door opens, and you emerge in a cave, and then you see rats scurrying around.

	I think you can outrun them, too. You can just run out of the cave. We didn't tend to overthink it back then.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had another guy, [designer] Mark O'Green. He ended up writing a lot of the spoken dialogue for the characters, and it was fantastic. His process for creating dialogue was so much more efficient than mine. It was really cool to watch, and working with him helped me do dialogue for games I've done since then.

	 

	Vaults 13 and 15 are two of Fallout's most iconic locations. Junktown, a small outpost in the game's incarnation of southern California cobbled together out of wrecked cars, is another. The town hosts a number of attractions, from a casino (allegedly) riddled with cheating to stores where players can stock up on supplies. It’s also the starting point for several quests. Scott Everts built it tile by tile. In parallel, more of the gameplay mechanics that would allow players to explore the town and interact with its inhabitants at their own pace came online.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I said, "Let me play with the editor." I threw together the original Junktown. Tim said, "Wow, this is pretty cool. Do you want to do all of [the areas]?" I put some overtime in, I did some stuff on the side, basically just to get this [demo] together.

	That's the way the industry worked back then: "We need bodies. Who can do what?" It took a lot of load off the designers, because now all they have to do is tell me what they want.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The first thing I learned was that no player ever does what you think they're going to do.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I like that you can turn on Killian or go after Gizmo, the play between those two. I think that's really central to the core of what Fallout is. Fallout is giving the world to the player and saying, "Yeah, if you want to do this, do it. There's a reaction to it. Or if you want to do that other thing, do that. I don't care what you do, but you will care, because there will be consequences for your actions."

	I think that option to play the sheriff versus the gangster in that one city is probably my favorite quest line, just because it is, in my mind, so stereotypically Fallout.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I remember going out to a restaurant, and we were working on... I think it was the first raiders' camp. We were drawing on napkins: building here, building there, this person's over here. They would say, "Do what you want. Make it look cool." That's basically how we did all the levels. I'd sit down with a designer and we'd figure out where all the important things were.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When I was GM'ing, I tried to make a storyline, but I'd take a lot of notes about, okay, if they decide to explore this village, here's some stuff that's interesting; if they go into the forest, here are things that are interesting. Basically, if they don't go to the dragon cave, here are other things around that are interesting to do.

	Judges Guild, an old, now-defunct company, made supplements like that that I thought were far superior to what TSR was putting out at the time. That influenced me a lot.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I was often rooming with Scottie, so I got to see the levels as they were created. It was really neat. If you've seen a Dungeons & Dragons map, those were kind of what I'd create. I'd use squares and draw them out, and then Scottie would take it and make it look cool. He'd be building.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Originally it was just walls. One of the problems with our editor was you had to really, really get to know it. There was no category system. There was just a row of art in no particular order, like, here are all the tile pieces, here are prop pieces.

	What they did was they drew these ground details and then just dropped them into a tile-cutting program to cut them up. Designers would just lay down one tile [theme], put some buildings in there, and some tables and chairs, and that was it. I had to learn how pieces fit together. It was like a big jigsaw puzzle.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I think the only meaningful impact I had on the game in terms of production—and this is now kind of a joke internally—but there was this "What Would Eric Do?" play path that Tim would test for, because I used to murder everything in the game. We still have “What Would Eric Do?” design questions in the games we work on today.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When we were making Fallout, one of the things I used to say to the designers was, "We have a main story arc, and I always want to make sure I can talk my way through it, or sneak my way through it, or fight my way through it. But then I want you to remember what happened so that later on, the game can be a little different."

	Or, if it's the end of the game, we can show you a very different [ending] for somebody who killed everybody, versus somebody who got both sides to work together and everybody was living in possibly an uneasy truce, but they're still alive and Junktown is functioning.

	I wanted the player to know: "We saw you do that, and the game's going to react to it."

	 

	TIM DONLEY

	After Shattered Steel, the next game I worked on full-time was Rock 'n' Roll Racing 2. During that, I was helping with Fallout. Everybody had to [work on multiple projects] at some point because there were a few products they were trying to pull together. You'd get pulled off one project [for another]. Like, okay, I'm working on Rock 'n' Roll, but I'm helping out with Fallout.

	I didn't know a lot about Fallout and they said, "Go talk to Tramell [Ray Isaac] and Brian." Tramell was one of the artists who was on it, and he would play all the time. Now, I had no idea what the game was about. I had nothing except post-apocalyptic stuff. He's sitting there with Jason [Anderson], who was also one of the designers/artists on it. Jason's standing behind him watching, and Tramell is walking through a town. He had a hammer, and he was hitting characters with this hammer, and every time he'd hit him they'd fall to the ground dead, and they'd slide into walls or hit something.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We'd put the level into the game, play it for a little bit. It'd be rough in the beginning. He'd fine-tune it after we were happy with the placement of the walls, the doors, stuff like that.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	There's an NPC named Gizmo. He's the only [character] built into a piece of furniture: He's a big, fat crime lord sitting in a chair. He didn't have any death animations, and they put this super-difficult-to-kill guard in his room. You were supposed to chat him up and figure out what quests you needed to do so you could progress his quest line. I made a character and min-maxed the crap out of sniping and critical hits, so I managed to kill his guard and then kill him.

	He had no death animation. The key or whatever it was he was supposed to give you as a result of doing something for him, he couldn't give you, because I had murdered him. Tim said, "No, that's not possible." I said, "Well, Tim, he's dead." He said, "Why would you do that?" I said, "Because I can. That's kind of my thing."

	So, Gizmo got death animations as a result of my play style. The item he gave you that moved the quest forward got put into a locked [container] next to him, and his guards were kept, but were no longer considered invincible.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	What I'd do is I would go in and look at all these ground tiles. There would be rocks, grass. I'd start building these little details into the ground so it didn't look like the same tiles stamped over and over again. Around the edges, we put these little sand [tiles] to make it look like sand was building up around the edges.

	We put barrels and junk in there, all this stuff, just to make it not look like a big, dull, brown [landscape].

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I know that when I GM'd a game, they were thrilled when a local noblewoman would say, "Oh, you killed the dragon and not a single villager was lost. I'm giving you extra money," or, "I'm going to give you this magic sword on top of [the standard reward." That would encourage my players to say, "Let's try doing the good thing all the time," which then would usually get them into trouble.

	You learned a lot of things playing paper-and-pencil [games] that hadn't been explored yet in computer RPGs.

	 

	TIM DONLEY

	He's just hitting people. Somebody would ask him a question, like, "So, stranger, where are you headed? Do you need to get some gas?" And he'd say, "No." WHACK. And then the guy flies away. Then he goes, "No more questions, please." He'd say some ridiculous one-liner. Then he pulls out a flamethrower and starts burning everybody in the town. He's making these comments [as he plays]. Some shopkeeper's like, "Can I sell you something?' and he'd burn him to ash, and then he'd say, "He died soundlessly."

	Jason is laughing his head off, and I start laughing because it's the most ridiculous thing I've ever seen in my life. I said, "You can do this in this game?" And Tramell's like, "Oh, yeah. You can kill everybody in this town. It's amazing." I had never seen a game like that. I thought they were in debug mode or something. I was thinking, The real game won't let you do this. No. It was wide open.

	 

	In many cases, Fallout’s technical underpinnings were engineered to facilitate a designer’s whims: characters, environments, quests, and features, as well as winks and nods to popular culture.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We talked about doing the Wasteland-style saving, but it was so easy to cheat that that we didn't do it. However, we did do little [similar] things. Some rolls were pre-rolled on your character, so if you went to pick a lock and you failed, and you tried saving right before you picked the lock and then reloading, it would just keep failing.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	There were all sorts of pop culture references. We had the Tardis in one area. There were times when we'd sit around and say, "We need a bunch of rare encounters," and we'd come up with pop culture references. For some reason I remember the Doctor Who one.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We pre-saved some of your rolls so you couldn't save-scum. I know we were very big on consequences for actions, so there's lots of data being stored behind the scenes for what you're doing. If you killed someone and saved the game, we had enough information stored that we knew if [an NPC] found a dead body within a reasonable amount of time, they'd know it was you who killed them.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I was a big fan of Tom Baker as Doctor Who, so I made sure to get that one in there. I remember setting it up because when you got to within a certain distance of it, it would play the Tardis-dematerialize sound. We had our sound department make a [different but tonally similar] sound. We were afraid to use the original because of the BBC’s copyright.

	 

	Some game levels exist in abstract forms. Mario's platforms and pits are inhabited by evil turtles and mushrooms. Those environments don't need to be realistic or livable. They just need to be navigable so that players can have fun traversing them. Fallout was different. Its world needed to resemble a place that had been, while catering to core design choices such as a focus on exploration and tactical combat.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	At one point, we were working on some of our level designs, and some of our buildings had multiple floors. You could go upstairs, go up to another level. That made sense, because, especially since you're in big cities, we didn't want everything to be a one-story building.

	But the programmer said, "We have a problem. You can either have dynamic lightning"—torches, things like that—"or you can have multiple floors. You can't have both." The designers were like, "Uh... this is a problem." So, we cheated.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	On the inside, all you had at first was a table and chairs. We'd put some shelves over here, some junk over there. We'd change up the tiles. One of the problems with a tile-based game is if you just plunk down a bunch of tiles, the player may see a pattern. You break up different tiles to say, "If we need to use a floor tile here, give me four to eight versions of it so we can mix and match them, so players don't see a pattern."

	It was just fleshing levels out, trying to make them look like real, living areas.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	All the multi-level buildings are actually separate maps. When you go up one level, you're loading a different map. This way, we got to keep our dynamic lighting, and the player feels like he's moving up levels.

	But then there are things like, "Well, what happens if they look outside?" If you climb to a certain height in a building and look outside the window, that's all fake. It's a pre-rendered bitmap that's cut to sit [a certain way]. It's like a camera trick where people can make themselves look big or small compared to a building in the background. We had to fool the engine—and the player—into thinking the engine was more capable than it was.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We had a lot of animation glitches. You'd open a door, and it would swing open on the hinge side, but then move again on the other side. It would literally walk off the map, and when it moved out of memory it would crash the game.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	One of the funny things people used to tease me about was putting outhouses everywhere. People have to go to the bathroom. They have to have kitchens. I'd say, "This building needs a place for preparing food. They'll need an outhouse somewhere. They'll need storage areas." I made it look like a real place.

	When we were building military bases, I'd think, We need a mess area; we need a preparation area; we need a place where you store all your [weapons]; there's a bathroom over here, and here are sleeping areas. You wanted to think all that stuff out, because a lot of games, especially older ones, didn't have intelligently-laid-out levels. You've got to think, How do people live here?

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I'm terrible at optimization. I wrote the optimization system and the file-managing system. We wrote all of our file-managing [systems] so that we could eventually stick all files in one gigantic file and still read them out. Chris optimized all of that. The lighting system on Fallout was so bad that he had to change how everything worked in it, just so we could get a decent frame rate.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Our programmers did a lot with very little. They were creating the engine from scratch, and designing the game at the same time, and redesigning the game when we lost the GURPS license.

	That was a lot of work. It came out better than I'd expected it to be at times. I'm very happy with those levels. I think, to this day, some of those levels and artwork still look good and are impressive.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The other thing was, he rewrote the entire memory system so that at any particular time in the game, we could do a garbage collection that wouldn't slow down the game, but we could recover a lot of memory. That was good because there just wasn't a lot of memory to use. When the game started up, it would set aside of block as our data cache, and it would get fragmented and filled with stuff we didn't need. He wrote a really good garbage collector to clean it up without losing data we marked as important.

