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Foreword by Darran Jones
 
I first came into contact with John when I was the Retro Editor of GamesTM magazine. I'd written an article about Hudson Soft and he took great delight in pointing out the many things I could have mentioned about the company and in particular its mascot, Master Higgins. This carried on for several months, with John helpfully (annoyingly) pointing out things I should have been discussing and criticising the odd mistake that would occasionally appear in the magazine. Most people would get fed up with these endless letters, but it didn't bother me. Well it did bother me, but once I got over my initial reaction of "you cheeky git" I realised something quite important: John cared about the history of videogames, and particularly the history of Japanese games. 
I decided to take a chance on John and commissioned him to write an article for the magazine and it was just what I expected.1 More articles followed and I watched with growing interest as he began to write about ever-quirkier games in Live Publishing's Retro Gamer magazine on a regular basis.2 Many months later Retro Gamer was forced to close down - the magazine was picked up by Imagine Publishing shortly afterwards. I became its editor and John was soon hired as my staff writer and we had a riotous time on the magazine. In fact if you look back at those early issues you'll find some of the craziest stuff we've ever printed. Read his wacky retrospective of Shinobi III, which features a Bovril named avarice, or his summation of Street Fighter II were he suggests playing it with the joystick in one hand and a profiterole in the other, and you'll have an idea of what I mean.3
Sadly, working on a magazine like Retro Gamer can be a draining  
experience and John eventually departed the magazine to move into the exciting world of sub-editing, on Practical Boat Owner magazine by IPC Media.4 He didn't stay away from Retro Gamer though and continued to contribute as a freelancer. I'd argue that being away from the daily grind of magazine work (it's not all about playing classic games) revitalised him and he ended up producing some of his best work for us during that period. 
It was perhaps inevitable that John would eventually do a Kickstarter about Japanese games, because I'd seen first hand how passionate he was about the subject and how he'd have no problems challenging someone's opinions at work if it meant that a game might not get the coverage he felt it deserved. John has a drive and passion that some don't understand, and it's what led him to challenge several things he didn't like about working on Retro Gamer. He's a little eccentric, sure, and it can put people off. It never put me off, though. John cares about the heritage of videogames as much as any games historian you might wish to name and he has a frightening knowledge of his subject matter. It was this caring and dedication to his craft that not only led to him writing about videogames in the first place, but also led to this latest volume. Long may it continue.
 
Darran Jones
Editor on Retro Gamer magazine since December 2005, previously Retro Editor on GamesTM magazine; shmup fan, Amstrad owner, goes bird watching in his spare time. Favourite game of all time: Strider in arcades
 
Foreword by Casey Loe
 
As I listened to the dozen or so interviews I was hired to translate and transcribe for this volume, I was struck by how many moments they shared. Many interviewees took the same long sigh when asked about the future of Japanese game development. A shocking number cited "that table tennis game" as their first videogame, yet couldn't remember its title (it's Pong, damn it! Pong!). But the most commonly repeated moment was when they explained - some at the brink of tears - that no one had ever asked about these stories before, and expressed their surprise that John would come all the way from Europe just to hear them.
The more I heard this sentiment, the more perplexed I became. These are members of the Greatest Generation of game development - men and women who built an industry and shaped a generation of childhoods. If you were to check the business section of any Japanese bookstore, you'd find shelves full of back-patting retrospectives about how the indomitable spirit  of the Japanese people built the consumer electronics  and automotive industries. But videogames? Nary a single slim volume. 
If the people of Japan are aware of how thoroughly their nation dominated the entertainment software industry in the late 20th century, they don't seem to care how it happened. Even Japan's own enthusiast media has shown no appetite for documenting the history of videogames. Instead, they treat themselves as a PR arm of the industry, and the products they cover as disposable commodities. Heroic stories of catch-as-catch-can game development are invariably paved over and replaced with canned interviews in a desperate attempt to make readers believe that every project is proceeding smoothly, and that every studio is stable and above board. I hope this book demonstrate that while the truth of game development can be ugly, it makes for far better stories.
At least the three volumes of Untold History have managed to open a window into the true past of the industry - a tale of young, passionate developers fighting to make art in the face of poorly run companies, shady money lending, physically abusive managers, troubled-genius colleagues, and rapidly shifting marketplace trends.  I hate that it's the only window we're likely to get, but I'm grateful to have had the opportunity to peer through it with all of you.
 
Casey Loe is a professional translator of videogames and manga. He formerly covered the Japanese gaming   industry for publications like GameFan, Nintendo Power, and Play. He also wants everyone to know he has one of those ultra rare Cotton tea mugs.
 
Foreword by Kurt Kalata
 
When I was five years old, I received a Sega Master System as a gift from a relative. I became so obsessed with it to the point that I think my parents and teachers were weirded out by it - I wrote stories about Alex Kidd and Wonder Boy in composition class and secretly mailed letters to Sega's American division in San Francisco, who politely responded to my handwritten nonsense. That was the closest a kid like me could get to the company, but even back then, I knew that the people who actually made the games were in Japan. And to a grade-schooler in New Jersey, that was so far away it may have been in another dimension.
Of course, the advent of the internet has helped greatly in bringing these worlds together. But still,  Japan's own gaming history is scantly documented on the internet, even in their native language, with much of the details relegated to obscure old magazines and  strategy guides, if they ever existed in the first place. But John's series of books here brings that history even closer than it's ever been - when he was writing it, I was impressed by the number of developers he was able to track down. Their names may not be well known, but their games certainly are! Plus, it allowed me to ask weird questions by proxy to the creator of Alex Kidd, which are featured here in this volume. He even commented on my HG101 volume, which is one of those things I'd wish I could send back in time to my younger self and see how giddy I'd be. There's a lot of great information like that scattered throughout these three volumes (though since this has the Sega stuff, it's probably my favourite!).
 
Kurt Kalata is the founder and editor-in-chief of Hardcore Gaming 101. He's also really jazzed about anything from the Compile developers, since Master System games like Golvellius and Power Strike turned him into a fan.
 
 
 
~Author's Introduction~
 
I had intended for this intro to champion games as the apex creation of humanity. After all, they are the summation of everything which came before. Games can convey traditional hand-painted art, or digital imagery and light manipulation unique to the medium. Recorded music can be played or chiptunes can be generated electronically. Games can mimic millennia of known architecture, create structures previously unseen, or even envision things which are not physically possible, such as with non-Euclidean geometry. Newtonian physics can be replicated or played around with, expanding one's understanding of reality. Economic systems and AI models can be theorised and tested. Games can be all things which already exist, and they can be things which no one could conceive of were it not for the existence of games. They are simply an infinite medium through which to express whatever the mind and mathematics are capable of.
Or something. I'm not entirely sure I care anymore. But that's what I tell people when asked about these books today. Having spent five years (half a decade!) of my life on these books, I can honestly say that for me, they were a waste of time and a failure. They should never have been written, and whatever value a few academics and the tiny number of readers claim, the cost to myself was too great. I started this project in my fresh-faced twenties, and now I'm an aged man in my mid-thirties, having lost my youth and the best years of my life on a Quixotic quest which should have made me rich, famous, and respected, but instead gave me nothing. These books are expensive to produce and they sell poorly. What non-existent money they make is not enough to cover their production or my living costs. In 2017 there was an article on the award nominated, professionally published comic artist Hannah Berry, and how she was giving up her career having struggled to live on $10'000 a year for three years. I empathise, because I never even had that much for the last five years, writing this trilogy.
I'm going to level with you: at no point did this project generate anywhere near enough money to be sustainable. Although I received £60'000 from Kickstarter (after they'd taken their fees), the cost of translation, artwork, printing, shipping, and my own living costs wiped out all the funds and I had to invest over £10'000 of my own savings, plus every penny made off the supplementary DVDs, to finish Volume 1. The post-Kickstarter sales of Volume 1, including licensing out excerpts, did not cover the cost of Volume 2, and likewise the even poorer sales of that came nowhere close to funding Volume 3.
Although I walked through the nine circles of hell to bring you these accursed books, there is another person equally responsible for them. My brother essentially bankrolled this entire endeavour. As the former head UK Economist at a leading bank (now he's studying for a PhD), it was his money which funded Volumes 2 and 3. First of all, the revenue from sales was never capable of covering rent. Even if you ignore costs like audio transcription, text translation, hiring artists, and so on, the basic income from the books was not enough to live on - despite the books being a full-time 8am until 6pm, five or six days a week job. But my brother put me up in a room in his flat, covered food and transport and clothing, and basically kept me alive for five years. The lowest income I would need to survive to write these books is about £25'000 per year, while the actual income generated by the books is not even one-fifth of this amount. And that's not even counting production costs - that's just living expenses.
When people conned me out of my money and resorted to extortion and blackmail to get more, eventually taking me to court because I refused to give them more money, my brother wrote blank cheques four times for the legal fees. I won all three court cases and stopped a fourth, was awarded damages by the courts, and those who wronged me moved on without paying a penny. When audio needed transcribing, when art needed drawing, when proof copies were ordered, he kept everything solvent. This project brought a lot of people out of the woodwork: some who blackmailed me, who tried to sabotage the project, who doxxed my parents and threatened their personal safety. Some threatened to end my career, to which I retorted: I do not need to work. This project was my shot at glory, but it was also something where ultimately I had nothing to lose. But I kept assuming that at some point I'd pass the event horizon and stratospheric success would be mine. For reasons I cannot understand, this never happened. 
Recently I've seen articles related to "celebrities" on YouTube, who post intellectually bankrupt nonsense and who, despite contributing nothing of value to society, are now millionaires. Logan Paul went to Japan and mocked a suicide victim, and according to some analytics made up to £71'000 - more than I've made in the five years working on these books. Money just flows to these clowns. Whereas myself, who has documented history, has recorded the foundations of modern technology, receives nothing. This is infuriating. I am as incredulous as I am bitter and angry. It is as if I have fallen into a reality which is not my own. How did society get so broken?
I loathe these books and this world which allows imbeciles to rise above works of substance and genuine value. There are 800'000 words which fill the 1'400 pages of my books. If the word anger was etched on every   micro-millimetre of ink of those hundreds of thousands of letters it would not equal one-millionth of the anger I feel at having been denied what I am owed for creating these books. People praise them, but no one buys them. I put the digital up for sale and no one bought it - but when I made it free for a few days, thousands downloaded it.
One of the reasons Volume 3 never came out in 2016 is because I'd put on weight sitting writing all day and was fed up with it. So I took a three-month job as a postman. Not only did the daily walking help me shed over 20% of my bodyweight, I had more money than I knew what to do with and every afternoon from 2pm off! Debauched weekends were spent enjoying the London nightlife. Conversely, writing these wretched books netted me zero personal money and I would be sat at my laptop until after 6pm every day. Now that this final volume is out I am at last free to enjoy life again.
The fact is these books should not exist. They do exist only because my brother thought it would be fun to burn a whole bunch of money. I had thought about writing further books, featuring English interviewees, but unless someone decides to pay me sufficiently, that cannot happen. Enjoy these three volumes, because no one will ever write anything like this again. Like Harlan Ellison says, and be sure to look up his YouTube video: "PAY THE WRITER."
 
John Szczepaniak
 
~About the author~
 
John Szczepaniak is a journalist, novelist, and copy editor. 
Since 2005 he's written for a variety of publications including: Retro Gamer, GamesTM, Official PlayStation Magazine, Game Developer Magazine, Gamasutra, The Escapist, GameFan MkII, nRevolution, 360 Magazine, Play UK, X360, Go>Play, Next3, The Gamer's Quarter, Retro Survival, NTSC-uk, Tom's Hardware Guide, Insomnia, GameSetWatch, Shenmue Dojo, Pixel Nation, plus others. He was also a keynote speaker at Montreal University, and guest speaker in Leipzig.
He frequently contributes to Hardcore Gaming 101, where he helped put together The Guide to Classic Graphic Adventures book, and was managing editor on the Sega Arcade Classics Volume 1 book. He also once wrote a 100'000 word post-apocalyptic fiction novel, Beyond Aukfontein. 
John has been doing this for way too long, and has interviewed over 200 people. He also enjoyed a six month stint as Staff Writer on Retro Gamer and three years as Sub-Editor at Time Warner. He's licensed by the UK's Royal Yachting Association as a Sea Skipper, and also holds a Marine Radio Operator's license. 
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The Untold History of Japanese Game Developers Blu-Ray

 
Author and journalist John Szczepaniak spent three months travelling around Japan, interviewing over 80 members of the games industry for a trilogy of books spanning nearly a million words. 
This Blu-Ray documentary, containing a selection of those interviewed, is a result of that epic quest. 
www.amazon.com/Untold-History-Japanese-Developers-Blu-Ray/dp/B081WPWM68/
Over two hours (132 minutes) of tightly edited footage including: 
* An unreleased MSX game from Tecno Soft 
* PC Engine vs Famicom audio
* Design documents for Guardian Legend, MUSHA, and Aleste Gaiden 
* Hudson's abandoned R&D laboratory 
* Solomon's Key sketches 
* Westone offices 
* Ryuichi Nishizawa of Wonder Boy 
* Street Fighter II distributor Roy Ozaki 
* Kouichi Yotsui of Strider 
* Cannon Dancer commentary 
* Secret OutRun tapes 
* Making Namco's Pac-Land 
* How Taito did pixel art 
* Parallax scrolling on PC Engine 
* Cybernator artist and designer 
* Yoshiro Kimura of Love-de-Lic 
* Making Dragon Quest on Famicom 
* Catrap on Game Boy 
* Dissecting Namco's neGcon controller 
* Human Entertainment 
* Yuzo Koshiro of Sega 
* Streets of Rage 4 on Dreamcast 
* Enix coding 
* Prototype MSX 
* Data East's Deco Cassette and rare game footage 
* The Japanese Game Preservation Society, and more!
 
 
 
KIYA, Yoshio
DOB: 22 May 1960 / Birthplace: *secret* / Blood Type: *secret*
 
 

 
 
 
After graduating from an automobile trade school Yoshio Kiya worked as a car repairman before joining Nihon Falcom as programmer and designer. After leaving Falcom, he went to work for Nihon Application. Many of the earlier release dates below are estimates based on magazine adverts - there are no exact records of when these came out. There are also multiple instances of uncertainty regarding a hardware port, which have been omitted. As have "Special Thanks" credits on Ys: The Vanished Omens and Ys II: Ancient Ys Vanished.
 
Nihon Falcom
 
1982~83 - Galactic Wars 1      - FP 1100, PC-8801, PC-9801 - Creator / programmer
1983, Jul - Computer the Golf - PC-8801 - Conversion
1983, Oct~Dec - Panorama-Toh - PC-8801      - Creator / programmer
1984, Sep~Dec - Dragon Slayer I - PC-8801, FM-7 / 77, X1 - Creator / programmer
1985, Feb - Dragon Slayer I - PC-8001 - Creator / programmer
1985, Oct~Nov - Xanadu (Dragon Slayer II) - X1, PC-8001, PC-8801 - Design, program, scenario
1986, Oct - Xanadu Scenario II - PC-8801, X1, FM-7 / 77 - Creator / programmer
1986, Oct - Romancia (DS Jr. / DS III)      X1, PC-8801, PC-9801            Designer / programmer
1987, Jul - Legacy of the Wizard - Famicom / NES - Design, program, scenario (Dragon Slayer IV: Drasle Family)      
1987, Dec 1988, Jun - Sorcerian - PC-8801/VA, PC-9801, X1turbo - Designer / programmer - (Dragon Slayer V)      
1988, Jul - Sorcerian Utility Vol. 1 - PC-9801, PC-8801/AV, X1turbo - Production, program      
1988, Jul - Sorcerian Add-on Scenario Vol. 1   - PC-9801, PC-8801/VA, X1turbo - Production, program
1988, Oct - Sengoku Sorcerian - PC-9801, PC-8801/AV, X1turbo - Production, program, scenario
1988, Dec - Pyramid Sorcerian - PC-9801, PC-8801/AV, X1turbo - Production, program, scenario
1989, Dec - Dragon Slayer: Eiyuu Densetsu (DSVI) - Production, program, scenario
1990, Apr - Dragon Slayer: Eiyuu Densetsu - PC-9801 - Production, program, scenario
1991, Mar - Lord Monarch (DS VII) - PC-9801 - Production, program      
1991, Oct - Brandish - PC-9801 - Dir., base program, supervision
1991, Nov - Advanced Lord Monarch      PC-9801      - Production, program      
1991, Nov - Popful Mail - PC-8801mkII SR - Director (& teaching programmers)
1992, Mar - Dragon Slayer: Eiyuu Densetsu II  -  PC-8801mkII SR      - Director, supervision      
1992, May - Popful Mail - PC-9801 - Director (& teaching programmers)
1992, Jul - Dragon Slayer: Eiyuu Densetsu II - PC-9801 - Director, supervision      
1993, Mar - Brandish 2: The Planet Buster - PC-9801 - Director      
1994, Feb - Kaze no Densetsu Xanadu (DS VIII)      - PCE-CD      - Direction, program, scenario      
1994, Mar - The Legend of Heroes III: Shiroki Majo - PC-9801            
1994, Jun - Popful Mail - SFC            
 
Nihon Application
 
1994, Dec - Gekirin: Ushinawareshi Houken - FM-Towns - Direction, production, program
1995, Jul - DunQuest: Majin Fuuin no Densetsu      - SFC - Program dev (Japan Application)
1995, Nov - Die Gekirin- FM-Towns - Production, program      
1996, Sep - Die Gekirin - Win95 - Production, program
1996, Nov - Susume! Venture Kigyou      - Win95      - Program                  
1997, Mar - Last Imperial Prince - PC-FX - Director, program, supervision 
1997, Jun - Die Gekirin II - Win95 - Production, program
1997, Sep - Last Imperial Prince - Win95 - Program, supervision
1998, Mar - Die Gekirin III - Win95 - Supervision 
1999, Oct - Engacho! for WonderSwan - WS - Main program            
1999, Nov - Engacho! - PS1      - Program      
 
Atlus
 
2002 (?)      - photo booth - Shingata Purikura - Itsuka Oujisama Ga - (New Type Purikura - Someday My Prince Will Come)            
 
 
Interview with Yoshio KIYA
07 November 2013, Tokyo / Duration: 3h 37m
 
This is the big one for Volume 3. This interview took around four months to finalise, and right up until the last there was no guarantee. Joseph Redon was the lead organiser, wanting me to interview Yoshio Kiya due to his importance in the early days of Falcom and Japanese computer games - not only was he the driving force behind Dragon Slayer, a series as important as Dragon Quest and Final Fantasy, but he also created Japan's earliest RPG, Panorama-Toh. For myself, the interview was essential given that he created Legacy of the Wizard on NES. If you've never heard of Dragon Slayer, please prime yourself on this landmark series at HG101: http://www.hardcoregaming101.net/dragon-slayer/
Joseph used several favours people owed him to get in touch with Mr Kiya, and it took a lot of persuasion, but about a week before we finally had confirmation. This interview was also going to be in the traditional Japanese style, with all questions pre-written and provided to the interviewee. Together we wrote them down and made a list of key vocabulary for the interpreter. By this time I'd switched to a professional company, Active Gaming Media, who supplied one of their best interpreters. On the day there was quite the delegation! Myself, my photographer Nico, our interpreter James, Joseph and two colleagues from the Game Preservation Society, Yoshio Kiya himself, plus two of his associates. A lot of people participated, both in the questions and answers, though this has been trimmed back. Later Joseph provided a lot of valuable information - we also discovered discrepancies, detailed in the footnotes.
I've tried to restructure the interview as lightly as possible, because if you read carefully you'll notice that some answers are initially brief, for example on company friction and staff quitting, but then later on little snippets of info start slipping out and paint a wider picture. It took a long time to persuade Mr Kiya to be interviewed, and again to start giving us really juicy information, but by focusing on the technical side, which he enjoyed, a deeper understanding of Falcom's office politics started to emerge. Note: although the audio/text was rechecked multiple times, there are instances where it was not obvious if Mr Kiya was saying "we" as in the whole team, or "I" as in him personally - based on context, myself and Joseph have given our best guess.
 