	Compacting that data, taking all the little bits and making one gigantic block, basically saved the game. There were times when if you went into the military base and approached the Master, we literally did not have any memory to devote to that. We were worried we were going to have to redesign that entire character, but Chris saved the day with his optimization.

	 

	The concept of open-ended design remains alluring to players and publishers, but setting boundaries can be as important as removing them. Too much freedom, and players can be overwhelmed by the paradox of choice. Too little, and walls close in, intruding on agency.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	You want to kind of direct people so they're following this path without being too obvious about it, and you want areas where you can have encounters. One thing you don't want is an encounter area so cluttered that people can't move around. You want cover, and you want things to look interesting, but it also needs to [facilitate] combat.

	You see that a lot in Pillars of Eternity: You've got a path to get somewhere, and then there's an area that's more open so you can have battles. That was especially [problematic] in the old IE games, because when we started doing oversized monsters they would get jammed [in narrow areas].

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It's funny, I talked to one of the programmers for Wasteland, who was the executive producer on Fallout, Alan Pavlish. He talked me through those loot square and super-loot squares [used in Wasteland]. I didn't want it to work that way.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	It's harder with 3D games because if people can walk anywhere, you may want to lead them somewhere, but a lot of them say, "Damn it, if you try and force me to go right, I'm going to go left."

	One of the lessons I learned on Fallout: New Vegas, and this is something I heard from Bethesda, was, "Wherever you stand, there should be something interesting to see." You know, something to attract the player's attention. "Hey, there's a comm tower here," or "I see a tall building." That leads them to go and investigate.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	What we ended up doing was, we did a lot of stuff with making a good random-number generator, but storing the seed so that the items that were in a chest could be randomly generated, but once you placed the chest in the world, you would always get the same stuff out of it for a particular game. There were things like that that we tried to do, more to save space: Don't generate anything until you absolutely need to generate it.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I noticed over the years that more games are into pointing you in a direction and trying to convince you to go that way. Depending on how you lay out a level, you can naturally lead someone to the next spot without being too obvious about it. We don't put a bunch of [boulders] in the path to say, 'You can't go this way.'

	That's one thing Obsidian feels really strongly about, and we certainly did this at Interplay too: We didn't want you to be forced to do something, we just pushed you in that direction.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	In Fallout, we ended up throwing away a lot of things. If you threw stuff on the ground and left, it would be gone when you got back. The assumption was that somebody came along and took it.

	A few years later, on another game, we actually started saving all those things. If you dropped a knife out in the woods, if you could find that same spot in the woods, that knife would still be there.

	 

	Happy Accidents

	Despite limited resources and a too-small team, work Fallout proceeded apace—or seemed to. One afternoon, some of the artists opened up areas to touch them up only to notice there was nothing to touch up.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Leadership, the ability to get a bunch of really talented people who have disparate opinions all pulling in the same direction, and being able to support them and galvanize them as a group, and support other leadership aspects of that team—that's all important. As projects get bigger, the organizational management and process side is important, too.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	A lot of Fallout was happy accidents. We all got together and decided what the story should be. We decided on the tone, and we decided on the quests. Then Jason and I went away with the other artists to make artwork. We weren't involved in day-to-day design stuff.

	Then, about three-quarters of the way through the game, we found out that a lot of the designers had dropped the ball.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It's funny: Leonard and I talked about that, because he came in after he talked to you and said, "Remember how the Brotherhood of Steel area was empty?" I said, "Well, that one wasn't empty, but there was an empty one." There was one level that was completely blank, and that was the Boneyard. There were some things in Brotherhood of Steel, but it was only the main-story quest stuff; there was no side-quest stuff.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	They hadn't implemented a lot of what we'd talked about. There were design docs that specced out how stuff was supposed to work, and it just wasn't in the game. So Jason and I went in there and started doing a lot of design work, a lot of writing, and implementing what we thought was the original vision of the game.

	It was really disjoined in that way. I'd just been doing the art to sell the setting. I really wanted, when people played the game, for them to be immersed in that setting.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It felt off. There were two characters: one guarded the gate, and another who was inside. They already had [voiceover], which meant we couldn't really change anything. We could re-order the VO; we could even cut some of the wav files to make some sentences a little different, but otherwise our hands were tied.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	When Fallout was starting to wind down, it was clear that there was a lot of stuff that was not done that needed to be done, specifically in regard to scripting areas: getting conversations hooked up, getting the logic for quests working. It was decided that a handful of us would take some time off of [Planescape] Torment to do scripting work.

	I took on the responsibility for scripting the Hub level. There was a lot of work associated with that. At the time, we didn't know how big Fallout was going to be in terms of [critical and commercial] response, so I did the best I could by getting to know the systems they were building.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I don't want to cast aspersions on anybody I worked with. I think those guys were really talented. There was a lot of really good stuff there. They were just as invested in what was going on as we were, so I'm not quite sure what happened.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had always been working on stuff, and we'd just not gotten around to those yet. We had probably spent more time on some areas than we should have, so we had not done as much work on other areas. They weren't completely empty. They had high-level stuff, core concepts, but they were not laid out. They didn't have maps, they didn't have keys, they didn't have characters, items, dialogue, quests, and stuff like that. It just hadn't been done.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I know that after the fact, when I started looking at some of the stuff that was in a queue to be implemented, that maybe not everything [in the empty areas] had been implemented yet. But I started looking at it, and that was when Jason and I turned into basically dictators of what was Fallout and what wasn't Fallout.

	I wasn't too young. I was in my thirties, but I was very naive about how to manage people, and how to do things. I would look at people's designs and say, "Yeah, this isn't going in the game." I'd give them some direction.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I think Leonard and Jason were ramping down, so they picked it up and did a lot of really cool level-design work. They really saved our butts.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Eventually I ended up taking over a lot of conversations and that kind of design work because I wanted to do it. I said, "This is the way I want it, so I'll just do it."

	I apologize to those people. I wasn't the best person to work with at the time. That's kind of how it goes. Back in those days, it was very much the wild west in terms of those things.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The art was done, so Leonard and Jason started writing dialogues. They wrote new player responses to put the existing NPC responses in a new context.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I went on vacation after this. I thought we were done. I called Jason when I was back to find out how everything was going. He said, "Remember how empty that one map was?" I'm like, "Yeah?" He said, "The whole game's like that."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I especially remember we had a character who was outside the cathedral of the Children of the Apocalypse, a character who said some odd things. We rewrote what the player said so it gave context to that character. Also, there were at least two characters, both in the Brotherhood of Steel, who have non-VO assistants. We let the guard tell you something totally wrong, like, "Go southeast of here until you find this."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	That was the other thing we found. In the recorded conversations, a specific character was supposed to give you specific information. If you go and talk to [Brotherhood of Steel scribe] Vree, she doesn't give you the information you're supposed to get. She's got an assistant standing very close to her who bitches about what Vree was supposed to be working on when she got sidetracked by other stuff, so [the assistant] tells you the stuff that Vree was supposed to tell you.

	If you go to a lot of the talking-head characters in Fallout, you'll find that they conveniently have an NPC standing next to them who will give you the real story, and will fill in the parts that are missing.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When you go to leave, the assistant is programmed to say, "No, no, they moved their camp. It's now southwest." And you're like, okay! Because what was recorded in VO was incorrect. It was never southeast. We had issues like that.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I came back from vacation, and we became designers. We started writing all this lore, all this dialogue, just filling up the game with content. Luckily, when I wasn't drawing or painting, I had spent most of my childhood reading books, so I did a fairly good imitation of a writer at that point.

	 

	Fallout's team was nothing if not democratic. While artists created art and programmers wrote code, everyone was welcome to look for perceived holes in the game’s design and step up to fill them.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	When I started making Fallout, most of my roleplaying [game] experience was in my head. I didn't think about it in terms of stats, I didn't think about it in terms of character building like you would for a pen-and-paper game. I thought more about character building like you would for writing a book, or a movie, or a television show.

	I was way more into stories. I was way more into the narrative aspects of it: the things you could do with characters, and the things you could do with stories.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Tim and Jason did most of the writing because I was doing programming. However, what we ended up doing—we did this informally on Fallout and formally on Arcanum—was, I thought a lot of people would get stuck trying to come up with the basic idea or story element of a quest, so I would often go to a first meeting and say, "Here's what I think the flow should be. Here's how I'd find my way through Brotherhood of Steel: I would sneak my way in." They would go off and [implement] all those things.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	Visually, Fallout is pretty unique. The concept of this 1950s-era world, but set in the future—that was done by the artists. Jason and Leonard were the key proponents of that setting. We stole a lot. We watched City of Lost Children, Mad Max, and all these movies that influenced us, and that we loved. We took inspiration from them. We went in and tried to be as stylized as those movies and those comic books, all the things that we loved and put into our game.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	If you look at a lot of lore in the original Fallout, and even in Arcanum, there aren't a lot of what I called codex-type things. It was told either in first-person, or maybe you'd find a textbook from the era that told you a bunch of things where, once again, it was all in-world, and it left a lot of holes for people to interpret it.

	To me, that makes the world feel more alive. If you give people every bit of information about a setting, that takes something away from the setting. It makes it feel more clinical or sterile. There are a lot of games that do it really well, so I think it's more of a style thing.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	It was mostly a question of, "What can't we do?" versus "What can we do?" It'd be like, "We're limited by this thing. How can we overcome it?"

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We didn't have a whole lot of memory or cycles, so we originally wrote a very minimal AI. In fact, I have to laugh these days when people complain about the AI in Fallout 1. They're always complaining about companion AI. We didn't even intend for companions to be in the game. The entire game was created and designed with no companions. And then one of the scripters wanted to have a dog that could follow you around.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	There was another problem with tiles. We used the trick of pre-rendering, cutting up a pre-rendered chunk, and making it fit in our tile system. We used that trick quite a bit to make the game world feel more expansive and less tile-y.

	We also did the same kind of thing when it came to the UI, so that the UI looked like it was a piece of a computer that was decrepit, falling apart, and kind of bandaged back together.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The scripter worked with Jason Anderson to figure out how that could be scripted and done in art. Once they broke down that barrier, all the sudden all the designers wanted to write characters who could become companions, following the player around.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	For me, I like games to have a lot of intriguing things, a lot of interesting lore, but at the same time, the lore could be told by unreliable narrators. Things [facts and details] could conflict within the game so the player, at least to a certain degree, has to make a determination about what happened, or what's true and what isn't true.

	You start off with a certain set of assumptions of how things are going to work. Then, as the game becomes real and not just something you think about, it takes its own direction. You can try to wrestle it into your preconceived notions, or let it evolve into what it's becoming and try to find the fun there.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	That's why in Fallout 1, there was no limit to how many characters you could have around. I think at one point you could have five or six people following you around. I say five or six because there's one character, Tandi, who you were supposed to rescue. But if you never took her home, she just hung around at the party and never left. But that was a good example of [the companions] kind of broke the AI.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	You'll come up with some pieces of art that you think are going to tell a story, but if they don't quite do it, you may need to put some lore in, or some dialogue in, that bridges the gap. Or it may work perfectly the way you envisioned it. It's really just a matter of reacting to what you're building.

	 

	None of Fallout's writers had formal training in the craft. Their predilections for storytelling coupled with their shared understanding of theme and tone guided content creation. Artificial intelligence, especially in companions that players could recruit to travel alongside them, likewise contributed to storytelling, albeit not always in ways players thought.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It was just pure luck that we ended up with artists who had incredibly great narrative skills. In fact, Leonard spends more of his days overseeing the narrative stuff being done on our game now than artwork. He's a really good artist, but he's a really good writer, too. We wouldn't have known that had we not had that [empty areas] emergency.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Tim trusted us to do the art; we trusted Tim to do the programming, Tim and Chris Jones and Jesse Reynolds and a couple of other people; and the designers were doing their thing.

	We'd done the talking heads. We'd recorded audio for the talking heads. Jason said, "Yeah, that's all there is [in the Brotherhood of Steel]." We had a design doc that described what was supposed to be happening there. Jason went in and started writing dialogue and text and lore to kind of fill it out. He even had to go so far as to take Maxson's dialogue and cut it up, and restructure how it flowed.

	I ended up having to do that with the Master at the end, but I felt like most of the flow was already there. I just had to fix some problems, and I did a lot of that by rewriting the player's lines. But Jason had to change how the whole conversation flowed to make it say something that it wasn't saying.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	For quest design, we had very high-level stuff already in mind. We knew kind of the overall story, but for a lot of the quests that connected to other areas, we had them fairly early on because we knew the story beats. But when we got to an area and you started designing the area in-depth, we had to create a lot of quests.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We always had this idea of, were people going to try to be good or bad? How will we track that? That turned into the karma meter, which was a very simplistic way of saying, "You did something good? Here, have a positive number," and, "If you did something bad, here's a negative number."

	We had no way to tell the difference in that game between somebody who never did something good or bad, versus somebody who killed a bunch of orphans but then donated a lot of money. We had no way of telling the difference. They were both neutral. But just the addition of that meter, and the player's knowledge that their [actions] were being tracked, that major events in the game added a positive or negative number to that meter, suddenly made them think about what they were doing.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We did have a process where we'd have a spreadsheet to track different quests and the ways they could be solved. We wanted to be sure we had three basic archetypes: speech boy, stealth boy, and combat boy. We wanted to make sure that a player could get through two out of every three quests using those rough archetypes. So it was like, "Hey, in this area, is there enough stuff for a stealth-boy player?" or "Can a speech boy make his way through this area without having to resort to combat?"

	We were constantly checking the work, the quests as we were creating them, against that spreadsheet, and making sure we were in line with the amount of content.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Like, Do I really want to kill everybody in this camp? Do I really want to steal that key from the guy rather than buy it? Because, yeah, buying it takes money, but stealing it may affect karma. Just that knowledge that the game was watching you made some people feel more validated playing a good character.

	At the same time—and this happened in QA and we decided to just go with it—once they realized it was tracking how bad they could be, they wanted to see how bad they could be. They would do horrible things.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	There were a few things I screwed up, that we really didn't get a chance to finish. We had this hidden timer than ran, and I wanted it to have much more of an effect on the world, and for the player to see it.

	But we just never pulled it off, so we took it out in the first patch. We succeeded a lot of times, we failed a lot of times, and sometimes what we did was just okay. But we made that attempt to make a very reactive, very personalized game experience.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The AI was already working, and it worked pretty well against the player. Once we had companions who were trying to shoot the player's enemies, it wasn't as simple. That's what led to, Ian started with an Uzi, which had a spread of bullets, but he didn't check to see if anybody friendly was in that spread. That's why he was always shooting you in the back.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We decided very early on that we would do what we called a "wide game design" versus a "deep game design." There's not a lot of content on any one pass through Fallout. It's a fairly short game. But every time you play it, if you make different decisions, you get radically different outcomes. Depending upon your character and what stats you have, and your reputation, and all this good stuff, you'll get a very different outcome.

	Shortly after Fallout 1 launched, we were reading the message boards, and people were talking about their experiences, saying, "I went here and did this," and somebody else would say, "Wait, no, I went here and did that." They were like, "Well, how'd that happen?" They were just comparing, telling stories, and we loved that. We were so happy to see people react positively to that. It was a very conscious design decision.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	The character people liked the most was Dogmeat, because Dogmeat didn't have any area-of-effect attack. He would just run up and bite someone. He was seen as the companion that was the most people, but it was just, "Well, no, the AI worked great for him because that's what it was designed for."

	We had that kind of stuff that was really hard. We just didn't have the memory or the cycles to do anything really complex. That's when I first learned that how people perceived something that wasn't necessarily the truth. People would tell me, "I love Dogmeat because he's so loyal." I'm like, "No. You love Dogmeat because he has no dialogue attached, and because of that, he can never leave the party."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I forget exactly how we started, but intelligence was important for dialogue. We said, "What would happen if someone makes a 1-intelligence character? The game has to react." We started doing the idiot conversations, and they turned out to be the funniest thing.

	I love taking a low-end character, because there's one really dumb super mutant, and you walk up to him and start talking, and the conversation was, "Huh? What? Huh?" That's the whole conversation. As a player, you're like, "What just happened?"

	Those kinds of variations, depending on how you played and what your character was, that was a very conscious decision from very early on. We wanted to react to the player, and have the player feel like they were making meaningful decisions that impacted the world.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Also, "Dogmeat only does melee attacks so he can never hurt you." He would have hurt players as much as Ian or Tycho, he just never had the opportunity to do so. So it was funny to me when people would say, "We loved how you made the dog so loyal." No, we didn't do that. That's just how things shook out.

	 

	S.P.E.C.I.A.L. Relationships

	As enthusiastic as Fallout's team was about their game, few among Interplay’s sales and marketing departments shared in their anticipation. There were too many other games for one to become a focal point. On top of that, post-apocalyptic settings were bizarre and unorthodox. Sword-and-sorcery was all the rage in roleplaying games. When Interplay secured the pinnacle of sword-and-sorcery licenses, developers of Fallout and other RPG projects found themselves fighting for scraps.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We weren't attached to GURPS yet, although we were using it just as a template. [Interplay] picked up the Dungeons & Dragons license, and that was the first time Fallout almost got cancelled.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	They didn't want to give us any more people to work on our game. They thought that [Dungeons & Dragons] was where the money was, so they wanted to switch everyone over to D&D projects. Once again, this is my interpretation of events. I thought it was when they got the Dungeons & Dragons license.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	D&D was kind of going out of favor. In fact, I think it was [TSR vice president] Lorraine Williams, they wanted to sell TSR to us. I wanted to buy it. I think Universal Studios had invested in the company at that point, and I told them, "We've got to do it." I think it would have been less than $20 million. I said, "Let's do it." They didn't want to, which was a huge shame.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Fargo said, "Hey, we've got this Dungeons & Dragons license. I think I could use your people more effectively on Dungeons & Dragons games." Also, they were worried it would cannibalize sales if we had two RPGs out at the same time. I begged him not to. I told him how excited and committed everybody was, and it would be "out in a few months anyway."

	That was, like, a year and a half before it shipped. I tried to comment on how RPGs don't cannibalize [other RPGs] because they have such long tails. I actually got someone in sales to back me up on that, saying, "Yeah, you can have two RPGs on sale at the time, and they don't cannibalize like, for example, flight simulators." If there are two flight simulators, people will buy one and not the other. But if there are two RPGs, they'll buy one, and then a few weeks later they'll come back and buy the other. Once they finished the first RPG, they say, "I really feel like playing another RPG."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	There were a lot of off-the-cuff meetings, and I think that's credit to the small team that we had, and the fact that we weren't the primary focus at Interplay at that time, because they got the D&D license and were more interested in Dungeons & Dragons games. While they still supported us and obviously gave us paychecks, we weren't as monitored quite as closely as we had been before the D&D license came on. So, we had a lot of freedom and flexibility.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Also, RPGs didn't feel like they were cutting edge. An RPG that had been out for three or four months didn't feel like it had lost any of its luster, where, if you were playing a shooter or a flight simulator—especially back then when technology was changing so dramatically—one that came out six months later would be dramatically improved from the one that came out earlier, and many players would say, "Eh, I don't want to play the [old] one. I want to play this new one."

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	TSR was not going strong at the time. I'm sure there were other people interested in the license. We certainly weren't the only ones, but I wasn't up against Electronic Arts, or Activision, or any [other big studios]. In fact, I remember after I signed the D&D license, Bruno Bonnell of Infogrames, they were doing great with their Asterix, these licensed cartoon characters in France. Things were very licensed at the time, but more in the lines of mainstream, [cartoons]-on-Saturday-mornings type stuff. Bruno said, "You got the Dungeons & Dragons rights? Ugh. Nicheware for nerds. You'll just never learn."

	That's what he said. He poo-pooed all over the idea. There were people who thought it was too niche and stupid. I don't think I've ever done a product that other people thought was a good idea.

	 

	Fallout’s scrappy but committed team plugged along. When Tim Cain expressed need for more developers to speed things along, one of Brian Fargo's best producers rose to the occasion.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I was a producer, and it wasn't until they put me in charge of the RPG division in '96—and Fallout was not immediately a part of that—that's around when Tim [Cain] and I talked, and they really needed support to staff their team up and really have the producer support to get that game done. That's how it became a part of [the RPG division] and how I got involved. I'm a big RPG nerd, and it looked so cool.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I think you have to start somewhere in an organization, and you need to be noticed. I think it's a function of getting your foot in the door, and then being able to relate bugs and comments back on products.

	You're able to determine people's sensibilities based on what they report. If they're reporting really insightful things, then that's going to tell you how much they understand the creation process of what we're doing. Anybody who moved up from QA, including Feargus and several other people, showed an aptitude in their ability to have insight into the process of what made a game fun.

	 

	To this day, some of Fallout's developers remain convinced that Interplay's acquisition of the Dungeons & Dragons license threatened development of their game. Others are less certain.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I think I was in more of the conversations with Brian, and I don't think so. I mean, if we'd gone six months and the game was in disarray, yes, probably. But Brian didn't just cancel games. There were games that needed to be cancelled, and they didn't, so I think we were far away from that.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I remember when we got the Star Trek license, people said, "Why did you get that? It's old." If you think about it, the first [game] Interplay did was 25th Anniversary. The show wasn't even on the air anymore, yet the game was a big success.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	Now, that doesn't mean that Brian couldn't have said some stuff to people suggesting that it get done quickly, and that he didn't want to keep paying for a game that didn't have a license, and that there were people questioning that the game was worthwhile that it didn't have a license—he may have said that stuff to people. But just me knowing Brian and working closely with him, I knew we had quite a runway.

	 

	Leonard Boyarsky considered Fallout his baby. Tim Cain was responsible for writing code, but Boyarsky was at the forefront of defining its look and much of its feel. His interest extended to the game’s cinematic introduction, which he knew would be most players’ introduction to the world he and the team had created.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	We were making this game, we're all young guys, and we were going over the top with violence. I remember going to Austin to demo the game to Steve, and I remember showing him the flamethrower, which was one of the few area-of-effect weapons that had huge particle effects, and [anyone set on fire] walked around screaming. He laughed.

	I said, "Is that okay for the violence level?" He said, "Yeah! Do more." We were like, "Yeah!"

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	The first thing was, we knew we needed to make an intro. The second thing was, we need to convey as much about the world as we can, but we can't show people up close. We just didn't have the technology. I'm sure there were people who could make really good-looking, 3D models but we weren't those people. And we didn't have the time, also.

	So we said, "What can we do? Oh, we'll put them on a TV set that the camera's pulling back from, before you see any human beings on it." I felt like the intro was very successful at conveying the mood and tone we wanted to convey. Tim wrote the narration, the "War never changes" part, and Jason and I found a bunch of old pictures and put them together to work underneath that.

	 

	ROB NESLER

	There were talking heads that needed to be made, so I assisted in gathering the talent for and managing that process. I think they called me the 3D art director, in that I assembled a team of 3D artists to do facial modeling toward the eventual goal of facial animation. That involved some very clever modelers from the entertainment industry as well as the Natural History Museum who were used to modeling in clay.