JS: What was the first game you ever saw?
 
YK: It was Nintendo's Block-kuzushi.1
 
JS: What was the first computer you owned?
 
YK: An NEC PC-6001. In those days, the only shops around here that specialised in computers were Murauchi Denki, and then Computer Land Tachikawa.2
 
JS: When did you discover Masayuki Kato's shop? This magazine from 19873 shows Nihon Falcom's early days.
 
YK: I discovered it around 1982. It was an authorized Apple shop, and the Apple II was probably its biggest seller. It also dealt in computers from NEC and others.
 
Joseph: First there was the company Nihon Falcom. And Nihon Falcom ran a shop, Computer Land Tachikawa. Then Nihon Falcom started selling games at the shop under the "Falcom" brand - however, games were not developed in the shop yet. Only after moving to a new location did Nihon Falcom start in-house development.4
 
JS: Did you play a lot of Apple II games? Did any in particular influence you?
 
YK: Sure. Most of the big ones. Let's see... The ones that were big at the time were Ultima, Wizardry, and... What was it called... Where in the World is Carmen Sandiego. Oh, and Choplifter.5
 
JS: These would have been English Apple II games; were there a lot of foreigners in the store?
 
YK: That's right, there was. Especially because Yokota Air Base was pretty close.6
 
JS: I read in an interview7 that you bought a computer and started making games as a hobby. What was your job - and why did you start making games?
 
YK: I was an automobile mechanic. It's hard even for me to remember! I didn't have any intentions of making games at first. I bought a computer to write programs, and started experimenting from there. People seemed interested in buying games, so I figured I'd try to sell them. Well, I didn't really sell them exactly - it was more like I'd bring them in and say, "Would you give me a new monitor for this?"
 
JS: This was Computer Land Tachikawa - and it was an exchange of games for hardware?
 
YK: Yes, they'd give me hardware as a sort of reward for doing the work.
 
JS: Your first Falcom game was Galactic Wars 1?8 What computer did you use to make it; were you influenced by any movies or games?
 
YK: It was on PC-8801.9 I'm sure I was influenced, but it's hard to remember at this point... Oh! I remember now! There was a simulation game called Midway Kaisen by Kiya Tsushou10 - a company that had the same name as me! I thought that game was really interesting, and wanted to make something like it.
 
 

 
Galactic Wars 1
 
 
JS: The cover for Galactic Wars 1 is very artistic, like something from a 1950s movie.11 Who designed it?
 
YK: It was the older brother of Mr Kato, the company president. He worked as an illustrator for newspapers and other clients like that. Mr Kato went to his house where his brother had a whole bunch of materials laid out for work, and so used those to make the cover. <everyone laughs> I probably shouldn't have said that... I wasn't there, so that's just hearsay.12


JS: Galactic Wars 1 is difficult to find; was it only sold at Computer Land Tachikawa? How many copies?
 
YK: No, it was available elsewhere. Not many. Maybe a few hundred? In those days we made each copy of the game by hand. It wasn't just me, it was all of us. We'd copy the games and put them in the box, make photocopies of the cover, put it together, seal it all up,   and deliver it to the stores to be sold. 
 
Joseph: I recently came across the very first release of Galactic Wars 1, and it is 100% handmade. I'm pretty sure this one was just available at the shop and they made only a few. The seller told me he bought it at the shop.
JS: What about the disk versions? There was a 5 inch and 8 inch version - what differences were there? 
 
YK: Same as the other disk based games, you just hit save on the computer and that was it. The package was made by the same makers which made these games. <points to boxes of later Falcom games on table> For the 8 inch version [the packaging] was much thinner, and basically you'd open it up and there was two sides and you slide the disk in there. I don't think you'll be able to find a copy of the 8 inch version because only about three of them were sold. <shocked gasps from around room>
 
JS: What happened to unsold copies?
 
YK: Actually, we just made them as we received the orders. <laughs> I don't remember making even as many as 10 copies, so it's probably about three.
 
JS: How many staff were there at Nihon Falcom? <shows office maps - see overleaf> Former staff drew these layouts, do you recognise them?
 
YK: I think this is probably the later version of the shop, maybe in the Kato Building.13

 
JS: I believe you were in this area, and the president was here? <see map>
 
YK:
<looks over> I don't think there was a whiteboard in the office, but I'm not sure.
 
JS: This was drawn by Mikito Ichikawa.14 He worked on converting Dragon Slayer to PC-6001, though it was never released.15
 
YK: Ehhh! <pauses> I don't remember that guy at all! This is the whole shop here, and this would be the staircase and the entrance, and when you first come in there'd be a showcase here and here, while here would be the cash register. There were shelves around this area too. Here in the back there was books and whatnot. 
At first it started out in Computer Land Tachikawa, and obviously it moved over to their Kato Building. At first, before moving to Kato Building, it was just the shop, and after a while, after moving to Kato Building, they had their really small development corner in the shop. As time went on development became more of the main purpose of the shop, so that got bigger. So depending on the time in question the layout of the shop changes a lot.
 
JS: Were you involved in any of these earlier games by Falcom? <shows company portfolio list and adverts>
 
YK: These two here, top and bottom. Galactic Wars 1 and Computer the Golf. <laughs> This is so nostalgic - I'm not sure where you must have found this advert!
 
JS: Tell us about Computer the Golf.16
 
YK: At first it was a game that was made for a computer called the FP 1100,17 and I didn't really get involved with that one very much. So I helped to convert it over to the PC-88.18
<strong laughter> I feel like I did a bit of work on the game, and in exchange for that I got a free printer.
JS: Then came Panorama-Toh,19 which you programmed entirely in BASIC? 
 
YK: It was mainly BASIC, but there was also some assembly language used for it as well. After this Falcom made Demon's Ring,20 and that was the first game to use shunkan gamen hyouji.21
 
Joseph: This was a technique to draw graphics very quickly on the screen - because at this time adventure games were very slow when drawing each screen. Demon's Ring was the first to use this new technology to display graphics in just a few seconds.
 
YK: At the time the type of software used for drawing images and graphics was similar to Illustrator now, where you draw lines and circles, and there's a fill-in "paint" function. After that games moved over to sort of more bitmap style graphics. So at first it would take like 20 or 30 seconds to show just one proper image on the screen; then with the bitmap style, that got compressed into just a split second.
 
JS: Prior to Panorama-Toh, did you plan to make a sequel to Galactic Wars 1?


YK: Actually Panorama-Toh would be the sequel! <everyone laughs> Partway through making it I kinda changed my mind on what I wanted to do, and it came out differently to how I'd planned.
 
JS: Panorama's semi-real-time mechanics are interesting. Is it maybe a Dragon Slayer Zero? Like a precursor?
 
YK:
<laughs> In that case, the question becomes: well then, what is Dragon Slayer, really? There's not really any relation to Dragon Slayer.
 
Joseph: Sure, there's no link between the games if we're looking at the scenario or background. The question is purely the technical aspects. Looking at Galactic Wars 1 through to Panorama-Toh through to Dragon Slayer, there's a clear evolution, and it continues with Xanadu. 
So in my opinion Galactic Wars 1 would be Dragon Slayer Alpha and Panorama-Toh would be Dragon Slayer Beta. <laughs>
Dragon Slayer then became a series, and Xanadu is of course "Dragon Slayer II". 
The point is these semi-real-time mechanics which slowly evolved. The only things to be part of the Dragon Slayer series is: the sword and the dragon. But we can say without doubt that without Panorama-Toh, Dragon Slayer and Xanadu would not exist.
 
JS: Exactly, I was thinking mechanics not themes. Panorama might even be the first Action-RPG in Japan, and it feels like a personal creation. It had a lot of ideas: a day & night, shopkeeper portraits, 3D dungeons!
 
YK: At the time I didn't really have any specific ideas at all. Nowadays when you create a game you start out with a concept and you set that up and decide, OK this is how we're going to make the game, this is what we're going to put in it. But at the time I didn't even know that was the way to make a game, at all. So up until Dragon Slayer we pretty much started out just making the game and then whatever we happened to think of we'd stick that in. We kinda just mixed in a whole bunch of things that we thought would be cool.
 
 

 
Panorama Toh
 
 
JS: Panorama is artisan; Dragon Slayer is professional?
 
YK: Hmm, no. Actually up until the first Dragon Slayer it was all completely made simply as a hobby.
 
JS: So Dragon Slayer was made with a market focus?
 
YK: No, not at all.
 
JS: <shows catalogue page> Looking at prices, old games were 3'000 or 4'000 yen, up to maybe 7'000 for a disk game. <points>
Panorama was 9'500 yen - quite expensive! Also, the package was comparatively huge.22
 
YK: I'm probably not the person to ask about this! <everyone laughs> Because I purely just wanted to make games, and I didn't care at all about how much the game sold for, how many copies, or if it sold at all. Or what kind of packaging we used. I wasn't interested in that kind of stuff at all - only in making the games.
 
Joseph: Kato-san took the decision; I heard he wanted to copy Apple II games.
 
JS: What did you think of the packaging?
 
YK: At the time I was working in the computer shop section, so I thought it was a pain in the ass having such a big box! <everyone laughs>
 
JS: And the title?
 
YK: Kato-san came up with the title. I feel like there was some name I was thinking of using, but I can't remember what it was. <laughs>
 
JS: You mentioned working in the shop, but your first three titles were done at home. When did you actually join Nihon Falcom?
 
YK: Yes, I made all three of these at home and I joined the company once Dragon Slayer was completed.
 
JS: No one helped with Panorama - you did everything?
 
YK: Actually, that's not quite the case. For example the title graphics, I had someone make that for me. Plus of course the packaging and stuff that went inside, and also I had someone do the debugging for me as well.23

<looks at screenshots of tiny character graphics and ASCII portraits - laughs> This is so nostalgic! Looking at it now it really does look a bit rough. <intense laughter> I actually went to a lot of trouble to do these portraits, and I guess this is what nowadays is referred to as ASCII art. This was probably the beginning of the whole ASCII art era.
 
JS: The portraits of shopkeepers would go on to be a recurring theme in Falcom games.
 
YK: I don't really remember! <laughs> I think maybe I just saw something like this somewhere, but I can't recall.
 
JS: Would you say that Panorama-Toh is the first Japanese RPG? Some magazines claimed this.
 
YK:
<incredulous> Could this really even be called an RPG?! At the time I don't think anyone even understood what RPG meant.24
 
JS: It provided a lot of freedom - different ways to win, you can go where you want. It seems like an RPG...
 
YK:
<laughs> I don't really think it was that great of a game, actually!25
 
JS: Dragon Slayer helped launched the Falcom brand - besides programming, how else were you involved?
 
YK: I feel like I did a bit of the graphics as well, but if so, it probably wasn't very much at all. As for the actual game design itself, yes that was all me.
 
JS: Later on Falcom was in talks with Origin Systems26 to release Xanadu in America and for Falcom to release Ultima IV in Japan.27 How did the two get in contact?
 
YK: I have no idea about the business details. I think maybe I heard about Falcom inviting Lord British,28 but that's as far as I know.
JS: There are photos of Lord British in a Xanadu29 apron; did you know about talks to release Xanadu in the US?
 
YK: If there had been I didn't hear about it. You'd need to ask Kato-san...
 
JS: I read that Lord British visited Falcom, saw in-game images copied from Ultima III, and wanted to sue?
 
YK: Basically I was called out to the ANA Hotel30 to meet Lord British, and I thought, "Oh great! I'd really like to meet him." So I showed him Xanadu, and when he looked at it, as you said, he saw the graphics and said, "Hey, this looks a lot like the stuff in the manual for Ultima!" And he got really angry about that!
Actually, I feel like this might have been my introduction to the publisher Starcraft,31 but I'm not really confident in that... So I'm not sure...32

 
JS: You said really angry - was this right there?
 
YK: At the time there wasn't really anything at all, but I feel like it was later on that he got angry.
 
JS: Do you feel this was a reason Falcom's games were not exported outside Japan?33
 
YK: Hmmm... I don't really think that had much to do with it. I think the main thing was, at the time, different countries had different hardware. For example America was mainly Apple computers, and Apple is known for being really difficult to port to. So I think that was probably the main reason.
 
JS: So... Why was Lord British at that hotel?
 
YK:
<everyone laughs> I have no idea! I do feel like at the time, I think it was right around when Ultima III was coming out,34 I feel that maybe he was here in Japan looking for a company to port Ultima III...35
 
JS: Did Ultima influence Xanadu?
 
YK: I don't think there were really any particular games that influenced Xanadu much. One thing that probably did become a big influence though, was at the time I went and bought some Advanced Dungeons & Dragons books.36 I read through all of them and then later on I just kind of started creating Xanadu with the ideas that I got from there, in general. But there were not any particular games which influenced Xanadu itself.
 
JS: Did you play the table-top D&D game?
 
YK: No. I don't know how to play it. <laughs>
 
JS: Xanadu was a phenomenal hit for Japanese PCs, selling over 400'000 copies in 1985 - did the success change the atmosphere at Nihon Falcom?
 
YK:
<dryly> Kato-san's house got bigger.37
 
JS: Games magazines such as Comptiq started printing photos of you - were you recognised by fans?
 
YK: It had happened, but I think as far as the timeframe, it was probably a bit after Xanadu.
 
JS: When naming your character, if you put "T&E" in you would die when the game starts. Did T&E Soft complain?
 
YK:
<laughs> I don't think there were any complaints from T&E, no.
 
JS: Was Naito-san something of a rival?38
 
YK: Hmmm... There were I guess rankings at the time, so I did feel that I did not want to lose to him.
 
JS: When starting Xanadu's development, did you always intend to create a Scenario II
39 or was it a request from Nihon Falcom, and were there plans for a Scenario III?
 
YK: No, neither one. It was not a request from Falcom, and there were no plans for a Scenario III.
 

JS: It was a personal desire to make Scenario II?
 
YK: Uhh... <pause> Actually, I did not really want to make Scenario II.
 
JS: But if Falcom did not request it and you did not want to make it...?
 
YK: Kato-san basically wanted to make more money, so he told me to make it. So I felt, OK, I have no choice.
 
JS: I've heard of an 8 inch floppy disk version for PC-98. Did it exist and what did the packaging look like?
 
YK: The creation or production of the PC-98 version was all just based on orders. So if there were any copies made, I don't think there were ever many at all. As for the packaging, it was basically the same as Panorama-Toh - these ones were the big packages which just had, like, paper you stuck inside.
 
JS: And the packaging artwork was the same?
 
YK: I think so, probably.
 
JS: Compared to Xanadu, Romancia40 had a smaller scale. Tell us about its creation - was it a test run for the full-colour scrolling of Sorcerian?
 
YK: Yes, that's right. Originally I just really liked programming games in general, without thinking about the game itself. So I originally started out creating   Dragon Slayer and basically just going through the process with really basic hardware, simple software, and when it came to making Romancia, I thought OK, maybe I could actually try making a full-colour scrolling game. It just kind of started from there.
At the time Kato-san basically, as I said, wanted to make more money. He wanted to get a bonus for everything, so he told me to make Scenario II. And that really wasn't fun at all. So while I was making that, kind of in the interim, I also started making Romancia on the side. So that's where that came from. Originally I had no intention of actually selling it - I simply made it because it was fun to make.
 
JS: Romancia started with the title Dragon Slayer Jr.?
 
YK: Yes, that's right... <no further answer>
 
JS: So Romancia was a private project and tech demo to refine your programming skills?
 
YK: I really feel that at the time, with Xanadu, not only did computer games change, but I also actually feel that I kind of personally changed how computer games were made. Up until Xanadu I felt that the way floppy disks were being used in Japanese games was just wrong; I wanted to show people this is how disks should be used in computer games. 
In contrast while working on Romancia I felt that people were wrong to use the floppy disk and have it constantly accessed when it was possible instead to be all "on memory" like cassette games. Meaning with no further access to the media after the game starts, it only relies on what's on memory. So I wanted to show that it was possible and also correct to make do with just the memory.41 From then on I feel that Japanese computer games in general really did change.42
 
JS: Several devs noted the low quality of early PC games.
 
YK: Basically I feel that everything up to Xanadu wasn't really a game, and everything from there is when games really started to take shape. Back then we didn't really know exactly what a game was or even how to play games. We just kind of went along and figured out how to create games and how to play them. At the time, for computer games, it was really hard to make the type of games where there was a lot of movement. So we thought a lot about how to make games that would be fun, and how to make games in which you could move around a  lot. We felt you could have fun with Apple II games, but as far as domestic [Japanese] games you couldn't really enjoy those very much. <laughs>
 
Joseph: What Kiya-san says about the Apple II is important, as many Japanese people shared the same thought. So the Apple II is like the starting point of Japanese computer games history. Regarding the colour scrolling, I think the first person who achieved this on the PC-88 was Kazurou Morita,43 who passed away. Were you inspired by Morita-san's groundbreaking work?
 
YK: Yes, that's exactly how it was. Right. Regarding Dragon Slayer, I saw that Morita-san made Alphos and I realised, Oh wow! You could actually make these kinds   of action games, although I'd thought it was impossible before. So I decided, if he can do it, then I should be able to do it too.44 Basically that's exactly how I came to make these games; and later, if full-colour scrolling was possible in Riglas, then I could do it as well by myself!45
 
JS: Did you ever meet Morita-san?
 
YK: No, I never met him. I wanted to but was never able.
 
JS: At this time it seems Nihon Falcom used legends from Europe, for example in Romancia and Ys.46 How did Falcom know about these?
 
YK: From the very start we really only had been thinking of Medieval Europe. So we basically went through it, did a lot of research on the topic, and that's kind of how it all came about. 
 
JS: But these were really minor stories, unlikely to have been translated into Japanese...
 
YK: There was a book at the time called Kakuchi Chimeijiten47 and it was basically kind of an encyclopaedia, with all those Medieval European stories and everything. We went through, and read all through that, and got some ideas from there. After reading that, basically everything else was just kind of what we thought up.
Actually, when we decided to develop a game, we just kind of decided OK, this is the type of game we want to make. We had the basic idea for it, and then we just flipped through the book and sort of arbitrarily decided, OK, yeah, we'll use this. Then we went from there.
 
Joseph: So this is where all Falcom games come from! <everyone laughs>
 
JS: Were you involved in the MSX and MSX2 versions of Dragon Slayer IV, or only the Famicom version?
 
YK: Just the Famicom version.
 