	The overseer's head was our first, I think. I believe we sculpted that. There was a process for getting those heads made and then digitized. Then those would be given to the team.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Fred Hatch, my assistant producer, was renting a room in my house, and he came home one night and said the next day he was going to meet Ron Perlman to record the opening of Fallout. I was eating dinner and watching Simpsons, and he said, "This is what I've got for Ron Perlman to read." I don't remember what it said, but I didn't like it. He said, "Yeah, I don't really like it either."

	So during the commercial interruption on Simpsons, I wrote the "War. War never changes." That whole opening paragraph: "War never changes, Hitler, China, superpowers... All that stuff, and uranium being used for war and fueling war." All of that was written during The Simpsons.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	We started off with the Vault Boy, and we built it around the ads and some news reports. Jason and I came up with the idea for it in an afternoon. We decided, roughly, "Here's what the shots are going to be." It was really rough. For instance, when I went to do the scene that turned into the execution, it was just supposed to be something about a newsreel like, "Our boys are fighting for peace," or whatever, and you saw a firefight going on.

	I started working on it and decided it was going to be really difficult to show, to make it dramatic and to stage it. I thought about pushing it further, making it ridiculous and over the top. I don't know where the idea came from, but I do know that as soon as I had the idea about a guy being executed, I turned around to Jason and said, "I'm going to have him execute this guy in the middle of the street. What do you think?"

	He turned to me and said, "That's a great idea."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Before Fred, my assistant producer, went to the VO session the next day, I said, "Just have Ron Perlman read both. Read what this guy wrote, and then read what this guy wrote so we can hear him say both, and we'll decide later which one we like best." To put the cherry on the sundae of that story, I was really nervous about what I was going to sound like, and Fred was supposed to leave at four o'clock from the VO studio and drive back down to Irvine; the studio was up in Hollywood.

	He calls me at 3:30 and says, "Hey, Ron Perlman had two tickets to a baseball game up at the LA stadium. Can I go to that? I'll just get this stuff to you tomorrow." I was like, "Yes, but did he say anything about the dialogue?" Fred said, "I can't really talk about it, I need to get to the stadium." This was pre-smartphone; he was calling us from the studio. We had to wait until the next morning to hear what the stuff sounded like.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	While I was animating the execution, I decided I would make them turn to the camera and wave. I go, "Jason, how much will you give me if I make these guys wave at the camera?" He said, "If you do it, I'll give you twenty bucks."

	I don't think he ever paid up, but I might not be remembering this correctly. But we'd do things like that. We'd come up with these ridiculous ideas and kind of dare each other to do them. I said, "Tim's either going to freak out when he sees this, or think it's hilarious." We'd just do things and show them to people after they were done. We didn't get OKs for any of this stuff. We didn't run it by anybody. It was just us sitting in a room going, "This is what it's going to be." As we worked on it, it just became what it was.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had great voice actors. That's one area where we were really fortunate, people whom I had idolized while growing up. Going to those recording sessions and meeting Ron Perlman in real life? I mean... Being present for the birth of my kids is slightly more important than meeting Ron Perlman, but it's close.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I knew I wanted a haunting song for the intro. I didn't know where it came from. Years later I remember, Oh, that's the end of Dr. Strangelove where they're playing We'll Meet Again while bombs are dropping. That's what I was trying to evoke. We were trying to find a song but didn't have any ideas. Gary Platner, an artist, came in one day and said, "I just heard this song that we have to use." It was I Don't Want to Set The World On Fire, by the Ink Spots.

	We couldn't get the rights to that, so we ended up using another of their songs. Fortunately their songs all sound virtually identical. That's no exaggeration: If you listen to their songs, they all sound the same. We ended up with Maybe, which was a stroke of luck. We used it because it sounded like I Don't Want to Set The World On Fire, but it also had what I felt was a haunting sound.

	Years later I saw the trailer for Blade Runner, and they used I Don't Want to Set The World On Fire. I vaguely remember seeing that as a kid and thinking it was pretty cool. Maybe it was really cool because the lyrics of the song could be interpreted as the world is going to miss him when he's gone, so it's an ode to the world that's gone, but it turns out to be an ode from the player saying that to the people in the vault: "You're going to miss me when I'm gone."

	We hadn't worked out the ending at the point we chose that song. It just all fell into place.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I have to admit, the opening turned out pretty well. It's probably the only time I wrote something that people liked. I tried writing for an RPG later, and it's... not well-liked for its writing.

	 

	Competing with Dungeons & Dragons was one obstacle on the road to Fallout's completion. Another arose from an unlikely source: A partner who was getting cold feet.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I did the intro with Jason [Anderson], Tramell Isaac, and Sharon Shellman. We'd done this intro that everybody loved. To me, it was this very successful thing. It's still one of the things I'm most proud of that I've ever done. Steve Jackson came down to look at the game, and he did not like the intro. He did not like the '50s [theme]. He really objected to the guy getting executed in the intro. He said everything was too violent.

	We said, "We showed you how we can set people on fire. We don't understand."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	He never had any trouble with [violence] until he saw the opening movie. Once he saw the opening movie, which shows a guy with his hands tied behind his back and someone in power armor shoots him, he didn't like that. He didn't like that at all.

	Along with not liking that, a host of other things he didn't like came up.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I was the one who dealt with Steve Jackson at the time. He had an issue with the violence in the opening movie, and I said, "Well, gosh, you ain't seen nothin' yet."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We were going to compromise. We were going to keep it, but during installation, we would let players decide if they wanted violence or not. Based on that toggle, we would show one of two intros: One with the execution scene, one with it censored. At least, that was our proposal.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	The two things he hated were the intro with its '50s vibe, and the Vault Boy, which everybody seemed to really like. Those seemed to be the things people were really keen on, so we were really confused. Push came to shove, and he said, "GURPS is my product. I'm not going to let [Fallout ship like this]. Changes have to be made."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had been showing the game to Steve Jackson. We had brought him out to meet the team. We took him out to a nice restaurant at Disneyland. We played games with him. As far as I knew, we had a good relationship. So, it was really a bummer when Tim Cain called me into his office, and he had a letter from Steve Jackson Games.

	It was twenty-four items long, something like that. Twenty-two items. All these changes they wanted to see. All of them except for two of them, the entire team was behind: "Oh, sure, we'll change that, and that, and that, no problem." But two of them were, like, "Well, we're not sure about this." One was the intro scene.

	The other item was, you know in Fallout, there's a card for all the stats and skills? Well... I'm trying to describe this nicely because to this day I'm still blown away by it.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	He had never said a word about it, but all the sudden he didn't like any of the skill cards with the Vault Boy on them. That's now an iconic, beloved cartoon character. He didn't like those; he wanted them removed. We had already done hundreds of them. They were on every skill card. A skill, trade, attribute—anything in the game we'd made a card for, had a matching [Vault Boy] cartoon. We'd put a lot of work into it.

	Also, it was not polarizing. We had shown it to people. We had our own QA group, but there were probably thirty or forty other QA people [at Interplay], and we exposed them to it. We said, "Hey, what do you guys think of this?" We asked them to look at the whole game and tell us what they liked and didn't like. That character of the Vault Boy was universally liked. I didn't know what to do.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had the character illustrated there, and Vault Boy was kind of our take on the Monopoly character, and he was universally loved on the team. We had an artist, Tramell Ray [Isaac]. We sat down and gave him descriptions of all these cards, and then he ran off and made these illustrations, which we all loved. We thought it was a great bit of character to the game and added a lot to it. But for whatever reason, Steve Jackson did not like that art. He did not like that character.

	We were like, "Well, it doesn't have anything to do with GURPS. It's really about the setting and helping to sell the setting." So, we pushed back. The next thing I know—and this is from my perspective; I wasn't [in the meeting]—but when we pushed back a little bit, he said, "Well, then you're not going to ship the game. I'm referring to our contract, and we're not going to give you permission to ship the game."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I was talking to Steve a lot, just over email, about, "Hey, we really want to keep this. We'll talk about what we can do for the [intro] movie, but we really want to keep Vault Boy." I forget what happened, but, basically, back and forth in the exchange, Steve said something about his legal rights and him having to talk to his lawyer.

	As soon as he did that, I was told that was my trigger word: Once he did that, it was out of my hands. I had to escalate it above me. I did.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	It just kind of spun out of control. From my perspective, one day we're all talking about Vault Boy and how much we love it, and we wanted to let Steve Jackson know, "Hey, we'll fix all this other stuff, but we want to keep Vault Boy." And the next day, the license is being pulled. I mean, it was like overnight.

	One day, we got pulled in and told, "We're not GURPS anymore." What? No. This is terrible. This is horrible."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	There were a few places along the way where we almost got cancelled, and that was one of them. A lot of companies would have been, "Well, this is a partner we're working with. Make the changes."

	But Brian liked what we were doing, too, so he stood up for us. He said, "No, we're not making those changes. We're going to remove GURPS."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It went up to Feargus, and then up to Fargo. The next thing I know, they're asking me how hard it would be to remove GURPS from the game.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I told Steve that we're going to have to sever the contract, because he wasn't going to like the product. I was part of that decision to remove the GURPS system. All those guys are super bright. I knew they'd come up with something good. But the most important thing was to keep the integrity for what they were building. They had a wonderful vision and execution for Fallout, and I didn't want to see it compromised.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Since GURPS was the first thing I'd written, it was contained in separate modules that could be plugged into the game. The way the game worked was, you could point your gun at somebody, and it would go, "Hey, this guy holding this gun, at this rotation, from this far away from that character, with these values—what's the percentage chance to hit him?" And it would go off into a little module that returned the answer.

	I said, "It's pretty easy. It [GURPS] already is disconnected. I just have to invent something new and connect." They said, "What if Chris Taylor invented the new thing, and you coded it?" I was like, "That would take a few weeks." The next thing I know, we weren't using GURPS anymore.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	Sometimes when you do licensed products, whether it's Lord of the Rings, or Star Wars, or whatever, and I've done a lot of them, oftentimes the licensor is great. But sometimes, they're not so great, and they try to make you do stuff that you know gamers will absolutely hate. In the same way, we knew what our audience wanted. We knew what we wanted. We didn't want a licensor dictating the sensibility of Fallout.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I hadn't played GURPS at that point, and I thought that was a cool aspect of it, but I think Fallout is what it is because we had to walk away from the GURPS license. It was obvious it had something special... Oh, of course. "S.P.E.C.I.A.L."

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I'm pretty sure [production assistant] Jason Suinn came up with the S.P.E.C.I.A.L. acronym. The one I saw immediately was ACELIPS.

	 

	The flexibility of Tim Cain’s engine made its modules easy to replace. The trouble, Cain knew, was finding an equally pliable set of game rules with which to replace GURPS. One of his designers just happened to have some lying around.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Now, my understanding was we were going to make a GURPS game later, but that just never happened. We started the contract for making a GURPS game at Interplay, but what I was told was Fallout was no longer going to be a GURPS game. We weren't contractually to make Fallout a GURPS game; we were just contractually obligated to make a GURPS game. So, I was told, "Rip everything GURPS out and replace it."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We had a meeting about what we wanted to do. Now, all game designers fall out of love with D&D at one point or another, and they make their own roleplaying game. I had done this in middle school. I had made an RPG on paper called Medieval—which is a terrible name, and I'm embarrassed to say it out loud after all these years—and it had all the stats that are in S.P.E.C.I.A.L., even though we weren't calling it S.P.E.C.I.A.L. at the time; it had all of S.P.E.C.I.A.L.'s core mechanics; it had a lot of those elements.

	It wasn't complete. It wasn't an exact copy. But all the stats were there, and how it fundamentally worked was pretty solid. I had run games with this. I was very used to it. It was my system, so I had an answer for any question about it.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Chris Taylor, in just a few days, made what's now the S.P.E.C.I.A.L. system. But he didn't have Luck. I wanted Luck in there. And he didn't have Perks. Brian Fargo said, "There's not enough stuff for me to buy when I go up a level." Chris said, "I could put something like perks in," so we threw that stuff in along with the traits, because I wanted something that had negative [characteristics] in addition to positive.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I told Tim, "I could port this over." It took about two weeks, I think, of design work to go from my old home-brew system to what would become S.P.E.C.I.A.L.. I wrote up a document and took the system into Tim. Within ten or fifteen seconds, he goes, "Oh. S.P.E.C.I.A.L.."

	He had noticed the first letters of the stats, anagrammed them and reordered them, and called it S.P.E.C.I.A.L.. The name stuck right then and there. We tuned it, and tweaked it, and within a few weeks, he had the system up and running. Within a few weeks, the game was no longer GURPS. It was Fallout. I never would have caught that, not within a million years, and Tim Cain saw it within seconds.

	 

	Like Fallout’s intro, camera angle, and gritty setting, the S.P.E.C.I.A.L. system flowed naturally from Fallout’s design, almost as if it had been there since the beginning.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I use this term I learned in school: found objects. There's a lot of 3D pop art, or post-modern sculpture, that uses found objects. I thought a lot of that was just silliness posed as art, but I liked the idea of found things informing your art. That was my mantra on Fallout: Everything should look like it's a part of the game [world]. The interface should look like it's an object you would find in the game. Even the manual looked like propaganda; maps looked like they were found inside the game world. The manual was a vault dweller's survival guide.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I get a smile on my face just thinking about it, because now it's integral to the system and to the franchise. The first time I played Bethesda's Fallout 3 and they brought up the S.P.E.C.I.A.L. system screen, I got all giggle-y, just because it was so cool to see it again.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	What's interesting is I bet you Fallout is the only RPG where the underlying system was made after the majority of the content. The reason it feels like it ties in so well [thematically] is, we literally looked at all our content and said, "What kind of queries do we need to make [in code] to make all this stuff work?"

	We had things like, we some kind of agility and dexterity stat; we need to know if you're doing bonus damage; we need some kind of strength. So it kind of informed the system. It was interesting how that worked. I would never, ever want to make an RPG like that again, though.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	For me, I wasn't thinking much about story. I think it was in the back of my mind, but it was more about setting. It was more that everywhere you turned, I wanted to reinforce the feeling of this nostalgic, 1950s future.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It went through the same module interface, but it wasn't GURPS anymore. It took about two weeks, maybe three, and we had it all back up and running. Six months later, Fallout shipped.

	 

	Out of the Vault

	Fallout’s story grants Vault Dwellers five months to scrounge up a water chip and save their people from dying of thirst. Interplay’s developers had significantly more time to build their post-apocalyptic sandbox, yet the finish line always seemed to dance just out of range.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	One thing about Interplay was there was a point where everyone realized, "Oh my god, we have to ship this. It's time to get it done." There was something someone said, and I don't remember who said it: "A game is never done; it just ships." That's true, always. There's a point where you just have to get it done.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	By the end of that game, we were all so frazzled that trying to remember things that happened in those last few months was hard. We were already working Saturdays. Almost everybody there worked Monday through Saturday. In the last six months, when we decided we had to crunch, it just meant, "Well, I guess the only other thing we can do is come in on Sundays."

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I had known Chris Taylor forever. We still hang out together; we play board games almost every weekend. There were an awful lot of late nights. We'd go over to Denny's or Polly's Pies, and we'd sit around and talk about the game. He'd bounce ideas off of me and that sort of thing.

	That was something different about that era. Interplay was a little like high school: There was always someone around the office. We'd be there at all times of day and night, especially in the early years. People just lived there. That changed as Interplay got bigger. People started to have families and actually want to spend time away from work. If we weren't working on a project, we were sitting there playing video games, or tabletop RPGs, or board games. We were always doing something at the office. As projects got really busy, instead of playing games after hours, we spent that time working on a game. We were a lot younger and had more energy.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	For a lot of people, it was fourteen-hour days Monday through Saturday, and an eight-hour day on Sunday. I remember every week amounted to a week and a half of work. So, every two weeks we'd done three weeks' worth of work. It was crazy. There were people who weren't doing laundry.

	It was gross. The janitorial people were asking us when they could clean the offices. She said, "You're always at your desk. No matter when we clean, you're at that desk. We've tried coming in early in the morning and you're at the desk. We came in late, around eleven p.m., and you were at the desk. When do we get to clean your office?" I said, "Just come in and clean. Clean around me."

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	They bought me a Jaz drive. I used to work one day a week at home. Interplay was very crazy, and there were lots of distractions, so they used to let me work one day a week at home. I'd copy the game onto a Jaz disk, take it home, and then I'd work the next day at home and get a lot more work done.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It was strange. It's something you can only do during a certain period of your life. It's something I've never done before or since, but I literally lived at Interplay for a few months, only going home for a few hours' sleep. I'd gotten a dog. I adopted a greyhound, so I just started bringing him into the office. He'd run around really fast, and we were just working.

	It was like a little clubhouse of sleep-deprived, slightly insane people.

	 

	Collaboration between developers, united in their excitement for the game, lightened the load of crunch hours.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	If something looked fine to the designer, then it was fine. Sometimes a designer would say, "We're going to move this character to this room, and this new room should be where his desk is, and the old room will be storage." We might move props around, but otherwise I don't remember there being a lot of revision. We had a very tight schedule. As long as I hit on [a layout] that worked, they could work with it.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I really like the way The Glow map turned out. There's some good background material there, some tapes you can find that give you a better sense of the world.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	A lot of times designers will do a block out and [the artist will say], "I can work with that." But when you're laying out the level, you may think, This building doesn't make sense here, so you go talk to the designer and ask if there's any way you can shift one building there and one over here.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I remember Leonard, even at the time, one reason he wanted to do it was because early 3D tools like Lightwave and 3D Studio made it easy to make shiny, plastic-y things, but it was very hard to make. So, partially to challenge themselves, they wanted to learn how to do that. But once we picked post-apocalyptic, they had to do it. I think they liked the challenge of it, even though there were many nights when they were swearing.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	If you're not talking to the designer, you can get in trouble: Communication is important so you don't waste time. No one wants to work for a whole day only to find out there's a problem and everybody has to revert. You're always going to have revision, but you can minimize it if you talk with your team.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	There's even a quote from Jason in the quotes [dialogue] file going, "It's really hard to render dirt," because he was trying to come up with dirt for ground, and it had to be 3D-rendered from the same perspective and angle as everything else, and he was having trouble making it look like dirt and not brown plastic.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I also was the one who did all of the art elements for the Fallout 1 website.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I had designed the old, Fallout website. I did the HTML for it, and worked with Scott [Everts] to do the graphic design.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	We put that website together, mostly just the two of us. If you ever find the Wayback version of the Fallout 1 website, all of those elements were made by Chris and me, because back then we didn't have a website team. It was still early days, but we wanted one.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I was running the forums and reading as people talked about it. Every time we posted new images or tidbits from the game, we were already getting a fan base, which, for the time, that was kind of new. This was the early days of the Internet.

	The feedback we'd gotten from people around the company was good. We played the game a lot ourselves, and we knew it was good. I don't think anyone expected it to be this huge franchise twenty years on.

	 

	Shared belief in Fallout spurred its creators to longer and longer hours. All they lacked was the support of the company that would be putting its name on the game's box. To earn it, they had to go right to the top of Interplay’s food chain.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	Toward the end, nobody wanted to be the one whose area was lagging. You might finish what you were doing, like, I might finish the code I wanted to do on a given day, but then I look over, and I'm like, "Hey, these companions aren't working right." I'd open up the script, notice they're not done, and I'd just start scripting. Even though we had scripters to do that, they were busy doing other things, so it was like, well, I guess I'll stay for an extra three or four hours [and work on] the script.

	If an artist found a way of touching up dialogue, or a designer noticed there was something off about a mouse cursor, they'd just fix it. You'd just open it up and fix it yourself if it was too minor to bother tracking someone down.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	At the time, it was just another project. It was a cool project, certainly much better than Shadoan, which was a fun one to work on, but it sold terribly. Stonekeep was good, a decent seller. As we were working on Fallout, none of us thought it would become a classic, but we got an inkling that it was a good game when we let other people play it.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	He liked what we were doing when he saw it, and he was very much behind us after he saw it. Nothing against Brian or anybody else at Interplay, but at the time, no one really thought much about Fallout. I'm glad they let us do it. Brian gave us the money and let us do whatever we wanted to do. I don't think that was their intent, but that's how it ended up, because they started going all-hands-on-deck when they started doing D&D games.

	We were just this little project that was quirky and funny, but, whatever, let Tim and his little group do their thing. Which is kind of ridiculous when you think about it. I'd have thought they would have just cancelled us, but they didn't, so we got to be in our little corner doing whatever we wanted.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I think everyone was very focused on the Dungeons & Dragons titles. I don't think we were slighted. I don't think we were looked down on; I just think they were busy with other stuff. I mean, the Fallout 1 manual? No other game got a manual like that at Interplay. Our support team there came through and gave us a graphic designer, a manual-layout guy for way, way too long. We got to put all this stuff into the manual. We got to [have design input] on the box.

	I think the more difficult thing was, they didn't know exactly how to sell Fallout. It had this unique look. It wasn't a conventional, post-apocalyptic game, even though there weren't a lot of those types of games out at the time. I do think that having Brian play the game and get behind it helped. When the boss of the company says, "This is a great game," that's not going to hurt.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It was weird. Leonard liked to think, Wow, we've done something amazing, here. My only memory was, we were thought to be the B team pretty much throughout the entire development of Fallout. Then, a few months before we shipped, Brian Fargo took it home with him. He played it all weekend, and he called me all weekend at work, saying, "I'm stuck here, what do I do?"

	On Monday he said, "This is amazing. This is the thing. This is the thing that's going to be our next kickass project."

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	One of the endearing things about Brian is that he is, at his heart, a gamer. He made choices for his business that I wouldn't make, but at the same time, he digs games. You can talk to the guy about games, and he's just into them. He's super insightful. I think having him like Fallout caused other parts of Interplay, which were maybe a bit more dismissive, helped them get behind it.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	It wasn't like I came on at the very end and said, "Oh my gosh!" Everything that was being built, I was financing, so there were no surprises. However, I think that the things that intrigued me were the same things that intrigued me about Wasteland. When we sat down to do Fallout, we went through and analyzed all the things that we thought made Wasteland resonate.

	Those were meaningful cause and effect, a bleak universe, morally gray areas. To me, it was all of those things. So, when I did play it, they hit on all those points that we agreed were important.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	When Brian Fargo played it, he kept saying, "Wow, this game is really good." That's when we started thinking that this game could be a hit, but marketing really didn't care at the time. We had the box on the website, and were doing all this stuff that normally the marketing and sales staff would do, but we did it because they didn't really care that much. We had a lot more passion for the project than they did.

	 

	TIM DONLEY

	Brian Fargo was a genius in a lot of ways. He had these insane Christmas parties where he'd get these crazy bands. I don't want to say he'd get something like Aerosmith, but they'd be incredible because the Christmas parties were so over-the-top. We'd go see movies. Everybody loved staying late. Everybody wanted to be there.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Jason and I made the decision, with Tim's blessing, to put "Brian Fargo Presents" at the beginning of Fallout's intro. As far as we were concerned, he let us make this. He provided the money and he provided the space for us to make this game.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When Brian first saw it, he said, "Oh, just take my name off that." I was like, "Brian, you gave us three years and three million dollars. I think your name can be on it."