JS: At the end of the Japanese Famicom version it lists "Quintet". Is this related to the company founded by former staff Masaya Hashimoto and Tomoyoshi Miyazaki?48
 
YK: Actually, firstly, it didn't have anything to do with the developer Quintet. We just used the word "quintet" because it means five people, and it basically represents the Drasle family.
49
<stunned gasps from everyone in   the room - ahhhh!> I think that maybe they [Hashimoto and Miyazaki] saw the word quintet, and decided OK, we'll use that as well since there's a group of us. 50
 
Joseph: So this is something we have to ask them.
 
JS: When last were you in contact with Hashimoto or Miyazaki? They've seemingly vanished...
 
YK: I have no idea.
 
JS: How interconnected were the teams at Falcom? I've heard there were three divisions: yours, in charge of Dragon Slayer; Hashimoto's team, behind Ys; and then Dinosaur and Star Trader were handled by Kazunari Tomi.51
 
YK: No, there was very little if any at all interconnection between the teams. In fact, I don't think I even spoke to them, really.
 
JS: Yet it was such a small company! I sense some rivalry?
 
YK: Yes, a little... The other teams were basically our biggest rivals.
 
JS: In 1989
Dragon Slayer IV became Legacy of the Wizard on NES. While Sorcerian was released on DOS by Sierra Online in 1990. Were you aware of the reaction to your games outside Japan?
 
YK: Someone showed me the American NES sales charts at the time, and [Legacy of the Wizard] was released around the same time as Dragon Quest, and I saw that it actually beat out Dragon Quest.52 I was really happy about that! <laughs>
 
JS: It was well loved in America.
 
YK: I feel that Americans in particular tend to like the simple types of games, such as that.
 
JS: I thought it was complicated! <laughs> The map was enormous! How did you keep track of it? Did you draw each screen on a piece of paper and put it on a wall? 
 
YK: As for the large map, basically we just made it screen by screen. We put it in a format that could be printed out. So we printed each screen, cut them up, and pretty much put them altogether and made one huge map like that. <long-ish pause> Thinking about it... I don't have any memory of actually putting it up on the wall. Because basically I kinda hate paper. <laughs> So we didn't put it on a wall.
 
JS: I liked how the Drasle pet would turn into a monster and enemies couldn't damage him. 
 
YK: At first the Drasle family pet, Pochi, was just kind of there on-screen and you couldn't control him. We really wanted to give each of the characters their own unique, individual characteristics. We thought it was boring you couldn't play as Pochi, so once we decided to make him playable, we decided to give him the characteristic of not getting attacked by enemies. <laughs> Because we felt, who would want to attack Pochi? 
 
JS: Did Nintendo provide you with any tools?
 
YK: No, nothing.
 
JS: And your Famicom programming environment?
 
YK: As far as the hardware used for development, basically I made it myself. First I made a PCB to put into the Famicom cartridge slot, and then connected it to a board that I broke out of a Namco game cartridge. On this cartridge I removed the soldered custom Namco chips and swapped in some RAM and a battery. This was to keep the data alive even when switched off, because it wasn't EPROM but sort of like RAM directly programmed from the PC-98 computer.
This system had an interface to connect it by a cable to the PC-98 and the program was directly injected from the PC-98. The CPU used on this development kit was a 6502 with a plugged ICE53 - but during development it was not possible to test the difference with the Famicom's CPU. With the kit that I'd set up myself, the amount that I was able to test things was really limited.
Because of this limitation with the development kit, I needed to test the game on the real hardware and had to burn the binary data onto a cartridge each time. If I had a problem or found a bug on the real hardware, I had to imagine what it could be and go back to the development kit and retry. So basically I just kind of hooked everything up and played through, and if there was some sort of glitch I'd just kind of guess, "OK, the bug is probably here", so I'd try to fix it in the coding, then try playing it again and seeing if that worked. There was a lot of trial and error.
 
JS: Why a Namco cartridge? Is this related to Namco publishing the Famicom version in Japan?
 
YK: I wanted to try making a Famicom game, to see what it would be like to program one. I was told I couldn't work on it during normal work hours, but that I could carve out a little time to work on it at the end of the year. As it began to take shape, Kato-san, the company president, thought it looked interesting. Then I imagine he went to Namco and sold them on the game.54
 
JS: So you reverse engineered Nintendo's hardware while Namco handled Nintendo's licensing.
 
YK: Actually, yes, I started out on my own just reverse engineering it; discovering or figuring out which signals came from which slots, and went from there. As far as the business side, that was all done later on.
 
JS: Any photos of the resulting mess of cables?
 
YK:
<laughs> Nah, I don't have any photos like that. Actually it was not a Famicom with a bunch of cables coming out. It was actually a pretty clean set-up. We had a black box - about this big <gestures with hands, not very big> - we just plugged it into the Famicom. From there was a connector for the ICE and we just had two cables coming out - one going into the cartridge, the customised Namco one, and another was connected to the PC-98. Yeah, it was a really clean set-up.
 
JS: You went to all this trouble to understand the Famicom, the most lucrative hardware on the market, but then didn't make any other Famicom games?
 
YK: I just felt that I'd already had enough fun. <laughs>
 
JS: Did the Famicom feel limited compared to computers?
 
YK: I didn't really feel that we were limited in any way. I just felt that what we were able to achieve with each machine was different. 
 
Joseph: I think that ultimately Mr Kato decided what will be the next game. So maybe it wasn't so lucrative developing for Famicom, maybe because Nintendo and Namco were taking a big cut?55
 
JS: Did Dragon Slayer IV make money for Falcom?
 
YK: Actually, I had nothing to do at all with the financial side, so I don't know anything about that kind of thing.
 
JS: Any other anecdotes to share?
 
YK: One thing I remember really well is the test cartridges used in development were really expensive. They were custom made, and ordering just one cost around $1'000. So Kato-san, the company president, asked if he could use one of those I was using for development. So I gave him one, and he was very happy, and said, "You know, I'm going to take really good care of this." So he decided to wrap it in aluminium foil, to protect it from static electricity. But because it had a battery too, there's this sudden pop of electricity from the battery and it shorts out the whole thing! <everyone laughs>
 
JS: So you needed to buy another test cartridge?
 
YK: Nah, actually I had a couple of them around. We just lost the one so it was alright. <laughs>

Since it was used for development, it didn't use ROM, it used RAM instead so we could connect it to the computer. So the battery was needed to make sure the RAM didn't disappear. 
 
JS: Sorcerian is like the sum of all the best ideas you had previously. Describe your idea for a System Disk with separate scenario disks.56
 
YK: I wanted to make it like an Operating System. At the time, using things like CPM or MS DOS to make games, each time we had to create everything from the ground up. I got tired of doing that. So I figured, OK, I'd like to make a system where you've got the main game disk, and the data there, and then everything else can come separately as a module. That would make it easier to produce games from then on. 
 
JS: Magazines described it as Dragon Slayer V, why was it changed to Sorcerian? 
 
YK: Actually, it's not that it changed to Sorcerian - this is probably the first time where I thought up the title and then decided to make the game from there. So it wasn't Dragon Slayer V to start with. For other games up to that point they would start making the game and then it would get decided later on.
 
Joseph: So is Sorcerian's name an homage to Wizardry? 
 
YK: Ahh!... I can't remember exactly, but I think it basically came from the word sorcerer, and I decided that the name Sorcerian sounded like a good fit for this kind of game. I didn't want anyone else to snatch up that title before we were able to use it, so I decided on it right from the beginning.
 
JS: And the ideas for the game itself flowed from there?
 
YK: That's right, we decided on the name Sorcerian, and since it's called that we decided it's got to have magic, so it all pretty much branched out from there.
 
JS: There's a lot of magic - there's 120 spells! From the start did you decide on this number, or did it emerge as you developed the complex magic system?57
 
YK: With Xanadu there was a lot of variety with the number of characters, and stuff like that, and people were really surprised. So based on that we decided, OK, for this game we want numbers! From the start we decided to include a lot of spells.
 
JS: Must have been fun! <laughs>
 
YK: That part was handled by Miyamoto.58

 
JS: Kazunari Tomi,59 a famous coder from XTAL Soft60, joined during Sorcerian's development. How did Falcom hire him - were you influenced by his coding style?
 
YK: Originally, I'd met Tomi-san previously at a party of manufacturers and we swapped business cards. One day I got a phone call from him, and he said: "Hey, I've quit XTAL Soft, and I'd like to talk with you." So we met up and basically he asked if I could get him a job. And that's how it started out.
 
JS: Why did he leave XTAL Soft suddenly?
 
YK: I don't know. <laughs> He did say that it was really hard at the time. <laughs> He told me that he was basically stuck in a little room and locked in from the outside, and wasn't allowed to come out while he was working. So he kind of escaped from there!
 
JS: We heard the same stories regarding Xainsoft and T&E Soft, where they had a hamachi room.
 
YK:
<intense laughter> Hamachi room! Falcom didn't have anything like that at all - it was just a regular company. Everyone wore ties to work.61
 
JS: Yet in the 1980s there was an exodus from Falcom?
 
YK: Actually I'm not really interested in that sort of thing. <laughs> But I had heard there was a lot of trouble, I guess, that things were really busy and kind of mixed up. But that's really all I know.
This was a rumour I heard - there was a lot of arguments over money. Some people in the development staff said that even though games were selling really well they were still getting a low salary - although Kato-san was clear about this.62 Everyone was surprised that even my salary was low when compared to the sales of my games. Anyway it was that sort of company. 
 
JS: What was Tomi-san's involvement on Sorcerian?
 
YK: He created the scenarios.
 
JS: And his coding style?
 
YK: I've never even seen it. Actually, I heard from  Tomi-san, that the opposite was true - that he'd been influenced by my style. At the time I used a method    called "counting the clock", where I'd comment my source code and count how many clocks - or clock cycles - were needed to process each routine in machine language, and Tomi-san saw my source code and was really surprised by the fact I was setting up my clocks in that way, and was somewhat influenced by that.
 
JS: Was development difficult? What about implementing the moving stars in the ending?63
 
YK: I don't really feel that it was difficult to program. As far as the ending goes, with the stars, I just did it because I wanted to do it! <laughs>
 
JS: You were not involved in the first scenario for Sorcerian, but started to create them for expansions - how come? Were any unreleased?
 
YK: Regarding Sorcerian...? I don't think there were any scenarios that didn't get released, no. Originally all the other companies used stories in their games, for example Hydlide was based on a story, and I felt that the story was deciding things for the players and I did not like this. I thought the game's story is something that the player should make themselves. But later on, looking at the reality, I understood that everyone liked "running after" a story, so I also made scenarios.64
 
JS: Was Falcom planning to release a scenario editor for the public to use?
 
YK: I wanted to do that, yes. But if I got into making a publicly released editor then I wouldn't be able to move on to making the next game.
 
JS: Which scenarios did you specifically make?
 
YK:
<laughs> I can't remember exactly the names of the scenarios, but basically there were not any scenarios where I just created the entire thing on my own from the start. And I was at least somewhat involved in the creation of pretty much all the scenarios. 
 
Joseph: Your face is used in the manual for the description of the scenario "Nageki no Shinden", so we can see it as "Kiya's scenario".65
 
YK: My picture was indeed used for the "Nageki no Shinden" scenario in Sorcerian, but I can't really say that I actually created the whole thing myself. But they decided to sell it as "the scenario that Kiya developed". Personally I don't think you can really call it a scenario, because I decided there would be no story!66
<laughs>
 
JS: There was a Sorcerian expansion called "Utility Volume 1" - were other volumes planned?67

 
YK: There were not any concrete plans. I did feel that it would be good to make another one, but as far as why we made it in the first place, it's kind of a dumb story. <laughs> Basically we just wanted to show other programmers, hey, look what we can do! You guys said it was not possible to do this, but actually yes, we can do it - check this out! We really just wanted to show off our capabilities and be proud of it. 
 
JS: There is no such thing as a dumb story! 
 
YK:
<laughs>
 
JS: The company Brothers, also known as Takeru,68 distributed Sorcerian scenarios.69 Did you work with them?
 
YK: I did not work with them personally and I think Falcom was not involved either.
 
Joseph: What tools did Takeru use to create scenarios - was it something made by you?
 
YK: They did use the tools I created to work on the scenarios, yes.
 
JS: Did you let them do whatever they wanted?
 
YK: As far as Takeru is concerned, I really had nothing at all to do with them. 
After releasing Pyramid Sorcerian Nihon Falcom decided to stop working on further extensions; it was the last scenario made within Falcom. But then there was a discussion about making more scenarios because it would be lucrative, but Falcom was reluctant to do the job. It was felt that we wouldn't have time to spend on scenario creation, since we wanted to make other games. Then Amorphous,70 led by a former employee of BPS named Conrad,71 was introduced to Falcom to do the job. So Amorphous made Uchu-kara no Homonsha (Voyagers from Space) and Gilgamesh Sorcerian.72

Then there was a scenario contest by Comptiq magazine which led to more scenario extensions.
 
JS: The double jump was removed from the updated Sorcerian - was there negative feedback?
 
YK: At first you had to tap the button twice to do the double jump. But I felt that it was too difficult to control that way, and also we had a lot of people telling us the same. So I decided instead of using the double tap, players could just hold down the button to jump higher. I felt that made it a lot smoother. Yeah, we didn't get any complaints about removing the double jump.
At first, with the PC-88 version, the commands from the keyboard were not adequately picked up by the CPU itself. In order to do the double jump properly you'd have to tap it at about 10.6 milliseconds, which is just too difficult for most people to get the timing right. So a lot of times you'd double tap the button but the computer would not read it as a double tap, and it was just too difficult for people to get that down properly. So I decided to fix that.
 
JS: You could also use a controller with the PC-88. Did that affect how you devised the controls?
 
YK: At first, for Dragon Slayer, you could use a bunch of different buttons on the keyboard, like A for something, B button for something.73 But once we were able to use the controller with it, I kind of cut it down to basically just two buttons: the directional keys and maybe one more key on the keyboard. That's basically how it changed once we were able to use the controller for it.74
Once we became able to use the controller port for the PC-88SR, pretty much from that point on Nihon Falcom decided to have every game we made be compatible with the controller. But I can't remember exactly if these games in particular actually were controller compatible or not...75
Joseph: Most people at this time were playing with a keyboard. So the game design was made with the keyboard in mind.
 
JS: Since we're discussing the Dragon Slayer games... All are different despite being a series?


YK: Basically I just didn't want to do the same thing every time; I wanted to try something utterly different with each new project.
 
JS: Was keeping the branding your way of adding a signature to your games?
 
YK: As far as the titles go, basically Kato-san just went and decided all of those on his own. <laughs>
 
JS: Kato-san wanted to create an "umbrella saga"?
 
YK: Actually it wasn't just Kato-san at the time - as time went on the company got bigger and bigger, and around the time when Sorcerian came out, there were different divisions: development, and publishing, and marketing... The different sections were like completely different companies within Nihon Falcom. We'd go and create the game, and then to sell it marketing would go and make a couple of changes, and tweak it like that. It wasn't just Kato-san, it was publishing, and marketing, and everyone kind of had a say in it.
 
JS: Did you ever disagree with marketing over a tweak?
 
YK: There wasn't anything like that at all really. As far as tweaking the game goes, it was just stuff like the title would get decided later, or maybe they'd change a little bit of the title screen. But that was about it, so there wasn't any kind of friction.
 
JS: They did not alter the difficulty or remove content?
 
YK: No, no there was not anything like that. In fact, if they had told me something like that, I just wouldn't have made the games! <laughs>
 
JS: Excellent! Today, marketing and focus groups exert so much control.
 
YK: At the time I used the word "hondo" in the scenario of Eiyuu Densetsu.76 The term hondo basically means mainland and I was told you can't use this word because it might be discriminatory.77 So I got really mad about that, and I searched a lot about it. Then I was watching NHK and saw that they actually used the word hondo on NHK. So I recorded that and showed it, and said: "Look, they're using this on NHK, don't tell me I cannot use this word!"78
 
JS: Fantastic! So you kept it in?
 
YK: Of course, yes! <laughs>
 
JS: All your games were distinctive compared to what was on the market already, but Eiyuu Densetsu had a traditional Dragon Quest style.79
 
YK: Pretty much everything that I made in the Dragon Slayer series I do feel is part of what is "Dragon Slayer". Everything from part one onwards - so I do regard it as canon. As far as why I went back to the traditional concept of a Japanese RPG, it was because I had not made anything like that yet.
 
Joseph: Games in the series all have their own distinct name as the main title, like Xanadu and Sorcerian. But for Eiyuu Densetsu, the main title is actually Dragon Slayer? 
 
YK: Originally we created the game as "Eiyuu-tachi no Densetsu", which is "Legend of Heroes" plural, and basically the reason on the box it says Dragon Slayer was pretty much just a packaging and marketing decision.80
 
JS: I heard there was an unreleased action game you worked on for PC-98 sometime after Sorcerian?81
 
YK: I actually think there was an article about it, in LOGiN magazine.82 I think there was a screenshot of it as well. After it had been scrapped, I think I told someone: "Yeah, I was working on this game." Maybe I showed them something about it. That kind of turned into this, kind of, "legendary game" that never got released. It was just something I worked on, no big project. So the magazine is responsible for making that game into a legend...
 
JS: Please describe the game - story, mechanics, anything.
 
YK: It used the same field as Eiyuu Densetsu, and it was a top-down view. One of the differences was that it was in 2D, but there was differentiation in the height of various things. Basically that's the sort of game that it was becoming.
 
JS: How far along was development?
 
YK: It's kind of hard to say what percentage was complete at the time, but basically we'd made a couple of different maps, and made it so that you could just walk around on those maps. That was pretty much all that had been completed at the time it was scrapped.
 
JS: Did you keep any material?
 
YK: Nothing, no. I think the reason that people consider it to be an action game was because, in order to show the differentiations in height of different levels, there are parts that moved vertically - kind of like an elevator. You could go up and down, and when you moved forward it would cut forward a bit at a time. I think someone probably saw one of these screens, and just from seeing those actions decided, OK, it's probably an action game. So I think that's why people regard it as a "lost action game".
 
JS: You had not implemented any combat or puzzles?
 
YK: Right, there wasn't anything yet.
 
JS: Could you sketch anything which you recall?
 
YK:
<laughs> I can't draw! Basically the screens would look very close to the dungeons in Eiyuu Densetsu, and that's probably the best way to describe it.
 
JS: Can you recall any other unreleased games? 
 
YK: Hmm... <pauses> There were a good number of games which we started working on, just a little bit, and then just kind of gave up on. Or there were also games where we started out making one game, and eventually it just turned into something completely different. But there was a lot of stuff like that at the time.
 
JS: Roughly how many games?
 
YK: There were, like I said before, a number of games that just didn't really get finished. For example that "Dragon Slayer 5.5" on PC-98 which we discussed and was not released... <pause>

Mmm, I don't know what to consider as being "unreleased". For example Kaze no Densetsu Xanadu83 at first started off as a simulation game much like Lord Monarch.84 So usually we made many prototypes that were totally different games compared to the final products. Regarding the first prototype of Kaze no Densetsu, the development was cancelled because   Kato-san disliked new platforms.85 He wanted everything to be developed on PC-88 exclusively. He'd say: "If it's not for the PC-88 then I don't want anything to do with it!" So there were games that would have been developed and released, but ended up not getting there because he didn't like the new hardware.
 
Joseph: So Dragon Slayer 5.5 was the only one in the end which was unreleased... But regarding other projects, the form changed. Prototypes had no name, so the prototype of Kaze no Densetsu wasn't called that, only after development was resumed it became Kaze no Densetsu for the PC Engine CD-ROM.
 
YK: With Dragon Slayer 5.5 we originally started developing it for the PC-98, but it used up a lot of memory. It really was not appropriate for the PC-88. So we were kind of forced to make it either work for the PC-88 as well, or not make it at all.
 
JS: Why did Kato-san have such fondness for the PC-88?
 
YK:
<laughs> You'll have to ask Kato-san about that! 
 
JS: Any other examples?
 
YK: The same sort of thing happened with Brandish86 as well. We originally started making it for the PC-98 and, again, we were told: "No, make it for the PC-88." So if that was the case, then I didn't want to bother with it.87 I had started making Brandish, but partway through gave it over to Takahashi.88 Around, I think it was 1990, basically at the point where Takahashi took over. The game was pretty much in operation, with the scrolling being functional. But I had been told it had to run on the PC-88 - so the same story as Dragon Slayer 5.5. After I explained that the game required a lot of memory and that it was impossible on the PC-88, I gave up with Brandish and worked on another project - it might be Lord Monarch, if my memory is correct - because Kato-san wouldn't    hear about anything not for the PC-88. So soon after  Takahashi-san became aware of the situation he was assigned to finish Brandish.89
JS: Brandish was quite advanced for its time - an action game fully playable with a mouse!
 
YK: Using the mouse was pretty much a given at the time with the PC-98. Since I wanted to make the game for the PC-98, I figured, if I can't use the mouse then there's really not much point and it's not much fun. So I felt that when making the game, of course we had to make it mouse compatible. It evolved from there.
 
JS: For Lord Monarch, was it all your ideas, or did you take inspiration from elsewhere?
 
YK: I don't think I really had any influence or inspiration from other games - Lord Monarch was pretty much based all on my ideas.
 
JS: It looks a bit like Populous...90 Had you played it?
 
YK: <long pause> Yeah, I'd played Populous. Now that you mention it... <laughs> I may have got some inspiration from Populous! I can't really remember that well. <pause> Yes, I think I may actually have got some inspiration from Populous, now that I think about it.91
 
JS: After the cancelled prototype, how did the decision come about to develop Kaze no Densetsu for the PC Engine CD-ROM?
 
YK: Basically there were a lot of staff at the company who said they wanted to do something for the PC Engine, and at the time there was kind of a lot of friction again. So I figured, alright, if I  start arguing about this a lot, and a lot of people start quitting   again, then I'm going to become unable to do what I want to do. So OK, fine, I guess I'll just do it for the PC Engine then.
 
JS: How was the PC Engine?
 
YK: It was fun making the game for PC Engine, it was an opportunity to use new hardware and everything. As far as the differences between the PC Engine and computer games, basically the only thing that's really different are the characteristics - what you can and cannot do with each system. So as long as you figure out what you     can and can't do, there's really not much difference at all. A lot of people find it more difficult to work on a certain platform because they try to force things on that platform, that they're not able to do anyway. Just because they're used to it. So as far as I'm concerned there wasn't really much difference at all.
 
Joseph: Kaze no Densetsu had just a few audio tracks and the CD mostly had data. I feel like it was developed like a computer game, and not like other PC Engine games. The loading is smooth with few accesses to the CD. The audio tracks are mostly used between chapters, not in-game where we just have PCM music.
 
YK: For example with Eiyuu Densetsu for the computer, it had a soundtrack but it was very little, because it took up too much memory. For the PC Engine we were able to add in more sounds, more background music...
<speaks softly to self remembering how a PCE-CD is structured - first audio track, then data, then BGM tracks, with some exceptions>
For Kaze no Densetsu... I kind of had a problem with what NEC and Hudson told me, as far as music and sounds in the game go. I was told that if you want to put music in - just use the audio tracks. But each time the CPU has to access the game data it's got to stop the music and go back and forth. And I didn't want to do that - it would be something which I just could not forgive myself for doing. So in a way it was sort of my way of rebelling against NEC. I said, OK, well most PC Engine games have a lot of music in them, but I want to make this closer to PC-88 and PC-98 games, and keep it really sparse. Which was pretty rare for a PC Engine game.
 
Joseph: For Kaze no Densetsu it's got the fastest loading times of any PC Engine CD-ROM game, because you press a button and it basically loads within one second.
 
YK: It's possible to avoid loading. I did all I could in programming to avoid the CD lens drive's head travelling too much. I feel like we made a lot of tweaks to the game to make it load faster, and basically I was trying to save as much time as possible. I do remember making lots of small tweaks to the game like that. In the end all the programming revolved around having quick access and fast response.92
 
JS: You're credited as director on the Popful Mail games?93
 
YK:
<confers with others in room regarding credits; they tell Kiya-san that indeed he was credited as director>

If you say so. Then I guess I was the director on Popful Mail! <everyone laughs> I do remember talking to Nagashima-san a lot about the movement in the game and everything, but as far as involvement goes, that's probably about it!
 
JS: There was also discussion on the name - one idea being "Scarlet Maid". 
 
YK: I don't really know, to be honest. <laughs>
 
JS: Why did you leave Falcom?
 
YK: As far as the reason why I quit, it's pretty simple. I wanted to work on DOS/V and then on Windows,94 and I thought that the PC-98 was a bit risky at that point. When I told Kato-san that I was going to work on DOS/V he told me: "OK, you've brought the company this far, and if you just want to run the company into the ground, you go ahead and work on DOS/V!" So at that point I thought, OK, this is it for me. I basically left because of that.
 
JS: President Kato seems very narrow-minded when it comes to technology... Ironic for a computer company.
 
YK: I feel that computers and technology like that keep evolving, and the only thing about Kato-san is that he was really scared of these new technologies. I feel that you really cannot know what you should be working on until you are actually getting into it and trying it out. So it's   sort of like an adventure. I think he was a bit afraid of that kind of thing.
 
Joseph: Are there any other interesting projects you worked on in the last 20 years, which are game related?
 
YK: I'm not sure exactly what people would not know about, but there's a game for Super Famicom called DunQuest that I made.95 Also, do you know a game called Gekirin?96 It's on FM Towns and Windows.
 
JS: No, but I'll check it out!
 
YK: There was a series: Gekirin, Die Gekirin, and Die Gekirin II... A whole series of games.
 
Joseph: Any... arcade related projects maybe?97
 
YK:
Reco-Star.98 It's the kind of thing where you record the audio of you singing at the karaoke, and that gets burned onto a CD, and then you get the CD jacket designed by taking a picture of you and basically have your own music CD - all from this system.
There were a few other things. For example Susume! Venture Kigyou for Windows 95,99 that I also worked on, as well as a WonderSwan game called Engacho!,100 where I did game design. I believe there was also a PlayStation version too where I did the programming. What happened with the PlayStation version was I  was contracted to a different company. Then they came back to me saying, "Oh, we don't know how to do this, we can't do this..." So I figured, OK, well in that case I'll do it myself. So I went in and almost did everything from scratch.
 
JS: You're also credited as director on Last Imperial Prince for the PC-FX?101

 
YK: Erm... <long pause> At first I accepted that job under my own name, but then afterwards I asked for this fact to stay off the record. Basically the programmer working on the game at the time, ah... It just became too much for him. So he kind of threw off the project.102 Then I picked it up and, pretty much, what I did was I finished it up and completed the game, and also ported it to Windows PCs. That's basically how I was involved.
 
JS: Is that on the record?
 
YK: It's fine.
 
Joseph: It's important because many people think that he left Falcom, and then he worked on Last Imperial Prince, which we can say is not a good game. But in fact - he saved the project! He helped the project to come out. So it's a positive way to see things. But today, everyone is thinking: "Oh, it's a bad game from Kiya-san!" 
But actually, in fact, it's not. He accepted the job to help finish it, since it was a mess, and I think he even forgot about it afterwards. He only learned long after - due to being asked by many people - that he was wrongly credited. 
 
JS: It was one of the few decent games on the PC-FX...
 
YK: The way it started out actually was, a team from Technos Japan103 was working on the game, and one of the higher ups in the company left the company along with the development team which was working on it - because Technos went bankrupt. And they came over to us, Nihon Application, and continued working on it from there. Then partway through they gave up on it and tossed it off, and that's when I became involved.104 But as far as having people think of it in a more positive light, yeah, I don't really care much about that. <laughs>
 
Joseph: There are rumours that Kiya-san helped on an arcade version of Gundam. Did you?
 
YK:
<laughs> No, I never did that!
 
Joseph: Would you be happy to be credited for all these projects? No one knows about these - maybe there are more! Do you have a list? This would be a chance to be credited, in the book.
 
YK: There was also purikura.105 Something like Purikura Oji... I programmed the first one, and from then on everything else was done by somebody else. I can't remember the name exactly, but it's Purikura "something" Ojisama, basically.106 It was by Atlus. 
At first I thought the purikura that was made by Atlus looked kind of old and hokey. And so I kind of came on as a bit of a consultant and told them, maybe we should do it like this, do it like that, and then some of the higher ups said: "Well, why don't we just hire you to make something yourself?" So that's how the Ojisama project came about.
 
Joseph: For purikura it's important to say he helped evolve the system. At first you'd just take a picture and it prints it - but he made it into interactive purikura. It was difficult to program so they needed help from Kiya-san. The message is that he kept programming all this time. Not only games, but he likes programming things. There are many, many projects which we are not aware of.
 
JS: What do you currently do?
 
YK: Now I just work in regular business related stuff, such as "Point System". Now I'm working on a lot of different things, for example "AEON" and "VIVRE" - which are two really large, Japanese equivalents of shopping centers. Working on their home pages, and basically working on a whole bunch of different things. But I guess mainly right now it would be AEON and VIVRE homepages.107
 
JS: Do you ever feel nostalgic or miss making games?
 
YK: Actually, I never really wanted to make games in the first place. I wanted to make programs - and I wanted to try new things, and yeah, as far as going back to making games, I'm not really interested in that. Now, with things like the internet, and different types of server, and that kind of thing, technology is evolving faster and faster. So there's really not much point in looking back at old games.
 
JS: Could you fill in this form so I can send a complimentary book?
 
YK: I got in a car accident a while back and because of that my hands get numb. So it's really difficult for me to write. 
 
JS: Anything else you want to add?
 
YK:
<laughs> I'm not actually currently still working on what I was before!
 
JS: Any message for foreign fans maybe?
 
YK:
<very long pause> I am sorry for making crappy games. <everyone laughs>
 
JS: That's not the case at all! Not based on emails I got...
 
YK: At the time I really was working hard to make all these games. But reflecting back on them now, it's really rather embarrassing looking at the final products and how they turned out. 
 
JS: Look at Panorama-Toh, <lists features>, how many other games did all that back then? Or Sorcerian, with its four simultaneous characters. A lot of games in Japan stuck with the same formula, whereas Yoshio Kiya's games - each was unique or tried something distinctive!
 
YK: I think at the time there were a lot of people who had a lot of really good ideas for games, but they were just unable to realise these ideas. At the time I was in an environment where if I had an idea for a game, since I was a programmer, I would think: OK, I want to do this, how can I do it? So I would figure out how I could actually realise these things. I was in a position where I was actually able to realise the ideas I had. So that was probably a really big part of it.
 
JS: Could you sign my two signature books?
 
YK: As I said before, my hands don't really work so well. Technically I'm disabled, so I actually have the official disabled person's ID and everything. <laughs>
 
JS: My apologies. Thank you for sharing your recollections today. Let's get some photos taken.
 
YK:
<laughs> Sorry I'm kind of dressed like this. It's fine to take photos but sorry I'm dressed like this, and also I'm kind of embarrassed about these games themselves...
 
JS: <shows HG101 article on
Panorama-Toh> But look how important it is!
 
YK:
<laughs> Really? Because when we released Panorama-Toh I kept getting lots and lots of complaints from people about it.
 
JS: Really - what kind?
 
YK: It basically had a really bad reputation.
 
Joseph: It's because of one article in a magazine called Yugekishu. The magazine was really biased, and it said Apple II games are awesome, domestic Japanese games are not. That one article said this is not an RPG, this is not a very good game. If Panorama-Toh was not popular at the time, it was probably just because of that article.
 
JS: I'm sorry to hear that!
 
Joseph: You can say that it's often the case. It's not popular in Japan, but then afterwards it's popular in other countries. And that's the case here - we love it! <laughs>
 
YK:
<intense laughter>
 
 
HG101 plays one of Japan's first RPGs
 
The game opens where all the characters, items and locations are introduced. A paper map came with the game, probably to mark enemies and traps, as their locations are always the same. The overworld takes place on a hex grid, and all around you meet spear-wielding aboriginals. It's not easy to tell what kind of setting this is, as it takes place mostly in forest areas where you meet bushmen, snakes, even Nessie; in the dungeons you meet ghosts, demons and other monsters, and you can enter a castle and a pyramid, but you can also get an army tank and power armour.
Pressing (A)ttack triggers a little animation and you shoot a gun. (T)alking makes the aboriginals drop a line of exposition or two, like in most Japanese RPGs. You can also (G)ive them money for items, but you have to guess a number between 1 and 9, and the price of their item is determined randomly, as is the type of item you get. Whether or not you meet their demands, they always take your money. Sometimes they also just run away with it, no matter how much you gave them. 
On some screens you end up in a trap, whereupon an aboriginal appears and laughs at you. You can try to (J)ump out, but every failed attempt (it's random) costs health. It's usually less dangerous to (C)all for help, until another aboriginal appears and pulls you up. At some places there are also snakes that bite you. As a result you get paralysed, and cannot carry on without medicine. If you don't have any, you can again (C)all an aboriginal for help. Normal actions also subtract health points, but you start with 100 rations of (F)ood to consume at any time and heal yourself. Sometimes you find a tree with cherries, bananas, strawberries, or steaming pork knuckles, which refill your rations. 
Combat is really weird, as it's more or less real-time. Calling it an Action-RPG is a stretch, but it's clear Falcom were getting there. If you meet a lion (or a whole bunch), it starts to rush you, and you need to (A)ttack it in time (you might still lose randomly). If you manage to slaughter a pack of lions, you get 30 rations of food. There are also some fights that can be dodged with "8" and "2". The game even has a day-and-night cycle, although at night all you can do is wait for dawn. You cannot move and nothing ever happens at night.
At some points there is a ferryman. Trying to (C)all for help may get his attention - or a bushman who stabs you in the face instead. Even if you manage to employ the boatman he doesn't always drop you across the river. Swimming is actually more promising.
Towns are fun - you're a yellow asterisk, while the purple @-characters are thieves who steal your money. Entering stores brings up portraits of the owners, a feature carried over to later Falcom games. There's a Food Store, a Hotel, and a Bank. The Hotel even exists as a 3D space where you can walk up to your room. Most important is the Tool Shop, where you can get anything the aboriginals sell and more. There's also a pawnshop to sell items. After buying a flashlight and battery the pitch-black dungeons resemble Wizardry. If the light runs out it isn't too bad with the radar, which draws an automap as you go along. 
Full article: blog.hardcoregaming101.net/
2013/06/dark-age-of-jrpgs-6-panorama-toh-pc-88.htm
 
Richard Garriott wears a Xanadu apron
 

 
Taken from The Official Book of Ultima, Second Edition, p77: "When the publisher [Falcom] of one such [Ultima] clone, Xanadu, approached ORIGIN about distributing that game in the U.S., the Garriotts flew to Japan to discuss the idea. They were also looking for someone to convert the text in Ultima IV into Japanese as well as convert the program for the new breed of Japanese computers so it would reach a bigger audience. Xanadu turned out to be a top-down view, tile-graphics game closely resembling an Ultima, but Garriott didn't consider it close enough to be a copyright infringement. That is until halfway through a presentation of Xanadu, when a familiar scene filled the screen, a high-resolution picture showing the interior of a shop. The illustration was a direct copy of one of Denis Loubet's pictures in the Ultima III manual, and looked as if the designers had literally digitized Loubet's original art and added color. The president of the company put his hand over the monitor and laughed nervously, but found it pointless to continue the demonstration after stumbling into yet another shop illustrated with ORIGIN artwork. These weren't the only such examples of Loubet's work that had been diverted to Xanadu, and the Japanese company wound up settling out of court with them, paying a large settlement and changing the art in the game."
 
Why haven't you played Sorcerian yet?
 

 
 
Sorcerian is phenomenally important, though you might not realise this based on its single Western DOS release. It was an early attempt at creating a re-usable "game engine", by having a System Disk and then separate scenarios which would be made by anyone, including other companies. The mechanics would be broadly the same, but thematically you could do whatever you wanted. Not quite Unreal Engine, but an early nod in that direction. The resulting expansions and utility disks are also comparable to modern DLC in something like Mass Effect. Not only were there new quests, but disks solely for players to visit new merchants and purchase exclusive equipment. 
The games were also a lot of fun, offering an incredible level of freedom for the time. A player's name, age, race, class, and occupation could be selected and tweaked, and you would use these characters right up until they died (permanently) of old age. Over long campaigns you'd develop an affinity for them, slowly raising their stats and changing jobs as they moved across the various expansions, eventually passing away. Even Peter Molyneux's similarly envisioned Fable did not feature as much as Sorcerian!
 
Kevin Gifford explains in 'Game Mag Weaseling'
 
Published 24 February 2008: Rarer than hen's teeth in Japan and [expensive]. Yugekishu was an A5-sized monthly from publisher Nihon Micom Kyoiku Center that premiered June 1984 and closed up shop with its ninth issue in February/March 1985 - it's unlike any other PC game magazine I've seen from the era anywhere in the world.
You know how people sometimes whine that there's no videogame equivalent to Roger Ebert or Lester Bangs, no truly unique-sounding game pundit whose views are trusted and influential in a way that transcends whatever publication they've written for? Yugekishu was an attempt to attract the wannabe Eberts of games and gather their longform commentaries into a single magazine, one meant for hardcore gamers and industry insiders. In 1984, I remind you.
What makes the magazine special? Besides the fact it covers much of Edge / Next Generation's beat nearly ten years before either of those existed, it's also one of the few examples of a nationally distributed Japanese games mag that actually says things. There have been tons of game mags in Japan, but they are in even more of a symbiotic relationship with game publishers than their [Western] counterparts. Real opinions are surprisingly rare. Yugekishu was different. The editors wore their biases on their sleeves - they loved Infocom and most of the big-name American RPGs; they hated nearly the entire PC game output of Japan, which at the time was mostly porn and knock-offs of overseas games. They didn't bat an eye at writing six-page reviews of games like Castle Wolfenstein, discussing the role of war in games and other media.
 
http://www.gamesetwatch.com/2008/02/column_game_mag_weaseling_the_8.php
 



 
ROGERS, Henk
 

DOB: 24 December 1953 / Birthplace: Amsterdam / Blood Type: *secret*
Black Onyx, The - PC-88
Fire Crystal, The - PC-88
Dimensional Fighter Epsilon3      - PC-88
Archon: The Light and the Dark - PC-88, FM-7, X1, FC)
Lyrane - PC-88, FM7
Igo: Kyuu Roban Taikyoku - FC
M.U.L.E. - MSX, PC-88, X1
Tetris - FC, PC-88, X1, FM-7, PC-98, X68000, MSX
Tetris - Game Boy
Hatris - Arc, GB, NES, PC-98, TG-16
Pipe Dream - GB, FC, SFC, PC-88, PC-98, X68000 
Deflektor - PC-88, PC-98, X68000
Tetris 2 + BomBliss - FC
Welltris - PC-98
Yoshi's Cookie - SFC/SNES
WildSnake - Game Boy
Tetris 2 - SFC
Super Tetris 3 - SFC
Tetris Blast - Game Boy
V-Tetris - Virtual Boy
Tetris 4D      - Dreamcast
 
Interview with Henk ROGERS
12 December 2013, Honolulu, via Skype / Duration: 1h 56m
 
Although this interview was conducted some weeks after my return from Japan, it's important for several reasons. While Henk Rogers is perhaps best known as the friend of Tetris creator Alexey Pajitnov, and for negotiating the deal which lead to Tetris on Game Boy, his earlier life is intrinsic to the history of Japanese games. It cannot be overstated the impact which Henk Rogers, and his company Bullet-Proof Software, had on the Japanese industry. From being one of the earliest licensees on Nintendo's Famicom, and creating what might have been the only videogame Hiroshi Yamauchi actually played, to influencing not just the RPG giants of Square, Koei, and Enix, but the entire genre concept of "the Japanese RPG". He verbally tussled with unruly magazine editors, shook things up when it came to disk copying, and made friends with a long list of famous developers. Not bad for a surf-loving Dutch jeweller. 
Besides changing the Japanese games industry, Henk also has big plans to change the world. Knowing all of this, it's sobering to discover the number of times he came close to dying. He also highlights the fact that one does not have to be ethnically Japanese to be a central interviewee in this trilogy of books. As the head of the Japanese Game Preservation Society, Joseph Redon, told me: "In Japan, the work of Bullet-Proof Software was so important, Henk Rogers is regarded as actually being Japanese."