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I did kill Brian in one of our demos.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	When I look back, he didn't know who I was. I was just some guy who had made Rags to Riches and Bard's Tale Construction Set. That's all I'd made there. And then I made a bunch of installers and did sound code and stuff like that. But he just ran with this engine I was putting together. I assembled this team of artists and designers, and he just let us run with it. I find it hard to believe that that would happen today.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	It sounds simple, but it's not. A lot of times you'll agree on what the [attractions] of a game are supposed to be, and then they go sideways. There's a constant herding of cats to keep everybody on point. Or, for example, you could say, "We're going to do a comedy." If all the jokes aren't funny, you're not making a comedy anymore. You're making something else.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	I had designed one of the cities, and there was a manhole cover. Just because I'm a goofy kind of guy, I decided, "To lift up this manhole cover, you need to make a strength check." If you critically failed that strength check—if you rolled a 1 on a d20, effectively—you'd take some damage, maybe one point. Well, of course, Brian's playing this demo area for the first time, and he gets into a fight with some ghouls.

	He gets down to one health, and I tell him, "You need to pick up this manhole cover to go down into the sewers," and he gets the critical failure. It takes one point of damage, and he falls over.

	He looks at me and goes, "That's not fun." I said, "Well... to you, it wasn't. Me, I found it frickin' hilarious."

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I can't imagine working at a company where they said, "You guys should just work on something. We don't have a contract with anyone. We're just going to let you do it. We're just going to pay you to basically do R&D." That was amazing.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	But, yeah, we took that out. We wouldn't do that type of content. Even I found it silly, goofy fun, but a player might not. Brian brought up a good point. Oh, and this was in a roomful of people. I killed Brian Fargo in front of a crowd.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	Luckily, by the time Brian actually saw it, it was [cohesive enough] that he could understand what we were doing. Even then, some people might have said, "No, this is too weird and different." I think [Fallout moved ahead] because they really didn't care; they thought Fallout wouldn't turn out to be much of anything, but it was so far along.

	That's my interpretation. You'd have to ask them what they were thinking. Our interpretation at the time was that they didn't care. But they let us make the game.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I think that was what was unique about Interplay: I was playing the games, and I was the CEO, so I could force my will upon sales and marketing people who don't play games, and who are looking for completely different [reasons] for why it would sell. Maybe they're looking at a category or a genre, as opposed to, "This is a great game, and people are going to love it." That was my secret sauce.

	 

	On October 9, 1997, Fallout hit store shelves like a nuclear bomb. The game rocketed up sales charts, selling over 53,000 units in just two months. Interplay more than doubled that number over the next year. Critics and consumers praised it for its combination of artwork, tactical combat, puzzles, unique characters, and deep storytelling. Fallout’s developers, particularly those who were there for those early pizza meetings, look back on it both fondly and critically.

	 

	LEONARD BOYARSKY

	I remember being very happy with it, and feeling like we had succeeded. I was naive and optimistic at that point, and less critical. It was our first game, so it was, "Wow, we did it! We made it!"

	Jason was more critical of it. He was very much of the opinion that there were things we could have done better. Looking back on it, he was 100 percent correct. I was just fired up that we had this thing that was something we made, and it was done and going to come out. I was jokingly saying, "People are going to think this is the greatest thing ever." It took a long time, I think, for [that to happen]. There were people who liked it right away, but it was very much a cult hit until Bethesda took it over. But I was ridiculously optimistic about how much people would love it.

	I'd say in my whole career, it's probably the only game where once it was done, I was like, "Yes, this is this awesome thing that we set out to make." I think half of that is rose-colored glasses: Me not looking at what it could have been and the things we could have done with it. I was just so proud of what we had done.

	 

	CHRIS TAYLOR

	We hadn't gone into it with the intention of building a franchise. To build a great game? Tell a great story? Yeah, we had a pretty good idea [it would be successful]. I loved the art. I loved the music. I thought it was a quality package: having that box and that manual, and it looked good on the shelf. It was a good-looking game, and it played really well.

	But even then, the reaction was surprising. So many people said positive things about it. Now, it didn't really take off until Fallout 2 came out. I think the reaction to that was even bigger than Fallout 1. But it was really gratifying to see passionate fans and hear them talk, and for them to get upset and angry when we changed things. That meant they had passion. I got some really nasty emails from fans a few times over the years, and I'd have to just go, "Well, at least they're passionate. At least they care about it."

	I've released a couple of games that just sunk, and that's a terrible feeling. You work years on a game, put heart and soul into it, and of course you want a good reaction to it.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I played the first one... I don't know how many times. When we were trying to do Van Buren [code name for Interplay's Fallout 3], before it got cancelled, I played Fallout again just to get back into the mentality of that game. It was fun to play again.

	It was the theme that was interesting. It was very open-ended. That just kind of clicked with people. I've always wondered, if we ever finished Van Buren, if we'd had the ability to finish it—which was much closer to Fallout 1 and 2, except it was 3D—I don't think it would have reached the success of Fallout 3, New Vegas, or 4, just because it was too niche.

	I think first-person games, that's where [Fallout 3] welcomed a new audience. I always recommend playing 1 first, because 2 is so much bigger and more involved. Fallout 1 will give you a nice introduction [to classic Fallout titles]: it's shorter, and will give you a good taste of how it all started.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I remember thinking, Wow, maybe we've really made something. But literally, as soon as Fallout shipped, I was thinking, What do I want to do now? I wasn't planning to do Fallout 2. A team got assigned to it. Fred Hatch, the assistant producer, was going to lead it. We were already thinking about what our next project should be. It didn't occur to me to work on another Fallout. It was, Now we can do something else.

	I'm tickled pink that it took off like it did, but at the time it was just one of those things: We did it, it was super fun [to make], now what are we going to do?

	 

	Foundations

	Almost overnight, Fallout went from the black sheep of Interplay’s catalog to one of its most prized intellectual properties. Tim Cain, Leonard Boyarsky, and Jason Anderson were ready to break ground on a sequel. They foresaw the process going more smoothly: This time, they would be building on a foundation rather than creating everything from scratch.

	 

	Interplay was also primed to thrive. The company had split into separate divisions, with each department focused on specific types of games—sports, roleplaying games—and sharing the resources of internal marketing and sales teams. Dragonplay, the division centered on roleplaying games, was led by Feargus Urquhart, who changed its name to Black Isle Studios. The nascent Fallout 2 team set up camp as part of Black Isle, with Interplay happily acting as publisher. This time around, Interplay threw its weight behind Fallout’s sequel. That support turned out to be a curse instead of a blessing.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	After Fallout, marketing and sales took a big interest in the sequel. I really got the impression that they could not have cared less while we were working on Fallout, but after initial sales, it was finding critical success. They got involved in the box art, the website, all this stuff that they didn't care about before.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I'm looking back on Fallout with a twenty-five-year perspective. But at the time, I found myself angry that people who I'd never seen before were suddenly coming into my office and saying, "Hey, this is what your boss is going to look like," or, "You have to put a tutorial in, and it's got to be this long, and it can't be skippable." I was like, what?

	We went from being the project no one cared about, and no one gave us any direction, to suddenly being in the spotlight. It wasn't fun. It went from something that was a labor of love, to something that became labor.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	The black-and-white answer is yes, there was more oversight, because Interplay was a bigger company. We were selling hundreds of thousands of units rather than tens of thousands. Budgets were, instead of $250,000, around $2 million, so there were just going to be more people involved.

	 

	Increased scrutiny plagued Interplay. In early 1998, deep in debt and desperate to avoid bankruptcy, Brian Fargo held an initial public offering that brought in enough capital to pay off some debt. Interplay Productions became Interplay Entertainment Corp., but excitement for the company’s growth could not hide its financial woes. To some, the swarm of investors who had helped saved Interplay were more interested in bottom lines than in turning out great products.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I told you I was employee forty-two. When I left, there were over 600 people there. And some of them were amazing, but some of them, that "By Gamers, For Gamers" label did not apply to. At all. They weren't gamers. They didn't play games. They didn't care about games. It's really hard to get excited when you're working with people like that.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I did my best. I think it was more that we were having financial problems as opposed to [problems stemming from] being public. That was putting pressure on everybody. Coincidentally, we had gone public, and I can see where [problems] could be perceived from that.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	As a whole, we did need to get better at making games. A part of that process was evaluating and coming up with some more processes. So, there was more process, but not crazy amounts; there just needed to be more. Marketing and PR were getting more involved in things. That didn't mean they were getting their way on everything, but they were getting more involved.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	If you were to ask me what the biggest mistake I made was, it was that I tried to take on too much. That was, to some degree, Interplay as a victim of our own success.

	Universal Studios came in and put ten million dollars into the company. When they did that back in, what, '94 or '95, that was a lot of money. By the end of the decade, that was nothing. That was the cost of developing one console game: the marketing budget, the manufacturing budget. But back [in the mid-'90s], it hadn't got to those heights. I think Descent cost $400,000, so ten million felt like a lot.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	There was an early product review meeting for Fallout 2 in which marketing was really pushing for the game to be—and this will sound silly nowadays—that, Fallout 1 was a 256-color game, and the new thing at the time was 16-bit color. That's what marketing wanted.

	They said, "It would play better if we could make it 16-bit," and I just sort of sat there with big, wide eyes. [Converting to 16-bit] would mean reprocessing every piece of art in the game, dealing with the memory footprint—a whole lot of crap.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	We had tried some experimentation, most of which worked. We said, "Let's try educational," and did Mario Teaches Typing. It was a huge success, so, okay, let's do more educational [products]. "Hey, let's do some sports." We did Virtual Pool—another huge success, so let's go do some more. Let's do roleplaying. Right on down the line, everything we tried worked... initially.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	That's where I give Brian a lot of credit. Brian stepped in and said, "No. The game looks good. The sequel's going to come out very quickly, and even if it wasn't, what is the benefit other than a bullet point?" And I don't think marketing had an answer to that.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	We kicked off all these divisions, and then all the sudden, none of them worked across the board. Mario's Game Gallery didn't do that well, Learn to Program, all these crazy educational titles that were high quality, but they just weren't selling. Across the board, most of the initiatives didn't work.

	That's why the [Black Isle Studios] folks became more important later on. So, we were profitable every single year, and Universal was putting money into us, saying, "We want to be the next EA. We want to grow this company. What are you going to do with this money?" We invested it, and it went very quickly.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	It boiled down to, there was really no way to make Fallout 2's development like Fallout's. We tried. We tried to Fargo, we talked to Feargus. We had lots of meeting about how we could try to put that lightning back in a bottle, but there was really no way to do it.

	It turned into a franchise. It had gone from being a fun project that no one paid attention to, to a franchise. That wasn't what we'd wanted to do. We didn't sign up to make a franchise. We did a design for Fallout 2, because the original one got thrown out, and stayed for about three or four months while it got started.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	The irony was that we made money every year we were in business, up until we went public. Then everything hit the fan. I was scrambling. I was spending very little of my time in development. I was constantly trying to save the company. It was putting a lot of pressure on people. But despite the fact that we had lots of guns at our heads, we had Sacrifice, Giants [Citizen Kabuto], Baldur’s Gate II. There were great things coming out of Interplay all the way to the end, despite the fact we were under pressure, and that we had been capitalized.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I do understand what Tim and Leonard are saying, but on the other side, I think they had gotten a taste of doing something their way, and they wanted more of it. That's not bad at all. I think it's admirable. It's awesome, actually, for them to identify that they wanted to do more and be in charge more, and the best way they could do that was to do their own thing. I think that's awesome.