      EDGE magazine and several websites have covered the history of The Black Onyx already, so a lot of my questions are pitched in a way to recap previous comments while adding to them.
 
JS: Good morning Mr Rogers.
 
HR: Good morning - Mr...?
 
JS: Szczepaniak, but please call me John.
 
HR: Szczepaniak. John. <laughs> Mr John. 
 
JS: You're available for two hours, I believe?
 
HR: Two hours... Oh my goodness!
 
JS: That's what Danny said, but if you need to leave...
 
HR: No, but somebody is going to interrupt us at some point because my Tesla car is not charging properly. So the repairman is coming. Do you have video?
 
JS: No - it's evening here, I'm in pyjamas... 
 
<both laugh>
 
HR: Can you see me? I'll show you where I am - just to give you an idea. <holds up camera and spins it around, showing a beautiful island background from a high altitude> So...
 
JS: WOW! That's a stunning view.
 
HR: That is the view from my house, that is Diamond Head.108 And my quasi-Bhutanese prayers flags,109 that light up at night. This is my Burning Man creation,110 brought back home. So I pretty much have a 180 degree view of Honolulu. That's the airport in the distance. Just to give you a little bit of, <laughs> why I'm in Hawaii!
 
JS: I'm visiting my parents in France for Christmas - unfortunately Europe is in the grip of winter. 
 
<some chit chat>
 
HR: Are you near Normandy? I know Normandy, because the last time I went to France I tricked my wife into going to Normandy. <laughs> She thought we were going to the Riviera!
 
JS: This would be the lady who brought you to Japan?111
 
HR: That would be, yes. So you have a long list of questions, and I saw them yesterday, and now I don't see them. So I've left them somewhere. But go ahead and ask away - you seem to know a lot already!
 
JS: Thanks - I do my research! Let's start with your early years: you had eight siblings, and grew up in Holland?
 
HR: Ah, yes. Although only two of my siblings were born in Holland - the rest were born in New York City.
 
JS: Can you still speak Dutch?
 
HR:
Ik spreek Hollands. I am the honorary consul of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, to Hawaii, Guam, and the Northern Marianas, wherever the hell they are. <laughs> It means I get to have lunches with other people who pretend to be important.
 
JS: The first time you saw a computer was in New York at Stuyvesant High School112 - it grabbed your interest?
 
HR: Yes, that's correct. Oh yeah, and I gamed the system there. The way it used to work, is you would put in your deck of punch cards and two days later would get an output, and you would find out what it is that you did wrong. Then you could make your changes and wait two more days. That just wasn't fast enough for me, so what I did was, I duplicated my deck of cards and put one duplicate in each of the classes - the computer classes - and so I had like eight decks of cards, and my turnaround time was hours, because there was always some class being processed. Then I would make the changes to the other seven programs and get another iteration, so I got many more iterations than the other students. And they never figured that out. 
 
JS: <laughs> Ingenious - very sneaky! 
 
HR: Sneaky, yes. <laughs>
 
JS: So not a timeshare system?113 I interviewed the gentleman who co-created the BASIC programming...114
 
HR: Was that John Kemeny and Thomas Kurtz?
 
JS: Yes. Professor Kemeny passed away in 1992, but Professor Kurtz is still around. 
 
HR: Wow.
 
JS: Indeed, the BASIC language turns 50 in 2014. Older than most games.
 
HR: Brilliant. Oh yes, absolutely. So there was no timesharing back then. It was all what was called "batch". Basically when your stack of cards was fed into the computer it would take over the computer for some period of time, while it was processing your request. Then it would suck in the next deck of cards, one at a time. That's what batch processing is. I think we were lucky to have an 8-bit computer back then, doing all that.
 
JS: Then when you moved to Hawaii you took a computer science course?
 
HR: For a year I lived on the beach and was away from computers completely. Surfing and diving pretty much everyday. Then one day, I had a part time job, and I was cleaning down the newspaper and it said I could take computer courses in night school. And I thought, oh my God! This means I can have access to computers! That's when I started going to night school, and I basically took all of the computer classes that you could take. Then I ran out, and my teacher called me in and said... 
Well, first of all he called me in about a week into it, and he said, "Mr Rogers, what are you doing?"
And I said to my teacher, "What do you mean, 'What am I doing?'"
He said, "Well, you've already used more computer time in this first week than most students use in the entire semester. <laughs> What are you doing?"
And I showed him, I was just playing. I was doing the homework assignments and then the rest of the time I was programming and trying different things.
And he basically said, "Carry on." Then later on he said, "Well, you're out of courses that you can take in night school, so if you want more computer time, you're going to have to go to school in the daytime."
So I said, "But I'm not taking any core requirements, because I got tricked into taking mostly core requirements back in high school, and I thought that was a waste of time."
He said, "I'm not telling you what you have to do, or not have to do, I'm just saying, if you want more computer time you're going to have to go to school during the daytime."
Which I did! This would have been 1973. Because 1972 is when I came to Hawaii, and 1973 is when I would have started going to night school. 
 
JS: Would you have seen Computer Space then?115

 
HR: Actually, Computer Space, you mean the one that's sort of a bit like Asteroids? I actually saw that in New York City. In high school. I used to go with my friend and play pool, and there was like a pool shark who was teaching us how to play pool. In some place near time square. And they had an arcade with lots of pinball machines, and amongst all the pinball machines was one Computer Space machine. Which was amazing! It was like, what is this thing, coming out of nowhere?
 
JS: It had soft round corners, right?
 
HR: I don't remember the form factor. I've seen it since - I know what you're talking about. Because I tried to buy one. I thought it would be interesting. But my wife talked me out of it. But now I sort of have space, and I wouldn't mind having one. <laughs>
 
JS: Hawaii was a formative time. You discovered Dungeons & Dragons plus the Alternative Recreational Reality Group of Hawaii, which was a group of D&D fans?
 
HR: Yes. Well, half of us did D&D, and half of us did simulation war games, like Napoleon at Waterloo, and that kind of stuff. Yeah, I played mostly D&D, but I also played the simulation games. I mean, they interested me on some level, because they're more strategic. But I noticed that the D&D players seemed more like a cross-section of humanity, and the sim-gamers seemed to be more... dweeby, if that's the word.
 
JS: When was the last time you played D&D?
 
HR: Oh my gosh! I came by... Not too long ago, I think it's probably in the last 10 years we tried once, and God it was awful. You know, one encounter took an hour! In our very first encounter. And it was like, gosh, did we actually do this? Because it's so time consuming.
JS: That's partly why computer games were popular - they take over dice rolls, stat keeping, and streamlined it.
 
HR: Yeah, of course, tell me about it! Yes. 
 
JS: I read a feature which said you almost died in Hawaii, drowning while surfing? 
 
HR: Well, I'm sure that everybody who has a surfing story, has an "almost drowning" story too. <laughs> I probably almost drowned twice. One time specifically I was on the north shore and it was an 8~12ft day, which is sort of my comfort zone. What happened was, it started getting bigger and bigger, so by the time it's getting towards the end of the day, it's become 16ft, maybe around 16~20ft. We didn't have a way to predict those things back then, and that's way outside my comfort zone. 
So these huge waves are all around me and surfers who are a lot better than myself were pounding those waves, and having a great time. So finally I decide, I'm just going to have to go for one of these waves to make it in. The waves push you - when the wave breaks, that's the water going toward shore, and then there's the channel, which is sort of a rip-tide, which pulls you out behind where the waves are. All because the waves are throwing all this water on the reef. So I took my shot, and of course I bit it on the way down. I fell, and back then it was the days before leashes. Everybody wears a leash now so their surfboard is, at most, about 20ft away.
 
JS: You lost your board?
 
HR: When you fall your board goes to shore, and you have to swim back to shore and get your board, and then go back out. That's the way it used to be. I lost my board, it was gone, and I managed to dive under a couple of waves and get to the outside. Then I was trying to swim towards a place where the waves were not. But I realised, after about 15 minutes of swimming, that I hadn't made any progress at all. I was in a current, and I realised the only way for me to get in was to swim into and get pounded by one of those monster waves. Which I did. It's just like, I'd guess, jumping off a waterfall? Then being held under by the force. Water with bubbles is lighter than water, so it's hard to get to the surface. So you're struggling to get to the surface, just in time to get a gulp of air and get pounded by the next wave. That happened to me like three times, and you use up a lot of energy just trying to survive that. I'd been swimming already for a long time. I was just barely getting inside the wave and I was still a long way from shore, and I started getting cramp. 
I remember, I said, "Oh my God, this is it. I'm not going to make it, if I let this cramp happen I'm just not going to make it." Then I basically had a moment of clarity, like I usually do when it's a very high-stress situation. That's when I become the calmest. So I took stock of all my muscles, what muscles still had energy left in them, and then I switched to a swimming stroke that used new muscles. I switched to a backstroke and managed to get to shore. I remember crawling up on shore and I felt like Robinson Crusoe, how he crawled up on the sand. I dragged my body up and then I couldn't move for like 15 minutes. But I was happy that I'd made it! <laughs>
 
JS: Your father moved to Japan some years before you, and you followed the woman who became your wife, and then joined your father's gem business. What was it like arriving in Japan - could you speak Japanese?
 
HR: I didn't speak any Japanese until a couple of years after I'd started my first company. Which is like eight years after I moved to Japan. But the early days... I'd been to Japan while I was going to university. I'd been to visit my family in Japan a number of times. It was my dad, and my mom, and my seven brothers, and then in Japan was born my one and only sister. So they had all moved to Japan, and she was born in Japan, the youngest one. So I visited several times. 
Visiting Japan then was like being the first white man in Africa, or something like that. Everybody stared wherever I went. Kids wanted to touch me. <everyone laughs> Everyone stared, and it's interesting, but it gets old real quick. But that's what it was like. We didn't live in Tokyo, we lived in the country, so the only other non-Japanese people out there were missionaries and maybe some English teachers. But nobody doing anything else. There was nothing else that foreigners could do in Japan at the time. Besides be a missionary.
 
JS: What did the gem business involve? How long was it?
 
HR: Six years. It started off... My dad was selling jewellery and then he moved up the food chain and started selling loose stones to jewellery manufacturers, and then he found what Japanese people liked. That's why he ended up moving to Japan and selling directly to the Japanese locally. My part of that was that he would always find some new kind of material, and he'd want it cut or carved or processed, or something, and I'd be the one to invent the process by which the gem material would be made saleable. So that's sort of my end of it. 
I did a lot of cutting; star ruby sapphire, cat's eye, a lot of opal. I remember carving opal fossils, like shells, because in general opal fills these little cavities. So a lot of times the cavities are fossils. Meaning you can get a fossil, where part of it is opal. His idea was to preserve the fossil part of it, rather than cut it up. Somebody actually, in history, found an intact fish made out of opal. Sort of a foot in length - a fish! Try to imagine that, and they cut it up to make stones out of it. Which is a crime! I mean it's one of the most beautiful opal objects that ever existed, and what do we do? We cut it up into little pieces so that we can give it to our mistresses.
 
JS: <laughs> I would have thought an entire fish made of opal would have been more valuable.116
 
HR: Yeah, it would have. But for the miner, he would have had a tough time finding or connecting to somebody who would part with the millions of dollars that the thing was worth as cut stones, to keep it whole.
 
JS: In Japan you bought an NEC PC-8801, but before that you did some work for Hitachi?
 
HR: Yes. I was theoretically working for my dad when I came back to Japan. This is at the end of 1982, just before Christmas, and my friend was writing a piece of software for Hitachi. At the time Hitachi had a product called BM-Calc.117 Basic Master was their machine, the Hitachi Basic Master Level 2 or whatever,118 and they had their BM-Calc, which is the first VisiCalc119 rip-off. Now somehow Hitachi was broken up into a "one prefecture one Hitachi" kind of cell structure - and the Yamanashi Hitachi didn't want to buy BM-Calc from Kyushu Hitachi, wherever it was, so they wanted my friend to find a way to copy it. <laughs> It was copy protected! The other job that he had taken on was to make a little accounting system for the mom & pop electric shops where the Basic Master was being sold. I said to him, don't get on the dark side. If you get into copying software, you'll be doing that kind of stuff forever - if you're on the dark side you're going to be stuck on the dark side. And I said I'd help him out. Let's get together and do this. 
So I wrote in BASIC sort of an accounting system, where you could type in, and it would make your invoice and receipts, and all that kind of stuff. So finally we'd done the software and I went with him to Hitachi; this was at the end of January. We went to Hitachi in Tokyo, because this was the big time. I remember sitting in a room and there was a business man and there was a lawyer - and I couldn't quite understand what the lawyer was there for. His first question was, did I get permission to use Hitachi BASIC? And I'm thinking, what kind of stupid question is that?! This was a request by Yamanashi Hitachi to us, to make this software. I didn't think that I would need to ask them or anyone for permission to use their BASIC programming language. I mean, it was so ridiculous - their question was so ridiculous!

I also copy protected it - and you know how I copy protected this thing? <laughs> This is funny. It was a 5in floppy disk, and in the middle of the 5in floppy there's the directory track. Not towards the centre, but in the middle bit between the centre and edge of the disk. So I made a little device that would burn a magnetic hole, or whatever it is. I would touch a magnet, one to near the centre and one to near the edge. So if Hitachi used a software copier it would read up to that point and then it would say "bad directory" or something like that. It wouldn't be able to get to the data. <laughs> Because I knew they had asked my friend to copy VisiCalc, or BM-Calc, and I thought they were going to rip us off too.120
And they said, "Well we can't take any copy protection, and we can't take any machine language. You know, you're not allowed to use machine language." 
And I had not used any machine language, it was all BASIC. The fact they couldn't recognise my program was written all in BASIC, they thought I was writing something in machine language, that was interesting. So I came to the conclusion they had no idea what they were doing, and that they had no future. So in the beginning of February I went to Akihabara and I looked around to see who was going to be successful, out of the Japanese computer manufacturers. I came to the conclusion that NEC was way ahead of Hitachi and looked like they were the ones who were going to make it.121 So I switched to NEC and looked at all the products which were for sale in Akihabara, and I realised that I could be successful by developing a game. Which was going to be much more fun than writing accounting software.
 
JS: What happened to that accounting software. Did Hitachi use it?
 
HR: Nothing! Nothing happened to it. The software just died, because my friend, he was a hacker, he was not trained - his way of programming would be to grab pieces of code from other programs, and try to fit them in somehow. You know what I'm saying? <laughs> He wasn't somebody who could come up with an idea and write a program from scratch. So I had no idea how he was planning to do it. But it was definitely going to be spaghetti at the end of the day. And so I think he got out of the business, and he didn't know anything about games, or  he wasn't a serious programmer anyway. I didn't think     I could use him - I ended up doing all of the work on the accounting program before I gave up on it.
 
JS: Can you recall the price of the PC-88?
 
HR: The price in yen for the 88 was probably... San-Juu-man. About 300'000 yen? And then I think the disk system was about the same price. <laughs> They were huge back then.
 
JS: So you hadn't played any Japanese computer games, until you bought the PC-88?
 
HR: No. I didn't speak, read, or write Japanese. So that was an immediate disadvantage. Once I started development, I really didn't have time to play games. I don't remember playing much. I recall playing Sokoban, but that was after I developed a game and already had a company. I took one day off to spend the time playing Sokoban, the block pushing puzzle game. <laughs>
 
JS: Along with a fellow writer I trawled Japanese archives to find the earliest RPGs. One example is The Black Onyx, and we found others, a few by Koei...122
 
HR: Yes! Yes, yes, yes. So what happened was, I originally had a deal with Koei! And I had a meeting with the president of the company, and we played igo, and he was a gentleman. He was a nice guy. And he was, himself, a simulation game developer. From, it must be Keio, because they were in Hiyoushi [Yokohama]. So I said, look, I'm going to become a publisher myself, but for the first game I don't mind publishing through somebody else. So here's the deal that I would like to do with you. Basically, you can take away all your costs for marketing and sales, all of your costs, and then the profit left over - you know, after making the box and everything - the profit I would like to split with you 50/50. And we shook hands on that. 
So basically he gave me a machine and a disk drive, the stuff that I needed to work. Because I had absolutely no money at this time. And I got busy, and three months into it I had a prototype. So I went back and I said, listen, I'm running on empty, I'd like to make a deal. I'd like to formalise the deal. But then they switched! 
All of sudden it was his wife that was doing the talking. He was missing, and I was talking through an interpreter. I didn't speak Japanese. And she said, now, the deal that I agreed on with her husband, that's not going to work. And she gave me a percentage, which she was ready to give me. I guess she didn't want me to learn about the business - my original deal was designed so I learned how much money they're spending on marketing, and sales, and this and that. I wanted to learn about the business side of things. But she said, "No, it's not going to work, we're not doing that deal."
And I said, well, that is the deal! I shook hands with the president of the company.
 
JS: This was Shibusawa Kou, right?123
 
HR: What was the name...? <pauses> No, Erikawa. Her name was Keiko Erikawa. I think it was Keiko? And his name was Erikawa also, of course. He's the Erikawa. 
So she said to me, "I am the one who brought the money into the company, I am the managing director, I make all the decisions. So you take my deal, or there is no deal."
And I said, "Well, I half planned a deal; if that's not the deal, then there is no deal."
So that was it. As I walked out she said, "I'll make sure you never publish that game!"
 
JS: Bloody hell - that's terrible!
 
HR: They were fighting words! And basically she tried to stop me. She contacted all the magazines, and said, "Don't let him advertise," and bla bla bla. And of course each one of the things that she did made me stronger, made me fight harder. And she even had somebody try to copy my game. That resulted in Koei's Dungeon.124
 
JS: Yes! My next question was: have you seen Dungeon and how similar it is to The Black Onyx?
 
HR:
<laughs> Yes, yes. So basically they cranked this thing out in like a couple of months, and so, I forget which magazine it was, but you know, my game was voted the best game of 1984, and their game was named the worst game of 1984!125
<intense laughter> So it was kind of laughable. Because they didn't really understand what I was doing. So they couldn't just copy it - they did their best to make something similar. But you know, games that had come out before were Ultima and Wizardry, and I'd played Wizardry, though I hadn't played Ultima so much. I'd played Temple of Apshai126 on the Trash-80, and I remember spending an hour on the train to go to my friend's house, in order to play Temple of Apshai on his Trash-80. We'd set up the tape recorder and it would play, and if you touched the cord it would cause an error and you'd have to start the 30 minute load from scratch. So nobody touched the machine once it started loading! <laughs> It was just fun setting it up, looking back on it now, and yet it was so exciting! Because it was the first time that we could play computer role-playing.
 
JS: So you took the prototype of The Black Onyx to Koei, to show them during talks?
 
HR: Yes. In fact, after I had my meltdown with Koei at that point, I decided to go to SoftBank,127 which at the time was just a distributor of computer software. And then a bunch of salesmen that serviced all of the computer shops, or all of the electronics shops where computers were sold. So I went there, and basically I wanted them to introduce me to another publisher. The guy that I met, I showed him the monster graphics, and I showed him the 3D perspective, and I showed him sort of how it worked. And they said, "Why do you want a publisher? Why don't you just have your wife answer the phone? You know, do it yourself." They made it sound so easy! <laughs>
JS: They promised to make orders. I've seen two different sources; in EDGE magazine you were quoted as saying: "The game was finished just in time for Christmas 1983, but SoftBank reneged on their promise to initially order 3'000 pieces and ordered 600 pieces instead." While on a website titled Sramana Mitra, it says SoftBank promised 600 but only ordered 200 copies?
 
HR: No, no, it was 3'000 promised but only 600 ordered.
 
JS: The computer you developed The Black Onyx on, the PC-88, was that given by Koei?
 
HR: It was given... Well, the idea was that I was going to pay for it out of my receipts. But as soon as the deal fell through, they sent me a bill for the computer. And I managed to find a partner, to form my publishing business, and I just paid them the bill. They charged me full pot, even though they were only supposed to charge me - I dunno - whatever it cost... You know, they tried to push me out of the business in every possible way. 
 
JS: To clarify - Koei phoned up other publishers after your agreement with them dissolved? 
 
HR: They phoned magazines and asked them not to accept my advertising.
 
JS: That was part of the reason you visited magazines?
 
HR: No, no, this happened before I visited the magazines. But I specifically went to LOGiN, I told my guy to call LOGiN, and I said I was going to sue Koei for restraint of trade, and that LOGiN would have to, that I'm asking them to testify that Koei told them not to let me advertise in their magazine. And they would need to testify to that effect. An hour later they called me back and they said, "You can advertise in my magazine."
 
JS: <laughs> Heavy stuff!
 
HR: And then we called the other magazines and told them the same story, that LOGiN had as a result allowed us to advertise, and then they all caved. Except for... Maicom, I think it was called. And they held fast   because that was her cousin running that magazine. <laughs> So there was a relative involved. I didn't    have enough money to buy a page in their magazine anyway, so it was OK! <laughs> And then on top of it, my advertising for The Black Onyx was useless. 
 
JS: Your adverts changed. <leafs through magazine> This issue of Oh! PC has five screens detailing the game.
 
HR: Yeah, so my first month, with the warrior standing on the monsters, that ad, that got me one phone call. When I added the screenshots, we actually got four phone calls in a month. <intense laughter>
 
JS: Eventually though you visited Japanese computer magazines, to show the editors. 
 
HR: Yeah, so the magazines were like... I can't believe that people actually got work done under those circumstances. Each person would have, I would say, a small desk, and on the small desk would be stacked papers, and the computer would be in there somewhere, and these people basically worked into the night, every night. Until the deadline came, and then they would crash, and then they would do it again for the next issue. They were all like that. So I think they must have played computer games at their desks, as well, to be able to write the stories. 
What actually happened was, when my advertising failed miserably... I did a bunch of full-page ads and nobody understood what the hell my game was. Even when I put screenshots in there they still did not understand. They didn't know what a role-playing game was! They didn't know what Dungeons & Dragons was. So SoftBank I guess they must have figured that out, and that's why they reduced their order. So come January, I had sort of almost burned through all the money that I'd talked my friend out of, my partner at that time. 
 
JS: $50'000, right?
 
HR: Yes, $50'000. I had maybe two more months before we were completely out of that money. So I said, look, how do I explain to people what the game is all about? That's when I went to all of the magazines. Basically I taught them how to play the game. Like, what's your name? Which is your hair style? 
I would create them a character, and then say, "Well, OK, that is you! And that's you, and you." I would have a little group and I'd say, "OK, now we're going to go on an adventure. First we'll walk around town, and we'll go and buy you some stuff. Buy you a knife, buy you a shield, and let's go down and adventure."
And then they got it! There is nothing text about the game. There's no inventory. Everything is visible. The only thing that you cannot see is how many potions you have. But the fact that you have potions means there is a little purple vial that hangs at your belt. You can see that. Every weapon, every piece of armour, every piece of clothing, everything that you buy or that you find, is visible on the screen. 
I modelled my graphics after the miniatures that we used to play Dungeons & Dragons with. The little metal figures. So they were like painted metal figures on the screen, and then I made the monsters in relation to the characters. I wanted this much variety - so I had 50 heads and 30 bodies for the people in 10k. That's how we divided up memory for the people graphics. And then I had another 10k for monster graphics. So some monsters were going to be smaller, and some monsters were going to be bigger than the people. Basically I just wanted to get the relationship between my little warrior and, for example, a kobold or a demon, or an ogre or a giant. Whatever. So that they looked relatively scary or not scary as the case may be.                (below: green kobolds, red demons)
 
JS: When explaining the game to the magazines, who was your interpreter? 
 
HR: His name is Conrad Kozawa,128 and he was my friend from University of Hawaii. We used to play table tennis and foosball together. And he was an English teacher in Japan, when I was there also; we lived a couple of train stations away. He lived in the same little town as Koei. In fact, I used to go to play table tennis with him, at the civic center in Hiyoshi. And we walked by Koei, which was a little, tiny shop. I gotta say, two little shops, and each shop couldn't have been more than 10ft by 10ft. One was software, like cassettes for sale. The other one was rental. That was the business that they had made, that was Koei back then. And we stopped and we asked, "Where do you buy your games?" 
And they said, "SoftBank." 
She [Eriko] wasn't there. I got to talk with one of their workers. So that's how I found SoftBank.
 
JS: A lot of devs started as shops. Did you go to Comptiq magazine? I sent you a scan of the BPS spread they did.
 
HR: OK, yeah. I did go to Comptiq, for sure. I went to every magazine. I saw the scan; I don't have it here with me though. 
 
JS: How many magazines?
 
HR: Well, OK... LOGiN, Oh! PC, Comptiq... gosh! I think it's five or six.
 
JS: I love the old photos of the BPS office in 1987. 
 
HR: 1987 was already a few years into it. I had probably moved twice.
 
JS: You mentioned magazines working late - a standard Japanese practice. Did BPS follow that model, or did you bring a Western structure to workflow?
 
HR: Oh no, I did that myself. That's the reason I stopped doing it. Because I never got to see my kids. When I got home they'd be sleeping already, and when I woke they'd have gone to school. So I never saw my kids, and that frustrated me. It was just as if I wasn't there. And so my wife was a computer widow for two years, and I said that's it, I'm not doing this anymore. 
Programming is probably the thing I like to do the most in my life - once you tell a computer to do something, it kind of does it forever. Yet people, when you tell them to do something, they either forget, or they invent, or they change, or whatever it is, but you don't get the result that you expect. Something different happens. So computers have always been easier to work with than people.
 
JS: I spoke with over 80 Japanese developers, many of them said they loved The Black Onyx. 
 
HR: That's nice!
 
JS: There were quite a few strange prototype RPGs before this. Panorama-Toh, by Falcom...
 
HR:
Panorama-Toh, yeah! I'm still friends with that guy, by the way.
 
JS: Yoshio Kiya?
 
HR: Kato-san. Former president of Falcom. He still has fans and he still does stuff. It's amazing.
 
JS: Cool. I interviewed the programmer on Panorama-Toh.
 
HR: I remember, there was a... It was Panorama-Toh I think, or the game after, I'm not sure. <pause>
Xanadu! I think it was Xanadu. They had a treasure in there called "the black onyx", which I complained about. I said, come on, find your own gem for chrissakes!129
<laughs>
 
JS: An homage!
 
HR: Maybe, maybe. It could be, it could be. But you know, it's fine.
 
JS: Why do you feel The Black Onyx succeeded so tremendously in 1984, while other examples released in the preceding 12 months did not?
 
HR:
<sighs> You know, I had no idea what I'd do. I'd never written a game before, and I didn't know what the hell "64k limit" meant - what that would entail. I basically just divided up memory into chunks, like 10k for the monster graphics, 10k for the people graphics, you know, whatever! I divided up memory and started working along those lines. And I think at the end of the day, I came up with... I had to throw out so much of the original game! Because there was just no room. I had no idea how little room there was actually going to be. So I had to strip away huge amounts of the game, as I was developing it. And as a result, I think I boiled it down to the bare essentials of what was going to make the game fun. I think that when you do that, you get to the nerve of what makes a game interesting and fun. And I think I found it. 
I had several test players; my brother, and the guy whose house I used to go to play Temple of Apshai, who by then was working for me in QA. 
And my brother would say, "It's too easy!" 
And my friend would say, "It's too hard!" 
And then I knew it was just right. <laughs> So I balanced it in-between Eddy and Joe, and that's how I did it. I think that is still my greatest creation - compared to anything else that I've done in my life.
 
JS: Oh really?!
 
HR:
<nods> Yeeeah. The Black Onyx. Are you kidding me? I worked so hard, and I was so motivated, and I was so focused. I managed to keep a schedule, I managed to keep within my memory limitations. I did pretty much everything I set out to do - and if I was to say I was going to make a role-playing game in 64k today, I'd be laughing my ass off. Who does that? No way.
 
JS: If the PC-88 didn't have BASIC, how difficult would it have been? In my article on BASIC, I cited The Black Onyx as a game which BASIC facilitated.
 
HR: Hmm, yeah, you know I think I could have written the game in any language. At the University of Hawaii I was an ace programmer. I slammed every language which they threw at me. So I could have written it in whatever was available. But BASIC was the only thing available. In fact, during the development, C came out. 
There was a company called Manx Software Systems, and their Aztec C came out. And in fact one of my monsters is an "Aztec", and the way that you'd target it, say you met six Aztecs, I would have Aztec A, Aztec B, Aztec C, Aztec D, and so on. And in there is Aztec C, so we killed a lot of Aztec C in The Black Onyx! <everyone laughs>
 
JS: I heard you even wasted some bytes of memory by adding jokes for hackers to find?
 
HR:
<laughs> Yes, yes! So in The Black Onyx, I had, when your last character dies, it says "Go to hell", and hell causes a syntax error, because if you're going to make it a label you need to have a star in front of it. So "Go to hell" doesn't mean anything. It causes a syntax error which reboots the computer, and then what that does is it reboots the game, which is what you're supposed to do when your last character died. So "Go to hell" is sort of a play on BASIC, because it's a GO TO statement. The "Go to" is OK, but "hell" is not. I remember later having programmers who were converting it, and I had to explain it to them. <laughs> Because they were completely lost with that - because it doesn't make any sense.
Then in The Fire Crystal,130 in the subsequent game, I had in that same spot, where the last character died, I had "Call BPS". Because BPS is the name of my company, and CALL is a programming statement to jump to that spot in memory as machine language. So you could jump to a piece of machine code, and BPS was a variable that had not been used, so it was zero. So if you jumped to zero, which is the beginning of memory, that's like rebooting the computer also. So that was my other way of rebooting the computer, when you lost the last of your characters in The Fire Crystal.
 
JS: Speaking of The Fire Crystal, I believe BPS held a competition for monster designs?
 
HR: Did we...? I don't remember that. It's possible. 
 
JS: I interviewed Yuzo Koshiro, the musician, and he said of his sister Ayano Koshiro: "She also liked games. I liked to make music on the PC-88, but she liked to make pixel graphics. There was an incident that really pushed her to pursue it, and it was a contest. There was a company called Bullet-Proof Software, and my sister and I both really liked a game they made called The Black Onyx, and BPS was planning to release a sequel called The Fire Crystal. They had a pixel art contest, where people would send in their dot graphics of monsters. My sister applied for that and won an award. The art that she made was actually used in the game. So I think that really made her interested in the games industry."
 
HR: Oh, OK! Alright! That's awesome. I'm sure that's a true story. You know, I had two programmers working on that game, and within a month they told me that they had completed 10% of the game and they were out of memory. <laughs> So I had to jump in and take over, and throw out most of what they had done, because it was just fat. To make it all fit, since lots of it was fat. I guess that's what I was good at. Somebody actually wrote a program that would take a BASIC program and squeeze it, and find extra bytes. And they ran it on Black Onyx, and found two bytes. Yes, and I think it was "hell" had extra characters in it. <laughs> It could have instead been "Go to H" or something like that, with the two bytes.
 
JS: Speaking of artists, Wikipedia lists Rieko Kodama as an artist on The Black Onyx. I'm assuming they're referring to Sega's SG-1000 version?
 
HR: No, I don't know. I know that I drew The Black Onyx monsters myself. I typed in a graphics editor from a magazine - it was a dot by dot editor. So you could change the colour of dots in a grid. I fixed it up so that it would be useful, and I made all the monsters using that. Then one day I somehow fragged my disk. <laughs> So all of the monsters were on this disk, and all of a sudden I had lost all of my monsters - two weeks worth of work. 
So I had two choices: I could redraw all the monsters, and since I had drawn them once they were sort of fresh in my mind. I should be able to do it quicker the second time. And the other way would be to dump the contents of the disk and figure out how the graphics were stored. Because I was sure I did not overwrite it. So the information was still somewhere on the disk, all I had to do was rebuild the directory track. So I printed out the entire contents of that disk, and figured out where graphics started, where they ended, and then I rebuilt the directory track and found all my graphics back. As a result I learned something about how the disk operating system actually worked. 
 
JS: Did you keep any papers with lost ideas?
 
HR: Uhh, no. I really had no time to write stuff down back then. I just put it into code. I might have some... I mean, I still remember the ideas, and I saved them and basically moved them to The Fire Crystal and the subsequent game that never came out.131 So yeah, I kind of have the ideas still - I don't have them written down, but...
 
JS: Things left on the cutting room floor are fascinating!
 
HR: Something that's interesting is that when you go, or when you take your character from The Black Onyx to The Fire Crystal, I had reserved a bunch of bytes for information that was going to come from future games. For example, clothes that you could buy in future games, but which didn't exist in Black Onyx. 
Well, actually they did exist in Black Onyx, but they were reserved for the merchants in town. So you would go to Fire Crystal and get a robe, and then when you came back to Black Onyx, and loaded your character, you would be wearing a robe, you wouldn't be wearing your armour. So then you realise, oh my gosh! All these guys who are in town, selling me stuff, are like retired wizards. So that was kind of interesting.  
 
JS: How many people become a powerful warrior with perfect karma, to win the actual black onyx stone?132 How did they prove it?
 
HR: They just had to tell me the name. It was an honour system. The secret word that would come out was Yggdrasil, <spells it> which is the tree of life in Norse mythology. I figured it's so hard for them to get to the end, that they wouldn't want to give it out to their friends for free. You know, there's honour, and even the map, I worked hard to tell the magazines not to publish the map. Which was probably stupid, I should have let them publish the map. But later somebody did. Anyway, the map was... Some part of my pleasure when I was playing Dungeons & Dragons was the mapping part. I had graph paper, and the Dungeon Master would describe where the walls went, and so on and so forth, and so you'd end up with a map and would put the miniatures on that map. I remember that sort of being a pleasure point, but I think for the game it wasn't that much of a feature. I should have just given the maps away, I dunno?
 
JS: And did you send out all 100 black onyx gems?
 
HR: Yes, absolutely. I still have some, by the way. I don't know why, but I have a box full of them. Somebody asked, so how much are they worth? And I would say, at least 40 hours of hard labour. <laughs>
 
JS: If you ever do anything with The Black Onyx again, you could have a limited edition version with the stones.
 
HR:
<laughs> Maybe! You know, it would sort of fit in a download, and I could use 100 times more space than I had. <intense laughter> On a mobile phone today!
 
JS: Did you hear that someone did an English fan-translation of the Japanese text in the PC-88 version?133
 
HR: Oh right? Well the original was written in English, so I wrote it in English and then had the bits translated into Japanese. Because I didn't read or write Japanese back then. Actually, the manual was written by Hisashi Suzuki - we used to call him Suzy - but Suzuki, he later went on to become president of Square. He was a part-timer, working for me while he was in school. Then later he became president of Square. I think after it was public, he worked his way up.
 
JS: What happened to the sequels, Moonstone and Arena? Why didn't they come out?             
 
HR:
<laughs> Like I said, my wife became a computer widow, I never got to see my kids, and I made a decision that I was going to have the programmers - a group inside the company - develop the third game in the series, which was called The Moonstone. The Arena game was supposed to be inside The Black Onyx, in fact so was Fire Crystal. Of course that never happened. <laughs>
Arena was more of what Warcraft PvP is today.134 That was the idea for it, anyway. So you could teach your warrior moves, and then you would push buttons, and they would perform that move. By you pushing the button it would learn to push the button by itself, and so you could send in your warrior, and then have your warrior compete against other people's warriors. But you could practice in the arena. That was the idea.
 
JS: Oh wow! There's a few games which do that today, but in the late 1980s...
 
HR: Yeah. It definitely would have been then. I did develop technologies for it. I ended up with a company in Moscow called AnimaTek,135 and so we developed a technology that would enable - how can I say it? - real-time animation that was made out of something else besides polygons. Because polygons were too expensive and too slow back then. We had this technology called Caviar; the body parts were made out of 3D pixels, which are sometimes called voxels. But voxels are basically on the inside - these were more like "skin voxels". In other words, instead of having a polygon for each piece of information which is in a 3D model. Because when the polygons become so small, polygons are actually overkill. 
So the way that the Caviar would work, is you would place one dot in one spot in 3D space, and then in relation to that spot, you'd create a chain of dots. Then you would create the entire limb, or body part, or whatever. So everything would be an offset to that first dot, and each dot would have a colour. So basically when you have a polygon you need three vertices, and there are three floating points, X, Y, and Z, for each polygon. Plus a texture map. Whereas a Caviar voxel is basically an offset to the previous pixel, and it only has that one colour because it's just a dot. So it doesn't have a whole texture map associated with it. The whole thing was meant to be much faster. 
Getting back to Arena, the idea was that you would teach your warrior how to fight, and then they would fight each other sort of automatically. Kind of like Robot War,136 where you would program your robot. But only programmers could play that game.
 