	There was a conversation with Brian in his office. You realize some things at junctures in your life and career where you're like, this is a juncture, and I don't think Tim and Leonard understood at the time that they'd come to a juncture. Maybe they did, and maybe they didn't.

	 

	Tim Cain, Leonard Boyarsky, and Jason Anderson held several meetings with Brian Fargo to express their unhappiness with Interplay’s direction. The trio pointed to specific grievances. When Boyarsky and the artists drew up artwork for the game’s box, marketers ignored it and drafted their own. Executives in the U.K. branch of Interplay dictated that children could not be harmed in Fallout 2. Cain, Boyarsky, and Anderson weren’t looking to torture any virtual kids, but children had existed in their post-apocalyptic setting, and life for them should be depicted as unpleasant for them as it was for adults.

	 

	Meetings continued through July 1997, when Fallout was just three months away from its projected release date. That month, Cain recommended to Feargus Urquhart that Fred Hatch, one of his producers, should be promoted to associate producer on the game. Cain claimed that Urquhart did not process his request, but admitted that Urquhart did test Hatch to evaluate whether or not he was fit to helm Fallout 2. According to Cain, Hatch’s designs came up short of the lofty expectations of a Fallout sequel. Urquhart informed Cain that he would not force him to make the game, but Hatch would not be promoted, nor would he lead the project.

	 

	Cain kept working and taking meetings with Fargo. Sometimes Urquhart, who Cain wanted present at the meetings, joined in. Other times he did not, either because he did not know about them, or because he chose not to attend.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	We had this conversation about compensation. It was about how they could be better compensated for making products that made a lot of money and things like that. Brian's an awesome salesman. He presented something, and Tim and Leonard tacitly agreed. They said, "Yeah, that sounds pretty good," and everybody was about to get up and leave.

	I said, "Everybody, stop."

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	At first, they were going to go, and then they decided to stay, and then they decided to go. They just wanted to do their own thing.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I said, "Tim and Leonard, just so you know, what Brian is going to take from what you just said is that while some tweaking could be done to the topics we just talked about, this is the [outcome], and you have said 'yes' to that. If you leave, because you guys feel this is just a conversation, know that that is not how Brian is taking it."

	I said, "Brian, sorry I'm talking for you, but is that correct?" He said, "Oh, yeah, absolutely." And they said, "Oh. Well, yeah, I mean...”

	We had that conversation, and I think at that point, Tim and Leonard were already looking at different opportunities and wanted to do different things, and they wanted to get out from under Interplay. I think that's when that road really started in my brain: We were looking at a possibility of them leaving. The next thing I knew about that situation was them quitting.

	 

	TIM CAIN

	I remember thinking, Okay, you guys love this game? You make something. I want to go do something else.

	 

	Fallout 2’s launch date slipped. That Thanksgiving, Cain let Urquhart know he was thinking of leaving Interplay. A month later, he went to Fargo and announced that he would be leaving the company. Boyarsky and Anderson had confided in Cain that they had no interest in making Fallout 2 without him and, unbeknownst to Fargo, planned to leave with him. Fargo talked Cain into staying a while longer. Cain’s issues persisted until in January 1998, when he followed through on his gut instinct to leave. Boyarsky and Anderson followed him out the door, and the three went out to co-found Troika Games.

	 

	Fargo and Urquhart recognized the significance of Cain, Boyarsky, and Anderson leaving Interplay and Black Isle. The trio had created one of Interplay’s most successful games, and could make or break the sequel.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	I was very concerned. I tried very hard to get them to stay. Very, very, very hard.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I didn't talk to them about staying because, maybe I have a weird philosophy, but when people come and quit—and we still do this at Obsidian—I always explain, "Look, maybe you're finding it weird that I'm not asking you to stay, but you must have spent days, weeks, whatever, thinking about this and deciding that it's the best decision for you, so it's not my place to get you to stay."

	I do say, "If there's something very specific about why you're leaving, I wish we could talk about it, but in general, if you've made a decision, I support you in that decision." It was the same with them.

	 

	BRIAN FARGO

	We were fortunate that Fallout 2 was well-entrenched for what kind of game it was. Coming up with the first [entry in a franchise] is the hardest, in my opinion. Fortunately, the team that was still there, they picked up the slack and they did a wonderful job.

	 

	Interplay management did not make a fuss over the Fallout creators’ departure. One day they were at the office, and the next they were gone. Many of the game’s developers had no clue their managers had even been thinking of leaving and were blindsided by the news.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I heard the same way ninety percent of Interplay probably found out, an oh-my-god-rumor-mill sort of thing. Everybody was sitting around talking to each other, like, "Oh my god, what happened?"

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE [designer, Black Isle Studios; co-founder, Obsidian Entertainment]

	I wasn’t aware of the CEO, division director, and team’s issues regarding Fallout 2. In fact, all we heard were a number of stories about what had happened that later turned out to be untrue.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	You had the official company line, and Fargo was pissed, and Fearg was dealing with it. Then you had a couple of different rumor mills going about how it went down and why, stuff like that. Because Tim and I were friends, I don't think it hit me as a surprise. Like, "How are you not happy here at Shangri-La?"

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I was surprised. I didn't see it coming. It was a little depressing, but Feargus was really good. He said, "Okay, guys, let's get through this and move forward."

	I've known those guys for a long time. I hung out with them after they moved on from Interplay. A bunch of them are here [at Obsidian] now. But at the time, it was surprising. It felt like the people who had created Fallout were just gone.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	Their departures changed the nature of Fallout 2. This happens whenever someone else pours a foundation for a game and then it gets transferred: You miss all the reasons for why the foundation and certain set-ups were placed the way they were.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	With Tim and Leonard leaving, there was suddenly a vacuum of who would be over to run the game. Someone had to step in, so I stepped in as lead designer.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I was one of the producers on Fallout 2. Fearg and I co-produced it. I did the first half of the game, and he handled the second half, just because we were on such a tight timeframe. When Tim, Leonard, and Jason resigned, Tim went to Feargus and asked that I be put in charge as producer.

	That was super cool. I'm a huge fan of Tim's, and it meant a ton to me that he would want me producing that game after he left.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	I just tried to run the team. I eventually did have a second lead designer, Matt Norton, who helped out. Eric DeMilt came on as the producer while he was also producing Stonekeep 2. There wasn't really someone else to give it to at the time, so I just took it and jumped in with both feet.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	They said, "It's okay. We know what we're doing," because all games are made by groups. On movies, there's a director, but there's also a whole staff. It's a team effort. We had [Fallout as] a template. We knew what we were doing, and we had Chris Avellone, and obviously he was a big part of it.

	So, it was surprising, but we still made a great game, and they went off and did great stuff.

	 

	Bigger

	Set eighty years after the conclusion of the first game, Fallout 2 sees the Vault Dweller’s tribe on the verge of extinction after his death. The chiefs gather to elect a “Chosen One” to leave the Vault and scour the wasteland for an item called the G.E.C.K., short for Garden of Eden Creation Kit. Feargus Urquhart, Eric DeMilt, and Matt Norton served as the chiefs of Fallout 2’s team. Urquhart shared producing duties with DeMilt, and teamed up with Norton to lead design. Chris Avellone, a writer and designer whose talents for organization and storytelling were making an impact on multiple projects within Black Isle, joined them. Their goal was simple: Make a follow-up, and make it quickly.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	At Dragonplay and Black Isle, over a ten-year period, I went from junior designer all the way to the closest thing to Black Isle’s creative director, without the title. I was on [Dungeons & Dragons-licensed title] Descent to Undermountain at the time of the transition to Black Isle.

	Undermountain had a good team, but it wasn’t a great game for many reasons. On my part, it was my first big game, and I made my share of mistakes, but the project had a number of core problems that arose from the premise of the game and the tech it was using. Eventually, I asked if I could transition to the Planescape isometric RPG, and I switched over. I believe I was the only designer, and there may have been a part-time producer who had his hands full with other things.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Once Fallout 1 was done and people saw its success, they said, "Okay, everyone, we're going to start on Fallout 2," and I was on the team. I was really important to that team because there was no one else on Fallout 1 to do the levels, and I knew the editor really well. I knew where all the art was and how it all connected together.

	That was the hard part: To explain to other people how to use the art in a meaningful way. That was a struggle for a lot of people at first. I was kind of important on that one.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	I had to work on Descent to Undermountain [when Tim asked me to work on Fallout]. I did suggest Tim Cain talk to Scott Bennie, another writer at Interplay who I’d known from my work with Hero Games—Champions especially—and I thought he’d be great, and he was.

	Of course, I was still sad I didn’t get to work on it, and I was very happy to work on Fallout 2 when Tim, Jason, and Leonard quit and the studio was scrambling to find designers to replace them, even though I would have preferred to work with them on Fallout 2.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Feargus and I chopped the game into parts so we could get it turned around in, I think, under twelve months.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	It was pretty much like, "Okay, the last one was pretty successful. We need the next one as quickly as possible." That comes with a whole lot of crunch.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	It was tough. Fallout 2 was really tough.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Interplay was going through business challenges, so it was imperative that we get the title out for the next holiday season. There wasn't a lot of time to screw around. We had a great foundation to work with, but there was still a ton of work to be done to move forward: lots of detail to get built, get it in, get it tested.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	It was “all hands on deck” when the Big Three left. I was happy to work on it, by the way, even though the workload between that and Planescape: Torment was grueling. I was working on both projects at once, so my work hours escalated considerably.

	It wasn’t a well-managed process, and I wouldn’t do it again, but at the time, we didn’t have much choice. There didn’t seem to be any other fix for getting the games done.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Tim, Leonard, Jason, and the design team from Fallout had already laid groundwork for some of the groundwork for big locations and what the story arc would be. It was more down to listening to fan feedback. We didn't have fan feedback the way we do now, but some community feedback and feedback from the sales team, like, "We need a tutorial! This game's super weird and too hard!"

	At that time in the industry, games like Diablo were getting popular, and that's a relatively simple game in terms of its user experience and learning curve. Not to take anything away from Diablo—it's a different game—but put that against the depth of, here's a classless RPG with the S.P.E.C.I.A.L. system stats, plus perks, plus all these dialogue choices.

	 

	Fallout 2’s compressed schedule demanded that Urquhart and DeMilt recruit more developers to accelerate development. Designers, programmers, and artists were pulled off projects such as Planescape: Torment and shuffled onto Fallout 2.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	We had this mandate: "It has to be out in a year, and it has to be fifty percent bigger," if I'm remembering that right. That's when we brought in more map builders. I couldn't do the whole game because it was so much bigger, so we brought in some extra people to work on it.

	 

	FEARGUS URQUHART

	What I tried to do was take a lot of what Tim and Leonard had done, and finish it. For instance, they had started to design Vault City, which is one of the areas I took over and fleshed it out, and Chris Avellone finished it at a later date.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	Feargus found he couldn’t devote time to do the design work on Vault City, so after some stops and starts, he finally passed it off to me to finish. This turned out to be a good thing.

	After reviewing the material, the location was very bare bones, so I sat down and began to cut or redo a lot of the interactions and included a lot more quests, interactions, Easter eggs, and basically, well, fun things to do, which is the designer’s job.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	One of our mistakes on Fallout 2 was we made it too big. I think we should have reigned it in a little bit, but there was this push to make it really big, with a lot more content. I think a leaner, meaner, and cleaner game would have been better, because we had lots of bugs in the second one that we had to fix.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	I did the bulk of Broken Hills and some Navarro clean-up was in there too, I think. That was working much, much more directly with Chris Avellone. We were in the same office at the time. He was writing Vault City, so we would talk back and forth about what things needed to get done, and try to work through that as quickly as possible.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	There were some things that were still being fleshed out, like, "Oh, no, we need a tutorial," so we [shoehorned in] the Temple of Trials. It didn't really fit the world, but it was kind of Indiana Jones-like.