JS: That was by Muse Software. There was also a similar game by Tecno Soft, called COMSIGHT.137
 
HR: Yeah, Tecno Soft made one of those games too! That one was awesome! There's that one, and another on the Apple II, called Robot War. I remember creating a little bot, and then having it hide in the corner, and it would send out little beams and, you know, get shot and then move and take evasive action. It was all programming. That was like machine language. The one from Tecno Soft was more like, I think it used a BASIC interpreter. 
 
JS: Yes, it did! I've seen it.
 
HR: Yeah, you had to create the code. And we did a contest within the company, where we said OK, the limit is one page, so no multiple pages. Only one page of code that would fit on the screen. And we fought that way, on Tecno Soft's game for Japanese computers.
 
JS: Fantastic! I interviewed the designer and programmer, Naosuke Arai, and he said they did similar things in the office when he was debugging it. Cool to know BPS was enjoying it too.
 
HR: Yes, that was a brilliant game. I'm a programmer at heart, so I loved that kind of concept.138
 
JS: Apart from Moonstone and Arena, were there other unreleased games at BPS?
 
HR: No, pretty much everything else we published. Yeah, so, basically the ones that failed were the ones that were my idea, and I was trying to get a bunch of other people to do it. The ones that worked were the ones where I got a finished product from some place else, and said "make it so". Like M.U.L.E. and Archon. That's an easier thing for me to do than try to do something from nothing. I guess I wasn't that good at it.
 
JS: Did you keep any of the dev disks with half-finished code on them?
 
HR:
<laughs> I have no idea! Could be.
 
JS: Hidden in box somewhere? If you find anything, there are archivists who could preserve them.
 
HR: Yeah... Right, right.
 
JS: You'd be surprised how many stories I've heard of developers, quite literally, putting hard drives in the garbage. That stuff just vanishes!
 
HR: Yeah. I still have paper tape,139 somewhere, of dungeon generating code that I wrote at the university, that we had for creating dungeons which we used to play D&D with. It's paper tape! <laughs> I'd need one of those teletype machines. <does sound effects>
Ka-cha-ka-cha-ka-cha! It was a teletype machine that used to spit out the paper tape.
 
JS: Like an evolution of punch cards. Before my time!
 
HR: The keys on it, the keys on the typewriter part, were all round! They looked like little lipsticks, because they were round keys. This was before they were chiclets.140

 
JS: The business model of BPS shifted to hiring programmers and bringing foreign games to Japan. Did you headhunt coders from other companies?
 
HR: Not specifically, no. No I didn't do that. But certainly there were a number of programmers who hated Koei, <laughs> who came to apply. There was no headhunting involved, back then. I don't think there was ever a problem finding programmers. I need a programmer, and OK, all of a sudden I would have programmers show up at my door.
 
JS: Programmers were unhappy working at Koei?
 
HR: Oh yeah! <laughs> Well, I can't really say, but she must have been really hard to work for.
 
JS: I'm sure! BPS brought both Archon141 and M.U.L.E.142 to Japan. How did this come about? Did you meet Paul Reiche III or Dani Bunten?
 
HR: No... I must have met them at the game developers conference? Man, M.U.L.E. and Archon, it's funny because I was talking to my colleague about it yesterday. So M.U.L.E. had just come out on other platforms, and it's like, wow! So actually I didn't get to meet them, but I found Electronic Arts, and I was looking at games to bring to Japan. And Electronic Arts had come out with their first four games, so I went and talked to Electronic Arts about licensing them into Japan, and that's how it got started. 
As to who converted them, it was in-house staff. Yasuaki Nagoshi,143 he works for a company called, or rather he runs a company called Red Company.
 
JS: They were responsible for PC Genjin, Tengai Makyou, and Sakura Taisen.
 
HR: Yeah, so a lot of the guys who worked for me ended up running their own companies afterwards. <laughs> Which I guess is a good thing. They went to the Henk Rogers School of Computer Game Publishing.
 
JS: How were the sales of the games brought to Japan?
 
HR: Ahhh... You know, not nearly as good as Black Onyx. I guess at the time multiplayer games were... We were too early for multiplayer games. M.U.L.E. is a four-player game, and with the Atari 800 you could attach four joysticks, and there were a lot of other four-player games. For M.U.L.E. I designed a keyboard layout where four people could play at one keyboard, if you can imagine that! Like, one hand would be the Escape key, the 1 key, and the Tab, kind of in the upper left corner. Another one would be CTRL, Option, CMD, and Z. Then another one would be... I dunno! We laid out the four little clusters where you could play M.U.L.E.
 
JS: Could the keyboard handle four simultaneous inputs?
 
HR: Yes, so four people would reach their hands inside and control the game. So that in and of itself was a problem already. How do you get four people to get together to play a game on one keyboard? It was a stretch; you just loved the game.
 
JS: M.U.L.E. is still fantastic, despite being from 1983.
 
HR: Yes!
 
JS: As a foreigner who brought great games into Japan, what is your view on the Japanese perception of foreign games? I've heard the phrase yoge kusoge.144 Did you hear it, or is it something the Western press exaggerates?
 
HR: Well, nobody ever said that to my face. <laughs> I'm actually gaijin, so they may have thought it, but they wouldn't have said it. Certainly nobody disrespected my game. Maybe they thought: "Oh well, it was made in Japan, so it's a Japanese game." It's probably the way they think about it. But yeah, back in those days there was a lot of prejudice. But a game is a game - I don't remember anybody ever bringing that up to me, that Western games sucked. <laughs> I mean, that's kind of silly.
 
JS: I asked a lot of Japanese developers, and it seems more like an urban legend. 
 
HR: It was tough for Western games, after Apple. In the beginning it was the Apple II, and the games that existed in Japan were all Apple II games. <laughs> These are great things to talk about! Most people don't know what happened back then.
 
JS: The head of Japan's Game Preservation Society said BPS resonated so much with Japanese players, you're regarded as an honorary Japanese. If that makes sense.
 
HR:
<laughs> No, that makes sense. That makes absolute sense, because there's an organisation in the USA, when I moved here, and I had my company in California, there was an organisation, the Third Party Licensee Organisation,145 which is all the Japanese companies that had overseas subsidiaries in the US, making Nintendo games or whatever. I was one of the members of that organisation, even though I was not Japanese. So I'm kind of an honorary Japanese.
 
JS: Did you learn to play igo from your father?
 
HR: Yes, I did. I started learning how to play igo when I was like seven-years-old.146
 
JS: That held you in good stead, because it helped with regards to your first Famicom title.
 
HR: Yes! There's a funny story to that. The five biggest publishers of PC games went to Nintendo. That would be Bullet-Proof Software, Square, Falcom, Enix, and I think... T&E Software. So five of us, the presidents of these companies, all went to Nintendo to ask to become Nintendo publishers. And Nintendo's number two guy,    Mr Imanishi,147 came out and basically just told everybody, "No, you guys do not know anything about how to make Nintendo games, and you will not make Nintendo games." <intense laughter>
I mean Square, and Enix, are you kidding me? These end up becoming the biggest publishers in the Nintendo business, eventually. So my way in was that my wife found an article in a magazine, that said Mr Yamauchi played igo. And I'd actually gotten a hold of a copy of an igo game written by a guy in England, for the... I think it was the Commodore 64. Yeah, it was the C64. 
 
JS: Can you recall his name?
 
HR: Yeah, Allan Scarff.148
<spells it> I mean, he disappeared from the world after that. I kept in touch with igo programmers, but he never resurfaced. He went back to England.149 So anyway, I went to Kyoto and met Mr Yamauchi, and said, "Look, I can make an igo game for your Famicom."
And he looked at me and said, "I can't give you any programmers."
And this I did without an interpreter. It was my first meeting without interpretation. And I replied, "I don't need programmers, I need money."
So he says, "How much?"
I thought of the biggest number I could think of at the time, and said $300'000, and he shook my hand. <laughs> That was it! I was making our first Famicom game, it was an igo game. And then I came back nine months later with a finished product. He played it, or tried to, because he didn't actually know how to use the controller on the Famicom! <laughs> I could not believe it, like he'd never touched it before! This was the first game which he took any interest in. So he tried to play, and he gave up, and handed the controller to his underling sitting next to him. Then he said, pointing to the screen, I want to go there, I want to go there, and there. 
He played one game and after one game he said, "No, it's not strong enough for Nintendo."
<laughs> I said, "Mr Yamauchi, this is the strongest igo game that is ever going to happen on this machine. This is an 8-bit machine, and it's a miracle it can play the game at all." 
You know, this was a miracle of programming. This guy had written an igo game based on cellular automata,150 and it was just brilliant what he did! There was no memory, so he couldn't do any pattern recognition. So the game's code was all like a "trying to survive" kind of thing. But Yamauchi said no, it's not strong enough for Nintendo.
I said, "Let me publish it. It's strong enough for my company." 
And I could see him calculating, and he said, "What about the money?"
I said, "I will pay you 100 yen, or a dollar, for every copy that I sell. Until I pay you back."
And then he shook my hand again, "Deal!" That's how I became a Nintendo publisher.
 
JS: How many copies did it sell?
 
HR: Ahh... It's like 150'000 copies. So he didn't get his money back. <laughs>
 
JS: I was playing it today, on Famicom Disk System, but it also came on cartridge.
 
HR: It came out on disk first, and then yeah, Famicom cartridge later.
 
JS: So you brought Allan Scarff from England over to Japan to program it?
 
HR: Yes, so this is after I had made the deal with Mr Yamauchi. Then I got on to tracking down Allan Scarff, and I said, "You gotta come to Japan!" So I brought him to Japan, and he lived with me, lived with us, my family, for the nine months that it took to port his stuff over. You know how he ported it to the Famicom? Which is easy, because it's the same CPU, but he also ported it over to the NEC PC-8801. The easiest way for him to do that was to write a code converter, to convert 6502 assembly to Z80.151 Which he did, and it all worked. 
 
JS: What kind of development set-up did you all have? What computer did he use?
 
HR: Ahh, my gosh. What was it...? I remember there was some kind of a development system that we bought, that pretty much included everything. Like the EEPROM burner, and all that.
 
JS: From Nintendo?
 
HR: I cannot remember whether it was actually from Nintendo or not.
 
JS: I noticed on the title screen of the Famicom igo game, it says Edge Computers?152
 
HR: That would be Allan Scarff's publisher for the Commodore 64 version. I didn't have a connection to Edge Computers itself. It could have been Allan Scarff's company, as a matter of fact. I don't exactly know what the deal there was, since I only ever dealt with Allan Scarff as far as the code is concerned.
 
JS: How did the sales of computer software compare to Famicom? Was the Famicom more profitable, despite cartridge manufacturing and licensing fees?
 
HR: Yes, ultimately the numbers were bigger. So for example, our big hit on Famicom was Tetris, and we sold 2 million copies. You know, in batches of a 100'000 and a 100'000, and so on. That eclipsed anything that I ever did on personal computers in Japan.
 
JS: Speaking with Tokihiro Naito, of Hydlide, he said if you added all the computer sales of Hydlide together, they only just matched the Famicom sales.
 
HR: Yeah, absolutely. Hydlide was, how can I say it, a game that was better suited to the Famicom, because it's a flat 2D perspective. You know what I'm saying? The architecture of the Famicom lent itself more to top-down Ultima-style games, than to Wizardry's 3D style. 
 
JS: Exactly. What was the "BPS Times" which I saw a photograph of in Comptiq?
 
HR:
BPS Times? Oh yeah, so like, at a certain point, at our peak I think we had like 120 people working for us. So we did a newsletter to find out what's going on with the people in the company, and the products, and so on. Just to communicate, because it was at a point where I didn't know the people in the company anymore. And that's kind of where I lose interest. I'm interested when I can recognise everybody. Because otherwise everybody recognises me, but I don't recognise them, and that's sort of uncomfortable. So we started a newsletter, it was an internal thing.
 
JS: Just for company staff? Cool.
 
HR: Yeah. I dunno, maybe we gave it out? It's possible that we also gave it to distributors and so on, to let them know what's going on. Whatever was going on in the company, and any interesting stuff.
 
JS: Earlier you mentioned being friends with Masayuki Kato, of Nihon Falcom?
 
HR: Yes, we had an organisation that I named, called STAC - Software Technology And Communication.153 But the phonetic word "stack" has another meaning in code too. So it was software companies, you know, it's sort of a "who's who" of the early computer game industry. I think it was T&E Software that started it, and we basically joined it, to fight against software rental. Because software rental was killing our industry. People would rent the games from software rental shops, and then buy a copy tool, and then basically they could rent our games overnight and then give it back. I think we were number one in the software rentals for a year. I mean, The Black Onyx was. I mean, just imagine how many copies I didn't sell as a result of that.
 
JS: I've heard you could go into rental shops, rent the game, and in the same room was a copying machine you could use. You didn't even need to go home to copy it!
 
HR: Yeah, yeah. It was ridiculous. So we fought against it, and en masse we said we're going to stop advertising in your magazines. Because they were advertising the software copy tools for chrissakes! These magazines. Then when we took that action, we realised that we could get better prices for advertising if we all advertised as a bloc. So we started doing that - we started doing everything as a bloc. And you know, all those STAC companies got in there, and then within STAC we had several groups: we had SST, which stood for Super Software Team, which is the Tokyo group; and then Trinity, which is the Kansai group, the Osaka group.154 That included XTAL Soft, and Humming Bird Soft...? Maybe Humming Bird...155
 
JS: So you met Kato-san through STAC?
 
HR: Yes. And STAC used to get together once a month, believe it or not. And each time it would be a different company in the STAC group that was in charge of organising it. So we would have a meeting, where we discuss issues, and we would have guests to come and speak to us. You know, people who wanted to join, or NEC, or whoever, and then we would go out and have dinner, and then we would chase girls.
 
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: Awesome - sounds like a wild time.
 
HR: It was wild, so... Sometime perhaps I will tell you some of those stories. <laughs> Oh yeah, yeah! Perhaps let me put it this way: we were banned from a Nagoya hotel. <laughs>
 
JS: That's the rockstar lifestyle! <intense laugh>
 
HR: Yeah. Because we were doubling up in the rooms at the time, meaning two guys to a room. And when the girls came in, one of us would have to wait out in the hallway for the other one to get on with it, so to speak. And the guys in the hallway were all getting drunk and saying... Lewd things to the other hotel guests. 
<everyone laughs intensely>
And a number of us became kyoudai.156 You know what kyoudai is in Japan? The word means siblings, but there's another use for this word, and it's if two guys sleep with the same girl they become "kyoudai". 
 
JS: OK, almost like blood brothers? <laughs>
 
HR: Yeah, yeah, something like that. So... So a number of STAC members became kyoudai. <laughs>
 
JS: <laughs> That's incredible. Are you happy for this anecdote to be printed?
 
HR:
<intense laugh> Well, as long as I'm not mentioning anyone's names. 
 
JS: I wanted to avoid Tetris questions, but... BPS published V-Tetris for Virtual Boy,157 while 3-D Tetris was developed by T&E Soft.158 Presumably they had to acquire the license from you? Weren't you facilitating a rival?
 
HR: Nah. I mean, Virtual Boy was dead on arrival. We sold more copies of Tetris for Virtual Boy than Nintendo sold of the Virtual Boy!
 
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: Did you ever speak with Hiroshi Yamauchi about the Virtual Boy?
 
HR: No! That's a... That's... Nooo, absolutely not! I don't know, well, I may have, but... I never pulled punches, I always told it like it was, and that's why he liked me. So we may have discussed it, but...
 
JS: I guess it was a taboo subject?
 
HR:
<incredulous>
Yeaaah! Yeah! And Yokoi left the company as a result. I mean that guy made Nintendo's game business, for chrissakes! He invented all that stuff. I take my hat off to that guy. And then to leave the company because of... Virtual Boy? Hey, he's not the only one that's responsible for that product. Anyway, but that's the way Nintendo is. Or that's the way Japanese companies are. Somebody has to take responsibility. 
 
JS: What ended up happening to Bullet-Proof Software? Why did it close in 2001?
 
HR: Basically I ran out of steam on Japan in general. I felt the world was moving in the direction of the internet, and it just wasn't happening. NTT159 had a stranglehold on communications, and it was just stupid. And so the internet was happening in America, and it was not happening in Japan, so I moved to California in 1996. 
It also has to do with my deal with Alexey Pajitnov, of Tetris, which starts in 1996. It starts earlier, since actually the rights were supposed to revert back to Alexey in 1995. So all the contracts that anybody had regarding Tetris ended in 1995. So it was up to me - how can I say it? - to create the next thing, which was The Tetris Company. I decided I didn't want that to be based in Japan, because I didn't want to spend the rest of my time there. So I started Blue Planet Software in Hawaii, tried to give it a go in Hawaii in 1996, realised it wasn't going to work, then ended up moving to San Francisco. I ended up living in San Francisco for seven years.
 
JS: And when did you sell Blue Lava Wireless?160
 
HR: I think that was 2005.
 
JS: And you had a heart attack soon after?
 
HR: A month after. I'm in the ambulance, looking at the ceiling, saying, "You gotta be kidding me, I haven't spent any of the money yet!" <everyone laughs> That's the first thing I said. And the second thing I said is, "Bullshit! I'm not going, I still have stuff to do." And it reminds me of the time that I survived surfing. I made up my mind that I wasn't going to die that day. I was not going to drown - I still had stuff to do. I made up my mind in the ambulance that I still had stuff to do. Afterwards I had a chance to think about what that meant, and I came up with my missions in life. I am now retiring from the game business, that's the end of this year, so that I can spend more energy on my missions in life.
 
JS: So you're retiring the end of 2013?
 
HR: Yes, it'll be 30 years since the release of Black Onyx.
 
JS: It will indeed - exactly 30 years! Consider this interview a commemorative send off.
 
HR: My daughter is taking over the business.
 
JS: I was watching some interviews regarding your energy business in Hawaii. 
 
HR: Yes. Everybody who has made something in the computer game business, has a kind of responsibility to the future, to do something with that. In my case it's not just that I made some money, but I've gained a lot of abilities that I didn't have when I started my first business. I had the ability to, for example, have serious business conversations with people. I had the ability to run companies. There's a bunch of abilities outside of being able to develop a game, that I've acquired over the years. Now I'm using those abilities to do other things. 
1) End the use of carbon based fuel, which is mission number one.
2) End war, which is number two.
3) Make a back-up of life on Earth, which is to say, go to the Moon and start a human or a "life as we know it" presence on the Moon and Mars, and beyond. 
4) And then the last one is to figure out how the universe ends, and do something about it. Which actually goes back to Black Onyx, because the onyx was an attempt by an ancient alien race to stop the end of the universe happening, by capturing sort of 40% of the mass of the universe, in a shield, and that is
The Black Onyx.
 
JS: Isn't that a bit like ouroboros, you get to the end and then come back to the conceptual start of your ideas?
 
HR: Yeah! Except that I'm doing it more seriously now. You know what I'm saying? <laughs> And you know the universe has changed since I started Black Onyx, significantly. There's no longer the issue of there being too much mass in the universe.
 
JS: Speaking of change, how do you feel the Japanese videogame industry has changed in the last 30 years? Because you were right there when the fuse was lit.
 