	We had some super talented people. Chris Avellone worked on a [boxing] arena. It was just glued on, but we had a really aggressive schedule.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	If I’d had the time—Vault City wasn’t planned—I’d have put a little more love in the Raider’s Caves, as they suffered a bit in comparison to Vault City and New Reno. The Raider’s Cave was largely a combat location, and it was a homage to our all-too-real team scorpion mascot, Spud, but even so, it could have used more meat to it.

	Spud got out of his aquarium one night and we never know what happened to him, but I became apprehensive about suddenly walking into a darkened room or retrieving a pen or pencil when it fell beneath a desk.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	For Fallout 2, I was not originally supposed to work on Navarro. One of our other scripters had done a first and possibly second pass on it, but he was on another game. Getting shifted from area to area as needed was pretty common. Broken Hills was a little bit different in that Colin McComb was the lead designer on that area, I believe.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	We had a bunch of new people working on it, and we had to teach them how to do everything. We had to expand the editor. We had a whole system for NPCs that we didn't have in the first game, so we could set them up and get them running around.

	This was a big lesson, and we know it now, but at the time we were paying a lot of attention to Internet forums. They was almost taken as gospel. The NPC [system] was a big surprise, too. People loved it [in the first game], so we expanded on it.

	 

	Without time or resources to innovate, Fallout 2’s developers built on what had made the first game a hit. The increased size and scope called for the team to scrap the timer system that had fit the original story’s do-or-die premise, but had curbed exploration and experimentation. Fallout 2 let players roam for as long as they wanted. Every change, from eschewing time limits to blowing up the game’s scope, catered to players who had loved the first game.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	You don't want to shake things up too much because fans who played the first game love it and understand how it works. So, you just add more: more content, upgrade the party system so [companions] wouldn't run in front of machine guns.

	That was one of the problems on the first game. The AI had no situational awareness. It just thought, I need to shoot this guy, so it would run up and get right in front of [other characters] when you're going to pull out your machine gun. We expanded that functionality. Basically, it was quality-of-life functionality: make the core game better, and add more content.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	Some things evolved and led to other things. We put a car into Fallout 2. Like, "It's Mad Max, and now you've got the car, too. That's freaking epic." But it was originally scripted in by one of our designers, and scripting is super dangerous. You're putting a lot of power into the hands of people who aren't always trained programmers.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	I think I might have done a slight bit of scripting for dealing with the car. The thing about the car was that it was mostly implemented in code, and I was not working directly with the game's C code at that point. I did work with the guy who was doing it, but the car in particular was a pretty tricky thing to get right.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	This designer had written this script that was for the car and the trunk, and at one point it got hooked up to an AI controller, so the car would kind of walk off-screen and wander around.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	It was essentially a companion, so some of the companion behavior that every [other character] would use and seem reasonable sometimes would apply to the trunk, which is not reasonable. You have this trunk of the car that you can interact with and put stuff into. Periodically something would break, and the trunk would walk around with you like another companion.

	With the amount of development time you have, you had to think, Okay, I've got this vehicle, and I need to be able to put stuff into it. What are all the horrible things that could possibly go wrong trying to implement this using a system that was never designed to support it? You tried to figure out as many of those as you could, but you were going to fail.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I was there on day one, and we knew we had to rush. We were talking about levels: what we could make, and starting levels pretty quickly. I got the initial areas put together, made art lists, helped artists figure out what we needed.

	One thing we did to speed up the process with building environments, like custom 3D buildings was gray-box [prototype] them. Then someone would use Photoshop to paint in all the details because it was faster than trying to texture them in the 3D programs we used at the time.

	We did that a lot on the Icewind Dale games: Backgrounds were hand-painted over simple 3D renders. It was, “Here's a brick wall with all these vines on it.” It's a pain in the ass to do in 3D back then, so someone would sit there and draw in all that stuff by hand. A 2D artist could whip out a level that would have taken a 3D artist a lot longer, but tools back then were a lot simpler, so we had to cut corners.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	Problems were going to crop up. I think they got all of those under control, but trying to jerry rig a companion system for something like [the car's trunk], just because there was no time to do anything else, leads to funny stories and, at the time, a lot of pain.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	The trick was to make everything look like it fits. If you're going to hand-paint over 3D [objects], you've got to make them look like it's part of the 3D object and not painted over. Brian Menze is an amazing illustrator. He was really good at making stuff look like it matched.

	 

	Due to their tight turnaround time and familiarity with Fallout’s tools, Black Isle’s developers cranked out droves of content. They look back on some of that content with affection, but have mixed feelings on other pieces of the game.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	When the Big Three did leave, we were given designs very rapidly and asked to flesh them out, we did so, but it felt like a mad rush to get the game done, and there wasn’t much cohesion as to certain game elements, especially overall design, so the game suffered from a somewhat uneven release and an uneven play experience, although many people did enjoy it.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	Fallout 2 was more of the same, just a lot more of the same. It sounds terrible to say, but there was a lot more content to make in a short amount of time, so there was less time to think, Look at the cool things we're working on, and instead think, Oh my god, I've got to get this level done.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	There was not as much content planned for Broken Hills, so a lot of random stuff went in there, which is sort of crazy. We had a treasure hunter, a little person trapped in a well because he'd been looking for treasure. There was a giant scorpion being taught to play chess. Just a lot of random things to flesh out the area.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	This is just my opinion, because I'm still super proud of Fallout 2’s talented team and for having worked on it, but I think it lost some of the heart of the original Fallout in terms of cohesiveness and storytelling.

	It definitely felt like conventional movies that make fun of themselves, like, "Yeah, the third movie in a trilogy is usually the worst." I think we were there.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I like Fallout 1 better than 2 because it's a compact game. It's shorter. It has a good story arc. It's not quite as silly. The second one got silly at parts because when we realized everyone loved the pop culture references, we went a little overboard in the second game.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I think we had a lot of people wanting to swing away and get their ideas in. That's what you want, but we had that perfect storm of Tim, Leonard, and Jason on the first game, with a vision for it.

	One of the designers on the first game had designed a city that was described as, "It's Raccoon City [from Resident Evil] with mutant raccoons!" It wouldn't have been a terrible idea, but Tim said, "No. Not in this game." We didn't have that sort of guiding hand. We didn't have an overall lead designer who really had a vision for what the world was and how everything fit. You had a lot of disparate parts.

	Like the tutorial: It's not a Fallout-y tutorial. It didn't have that cool, "The future as envisioned by people in the '50s" cohesion. I think we had a bit more pop culture, tongue-in-cheek random adventures. Frank Horrigan with chain gun arms is the final boss. That was just not as cool as the Master. Certainly Interplay could be schizophrenic. Interplay was up to 700, 1200—some ridiculous number of people at that time. That's a lot to scale with.

	There was no time to take a step back and reflect. You got content in, you fixed bugs, you maybe tweaked it a little bit, play-tested it some more, tweaked it some more. But you weren't like, "You know, this whole Temple of Trials is pretty janky. Let's try something else." That just wasn't an option.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	When you drive the car in Broken Hills for the first time, I believe you run over a ghoul. It gets up and says, "No big deal," and walks off. I'm still not sure we had our level design process nailed down as far as writing documents for each and every area for our area designers, and standardized design [practices] across all designers.

	We do that stuff now [at Obsidian] because it makes games much more consistent and it's clear when things are not getting done. Whereas on Fallout 2, I can't speak to whether or not the same team was working from the same documents or not, but working with Chris Avellone, who liked to have everything laid out, to Broken Hills, things were a lot looser.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	I've learned a lot since then and a lot more comfortable being the dissenting voice for quality when it's necessary. I won't always win those arguments, but I'll make them. I was probably focused on, "These are the designs. If there's anything confusing in the implementation, sound off about it, but I'm not really going to tell you: The Pancor Jackhammer [full-auto shotgun] sounds stupid, why are we doing this?" I just wasn't that guy at the time.

	We had to get things done, and I was going to do everything I could to make sure the team did their jobs and make sure we were focused on the right stuff. Some noise and distractions that are low-priority get downsized. Beyond that, at the time I was too young a producer to say, "Is that really what we ought to be doing?" At the time, I certainly didn't recognize how invaluable having someone with a vision for the product you're making is.

	 

	DAN SPITZLEY

	I think when you don't have a pipeline that is very well laid out and concrete, you end up with that flailing at the end. I think things turned out better than they could have, but I noticed a lot of opinions about how Fallout 2 sort of failed in terms of tone. Looking back, I certainly wouldn't disagree. I think with some more time and more planning, it probably could have been more consistent.

	At the same time, with that freewheeling development, you do get things you wouldn't get if you knew exactly what you were going to do from day one. I think we got some benefits

	out of that [schedule], but whether it made the game better or not is really a matter of opinion.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	Trish Wright, our VP of development, and who was formerly head of marketing, did come by and tell me I needed to stop working and that my health was more important, which was cool of her. She was genuinely worried. I did have to go to the doctor for it, which terrified me, and made me resolve to take better care of myself.

	I do think excessive attention to health was probably a distraction from my creativity, though: I wanted to write, not work out all the time. Of course, I like being alive and breathing too, so there’s that.

	 

	Test of Time

	Critics heaped praise on Fallout 2 when the game launched in late September of 1998. GameSpot dubbed it a “bigger, better” Fallout and touted the larger world populated with more characters and missions. IGN appreciated that Black Isle and Interplay had not attempted to fix what clearly wasn’t broken, while PC Gamer named it one of the best RPGs of all-time in 2015.

	 

	Commercially, results were mixed. Fallout 2 debuted on market research firm PC Data’s bestseller list at the number-three spot in the first week of November. The next week, it fell off the top ten. During end-of-the-year deliberations to determine the best games of 1998, Fallout 2 was a top contender for best RPG at critical outlets such as CNET, Computer Gaming World, and the Academy of Interactive Arts and Sciences, but lost to Baldur’s Gate, a title made by a newer studio in Canada called BioWare, whose teams and ideas would become inexorably linked with Interplay and Black Isle.

	 

	Over twenty years later, Fallout 2’s developers remain proud of what they created, though that pride is tempered by memories of an arduous schedule.

	 

	SCOTT EVERTS

	I suppose I preferred Fallout because it was something new and different. They were both stressful projects, but I enjoyed working on Fallout more. Fallout 2 became a death match near the end. We had so much content, and we had to get it all done.

	 

	CHRIS AVELLONE

	I’m mostly known for New Reno in Fallout 2, but I tried to put a lot of love in Vault City as well. I was happy how it turned out, and ended up feeling glad for the opportunity.

	 

	ERIC DeMILT

	My proudest moment is Tim asking me to be a producer on Fallout 2. I worked with Tim at Black Isle, and it was a great honor to take over Fallout, just for him to recommend me with that. I'm working with him again now on a project at Obsidian, and it's awesome. I'm proudest that I was a knucklehead with enough value to add something to a dev team, and to a project that he was passionate about.

	Beyond that, I think we made a good game. In a lot of ways we evolved the Fallout franchise. I wish we'd had more time, and had more of a guiding hand. At the same time, for the schedule, the team, and what was going on at Interplay, I think we made something that’s super cool.
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Notes

		[←1]
	A On December 11, 2017, one week after Rocket Jump was published, I finally tracked down the Doom Fortress map that inspired Walker, Caughley, and Cook. You can download it at https://www.doomworld.com/idgames/levels/doom2/deathmatch/d-f/fortress.
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