HR: Yeah. Of course it's grown up, and we ended up with a bunch of public companies, and it became sort of a "cold fish" type of business. You know what I mean? Public companies where it became... Like when we get together, which we do every couple of years, we talk about old times, and so on and so forth. Everybody's moved on, in different ways, so it's nostalgic. It's like remembering college days. It kinda did feel like a fraternity, with all of our cavorting in the early days. And now it's just another business, with public companies, and shareholders, and it's a whole different thing. A whole different mentality. 
 
JS: It was a cottage industry at the time, with games being made at home.
 
HR: When I made Black Onyx, most of it was done in a six-tatami room, in which I built a desk, with a colour monitor, a black and white monitor, and the PC-8801. It wasn't until I got my $50'000 that we actually rented a little office, and then we ran out of space in the little office, and we rented an apartment in the same building. So we ended up with like two apartments and an office, and then we ended up moving to one place where we could have one big office, and so on and so forth.
 
JS: Do you have any photos from those early days?
 
HR: I'm sure I do. I would have to dig or somebody would have to dig for them, but yes. Anything you need, if you could just send those requests to Danny, and then they actually stand a chance of getting done. <laughs>
 
JS: I watched your online video on how to get the world off fossil fuels. It's very clever, but being a pessimist I thought: Someone from the fossil industry is going to assassinate Henk Rogers! Do you feel there's a risk to your safety from those who profit through fossil fuels?
 
HR:
<laughs> Nah, I'm too insignificant. For the time being I'm too insignificant and I think that the oil industry is too scattered for them to have a concerted effort like that. You know? There's too many different players.
 
JS: I watched a documentary on the Seven Sisters Oil Cartel and the lengths they went to maintaining their monopoly.161 I'm sure they'd assassinate people for profit.
 
HR: So basically the core concept is that it shouldn't be one company, or one place, it should be thousands of little companies in thousands of places, where the change happens. It's like trying to stop PV from happening on rooftops.162 There are 200 companies that put PV on rooftops, so if you shoot one the rest of the industry will just continue on. So yeah, are they going to shoot Elon Musk163 because he creates an electric car that's revolutionising the industry? Maybe? He's a lightning rod right now. But I'm not worried.
 
JS: I read your recollections of Mr Yamauchi for Wired. Did you want to add anything? Are you happy for me to quote the piece you wrote?
 
HR: Yeah, just use that. It's fine. He sort of felt like a father figure to me, and I respected him. I'm probably one of the few people in the industry that kind of felt like he was my friend. I don't think he had many friends. In the end I think he was a lonely man. 
But he's a tough friend to have, because the way he ran his life is the same way that he played igo - which means that he would not give you a single point, you would have to take it. But in taking it he would respect you for having done what you just did. So I never asked him, it would always be an exchange, or a demand, or something. You know what I'm saying? He didn't do anybody any favours. <strong laugh>
 
JS: He was a tough old guy. The programmer on Dragon Quest III described how they were in a fancy sake house, and he was terrified. He was the junior member at this meeting with Mr Yamauchi - a big authoritative figure.
 
HR: Oh yes. I mean, Yamauchi did things - unthinkable things - like when there was a show, I think with the N64,164 and we had all been working day and night to get product ready for the show. The night before the show he basically pulled everybody's product, saying, "We're only showing Mario 64." <laughs>  
Can you imagine that? Pissing off the entire industry? That's the kind of power he had.
Anyway, I kinda have to wrap it up.
 
JS: Sure! Anything else you want to say?
 
HR: I love the computer game industry, and it's kind of gone into a strange place, with games for mobile phones. In that people are expecting to get to play games for free, and I'll go into a Starbucks and buy a cup of coffee for - I dunno - $3 or $4? A veggie-decafe-non-fat-latte whatever it is. And people won't even pay anything near that for a computer game, that a team of people spent months or years developing. 
So I feel saddened by that. Because what it means is, the quality of the games has gotta go down or, it's gotta mean that a bunch of people work their asses off and they're not getting any money out of it. So that just means that eventually the quality of the game has gotta go down because nobody can afford to make a game anymore. It's all going to be done by amateurs, and they're going to need jobs somewhere else where they make money, and then they make computer games in their spare time. 
That's kind of a strange direction that we're going in. I almost want to put a thing at the end of the game, saying: "We made this game, and it took us this many hours, and these are the guys. Please buy us a cup of coffee." And then have the picture of the guy or the girl, whoever worked on it, and then say what their coffee is and this one's $3.49, or whatever it is. A cup of coffee.
 
JS: I like that, humanising the staff. So many still mix up developers and publishers, and the actual developer isn't mentioned anywhere.
 
HR: Yeah. The developers should be rockstars. You remember the ad that Electronic Arts did in the beginning, the black and white ad?
 
JS: We see farther - yes.
 
HR: Yeah, it was Dan Bunten, and who was behind Pinball Construction Kit, what was his name? All those people. We did a similar ad in Japan. We got all of our programmers together, all of our developers, and we did a black and white advert for Japan.
 
JS: I'll look for that! My apologies for taking up so much of your time. Thank you!
 
HR: Alright, it was my pleasure. I really enjoyed talking about the old times.
 
JS: I will send you a copy of the book with your interview.
 
HR: You need to sign it!
 
JS: If you post me your signature on a piece of paper. I've got a signature book, and if you post it I will tape it inside.
 
HR: Ooh, OK, OK.
 
JS: It was an honour for me to speak with such an influential veteran of the industry.
 
HR: Well, thank you very much.
 
KOEI : Kings of Kopying
 

 
Dungeon
 
According to Henk Rogers, Koei attempted to copy The Black Onyx after seeing it during initial talks to publish it - resulting in Dungeon. As screens show, both games feature first-person corridors, just like Wizardry before them. A little digging though reveals that Koei unashamedly ripped off a helluva lot more! The title screen is a tracing from two Greenslade albums by Roger Dean, while the large  monsters are tracings straight from the Advanced Dungeons & Dragons Monster Manual.
Dungeon itself is an Eldritch Abomination of bad design ideas, insane labyrinths, and bugs. 
It is to Henk's credit that all the monsters in The Black Onyx, though based on miniatures, were drawn by him. Ironically, after Roger Dean was ripped off by Koei, Bullet-Proof Software would officially hire him to create its company logo (see opening page), in addition to licensing Dean's painting, Freyja's Castle, for the cover of The Black Onyx on Famicom.
 
 
 
~In memory of~
 
SCARFF, Allan
 
1946 ~ 9 December 2011 (65)
 
Described by Henk Rogers as a genius programmer, Allan Scarff is creator of what might be the only videogame Nintendo president Hiroshi Yamauchi ever played, Igo: Kyuu Roban Taikyoku. This same title was instrumental in breaking open the barriers for third-party licensing on Nintendo's Famicom, and it laid the business foundations for Bullet-Proof Software's later negotiated Tetris deal on Game Boy
 
Allan Scarff first came across Go in 1969, when working as a programmer with NCR in Dundee, from a student friend, Phil Bristow. Go immediately captured his interest and he was soon teaching it to anybody and everybody, including his family, of whom son Christian still plays regularly.
In 1970, with a wife and three children to support, he got a job with ICL in Reading, and joined the existing Go club which he helped run for some years whilst reaching dan level. He left ICL in 1983 to work for himself, but stayed in Reading. Allan had what he called a cellular automaton idea to produce a Go program which could run on small computers. Microgo1 came on the market in 1984 and Microgo2 followed; it won places in various competitions between 1985 and 1989. BPS' Igo: Kyuu Roban Taikyoku for the Nintendo Famicom sold 140'000 copies in Japan.
In 1990, Allan and his wife Liz moved to Newcastle upon Tyne, where he continued to play Go, and continued to research Go theory, publishing his Global Connectivity Strategy in 2000, and to investigate artificial intelligence and how a Go-learning program might operate, working on the specification for an Acolyte Neural Net System.
 
British Go Association
 
My husband, Allan Scarff, was inventive in his line of work, computing, and a pioneer in the field of artificial intelligence. When asked what artificial intelligence could be applied to, he would reply, "Everything". He was interviewed for a local newspaper (Newcastle's The Journal) in July 1992. The title of the article was "Game with a Mind of its Own". 
It states: "One of the world's most popular board games [Go], has provided the inspiration for an inquiry into how the human mind works."
Allan explained, "What I'm trying to do is to work out how humans play Go. It is a very simple game to play, but we don't know exactly how we do the things we take for granted."
The article went on to say that Allan was hoping to develop a form of artificial intelligence.
Allan often dreamt about the research he was doing on artificial intelligence. One particularly memorable dream he recalled was when a man stood in front of him, holding out a closed hand. The man then opened his hand and revealed a precious object of dazzling beauty which illuminated the whole scene and made Allan gasp.
In his last years, Allan spoke of trying to overcome an obstacle which blocked his progress in artificial intelligence. He described it as like a mountain which he was trying to climb or skirt round. In the end, his illness terminated his efforts. Like Moses, he could see the Promised Land, but wasn't allowed to enter into it.
Elizabeth SCARFF
 
 



 
 
ISHIKAWA, Hiroshi
 

DOB: 1967 / Birthplace: Aichi prefecture / Blood Type: *secret*
Interview with Professor Hiroshi ISHIKAWA
31 October 2013, Tokyo, Waseda University / Duration: 1h 8m
 
This interview was both a chance occurrence and also the reason for this book. In September 2010 my first interview with Professor Ishikawa was published on HG101, and then later reprinted in Volume 2. This stands as one of my all-time favourite interviews of my career. It required proper investigative journalism, first when a team of enthusiasts unearthed Kagirinaki Tatakai while searching for the origins of Bangai-O, and then when looking up other titles by the same programmer. There was only one other, Brain Breaker, and both were for the Sharp X1 computer. A little teamwork at the Tokugawa Forums, to translate the author profile on the back of the boxes, and we were on our way to stalking finding the mysterious "H. ISHIKAWA". This original interview proved fascinating, detailing the competitions held by Enix, the zeitgeist of the Japanese computer scene in the 1980s, the nature of the hardware, and of course the games themselves. The whole experience proved so fulfilling, it became part of the tapestry of inspirations which all motivated me to write this trilogy of books. If you've not read the two features on Professor Ishikawa's games, and accompanying interview, please look them up online, on Hardcore Gaming 101.
After lunch my photographer Nico met me for picture taking, and we embarked on a madcap adventure across Tokyo, meeting Professor Hiroshi Ishikawa at Waseda University. The plan was only for Nico to take high quality photographs, which would then illustrate the previous interview I'd conducted. But we were making good progress that day and I couldn't help asking a few more questions! None of these were written down - it was all spontaneous!
 
 
JS: Do you feel nostalgic about your old games?
 
HI: Yes. About 10 years ago I was still in New York and a graduate student, or post-doctorate. And I discovered accidentally, on the internet, my game. There was an emulator of the Sharp X1 available. With that was also the games themselves, which could be downloaded. So I downloaded my games, because the hardware I used to have was thrown away by my parents, while I was in Kyoto. So I couldn't play them - I had the game media itself, but no hardware. So it was maybe 2002 or 2003, that would have been like 20 years after making them, and I could actually play them again. <laughs> After 20 years! So I felt very nostalgic, and I was also surprised - it was a Japanese guy running the website - but I was surprised that anyone was interested in these old games. 
Then I was even more surprised that there are people like you, outside of Japan, that even know about these. Because it was never published outside of Japan. So yes, I always felt nostalgic - I always kept these games. I didn't think to bring them today, <laughs> so they're sitting in my living room. After I arrived at work today, I thought: Oh, I should have brought them! Enix gave them to me. I didn't have to buy them... I don't think so.
 
JS: Unfortunately they're only available through emulation now. Do you feel emulation is a good thing?
 
HI: Oh yeah! I mean, of course. It's better than them being gone forever. It's amazing that you can download them!
 
JS: What games did you enjoy on the Sharp X1?
 
HI: I can't remember the name, but it was a 3D Xevious style of game, using wireframes. I don't remember which company did it. I liked that - it was Xevious in 3D, so you'd fly along, and things would come up and you'd shoot or bomb what's on the ground. It was wireframe.165
 
JS: Did you play the Hudson adaptation of Super Mario Bros. for the Sharp X1?
 
HI: I guess it might have been after I went to college in 1986.166 I didn't really play many games then. The only thing from Nintendo I remember, was Mario Bros., not the Super version. There were two Marios on the screen. Actually, that's why it was called Mario Bros., because there are two brothers doing stuff in an environment reminiscent of Donkey Kong. That one screen. 
 
JS: Right, there was Punch Ball Mario Bros. where they had a ball as a weapon and then Super Mario Bros. Special.
 
HI: Right, something like that. I think the Famicom version I played a little bit at some friend's house, or friend's dormitory. One of them had a Famicom. Also my brother, I think he bought one, or someone lent it to him for some time and he played it at home. I think when I was visiting while away from college.
 
JS: <passes Retro Gamer> Have a look at this magazine from England which only covers old games.
 
HI: Wow. This looks familiar. <noting Q*Bert cover> I never saw this arcade game in Japan. But sometime, around 1997, when I was newly in New York, I found out about... Perhaps you know it? <spells it> Em-Ay-Em-Ee?
 
JS: Oh, MAME!167
 
HI: Yes, MAME. I played a lot of games on it, and that was like almost 20 years ago? So yeah, I played Pac-Man, and those kinds of arcade games. And I didn't know about Q*Bert, but I discovered it at that time. 
 
JS: There's many in the West who are interested in Japan exclusive games. Some are fan-translated. <explains>

 
HI:
<laughs> Wow, such devotion. So this magazine comes out monthly? Incredible. It's really surprising that a monthly magazine is published! 
 
JS: I also brought a gift, a speciality sweet from Europe. So why were you in New York?
 
HI: Oh, candy. Thank you. Well, I was a graduate student, beginning of 1996, at New York University, and I got my PhD in 2000. So after that I formed a start-up company, with my professor, and worked there for four more years. Then I came back to Japan in 2004. 
 
JS: Did you ever feel like making games again? You made hobbyist games before the two commercialised titles.
 
HI: I think in about 1992 or 1993, something like that, when I was in Kyoto as a graduate student, I thought I might want to make some games that are abstract - as a maths student. I was thinking something like Tetris, which is not based on any reality, but some abstract puzzle type of game. I was thinking about something that had to do with the mathematics I was studying then, which might be visually interesting. Like 3D. At the time there was not many examples of 3D graphics to speak of, on personal computers. I didn't even really start it, but I thought about it. However, I didn't think of any feasible or interesting game plan. So it was just a thought.
 
JS: Do people ask about your games?
 
HI: Ahh, yeah! There was this guy, I think from Italy, who is a post-doc I think at the National Institute of Informatics in Tokyo. There was also a German student in my lab, and they talked together, and the Italian guy told the German guy, "I know your professor from these games." <laughs> It was probably a result of your website. Other than that, I have met no Japanese person who is aware of my past as a game developer.
 
JS: They will be after this book - I've got buyers in Japan!
 
HI: I'm sure there are people who know, but I personally don't know any of them. I think one of my followers on Twitter does know, because I checked his website, or blog, where he talks about games. So that's about it. My Twitter account is @picocog - mostly it's in Japanese.
 
JS: What is your course about? On the webpage you state: "Think very carefully before joining the course, because it's purely software - there's no hardware."
 
HI: You mean for the lab. That's if you want to be a research student here. I don't really have the resources to do hardware. So for example robots. Basically, due to the limited space here. <laughs> We don't have space to put a lot of machines, and I don't have expertise in hardware. Some students don't discriminate, so they don't realise that and they join, and say they want to create a robot for use in a surgery room in hospitals - or something like that. It's way beyond my capabilities, and something like that has happened. So that's why I explicitly state it.
 
JS: So your course involves pattern recognition, AI...
 
HI: Generally I'm in the "computer vision" community. Which is about extracting information from images and video, those kinds of things. It has a close relationship with pattern recognition. Our objective in this area is to make machines that are capable of seeing things as we do. For instance robots which can function in a general environment. Right now robots are really only useful in very controlled environments, like factories. You don't have household robots that can tidy up, or wash dishes.
 
JS: Because they can't visually recognise specific items?
 
HI: Right. It's really hard to recognise things without any specific knowledge of that object and the environment. 
 
JS: So you work on software that uses a light-based camera and can recognise this a wooden table, <taps> and there are human figures seated here.
 
HI: Yes. Even just seeing these objects... <points to miniature bucket of candy on table with transparent plastic wrapper> In a static image it's just one image, right? So even delineating this part of the image, so this one part is not the same as this background - this is called segmentation - is very difficult. So the machine just can't figure out which part is which. Even if the robot wants to pick this up, in general settings it's very hard to see that only this part is the object you can pick up. So my field is involved in that kind of thing; there are lots of researchers worldwide, and I'm only doing a very tiny part of it.


JS: This transparent plastic makes it more difficult?168
 
HI: Oh yeah! Sure. And this is a relatively simple background, <gestures behind> but if you have something like here, <gestures to bookshelf> then it is very difficult to see one is different from the other.
 
JS: So what you're saying is... If in the future, machines rise up and take over, like in Terminator, it would be in part because of the research you've been working on?
 
HI:
<laughs> Yes! That's true. That movie, actually, gave people the idea that maybe... <trails off> You know, my colleagues, they sometimes wonder if someone from the future won't come back in time to kill one of us. <laughs> But I tell them, you're not that good, so don't worry. You won't be seen as the cause of the machine uprising! <everyone laughs> So I'm not worried about that either, myself.
 
JS: To what extent do you deal with computer AI?
 
HI: Well, I guess that vision is part of the AI, so the AI is very general. In the 1960s I think, American researchers started in this area, and at first they thought vision was a really easy sub-part of the whole AI area. But it turned out it's very difficult to do, so it became an area by itself.
 
JS: Do you feel computers could become self-aware?
 
HI: Well... <laughs> Yeah, I have no idea if it can actually be aware, but I don't see any reason why it would be fundamentally impossible. I have no idea if it can be done in 100 years, or 1'000 years, but I don't see any fundamental problem. 
JS: So on reflection you made the best choice, moving away from games. The industry can get rocky. 
 
HI: Oh yeah! It's amazing these days, and I couldn't really do it. One thing which is nice about being a professor, is that you're independent, or autonomous. So I'm sort of not really taking orders from others - I wouldn't be able to function in a big company, where you need to be in a large team working on games. I don't know, I've never tried. The start-up company was like a two-man operation. It wasn't a big company. I don't really want to deal with anything that complicated - like all this 3D stuff, and game design. It's a huge amount of information people put in one game now. It's so different compared to back in 1983. You can't really make it by yourself these days. Right?
 
JS: Indie or doujin, maybe, but that has its own problems. What media did your two games come on? Kagirinaki Tatakai was cassette tape, was Brain Breaker also tape?
 
HI: Yeah, originally. And there was also a floppy disk version of Brain Breaker too. That was 5 inch. The copies I have are only on cassette though.
 
JS: Did you need to program in any changes for the floppy version, or did Enix take care of that?
 
HI: Yeah, Enix did. I think they actually asked someone to help convert it. I mean, converting to floppy disk was no problem, but they wanted to protect it against piracy, so they hired someone who had the expertise in that, and actually I had to pay part of it! I had to pay this guy. I don't think it was all of what Enix paid him, but since I didn't do the copy protection, and since I was supposed to be responsible for the whole game, the part which I didn't do I had to pay for out of the royalties.
 
JS: Regarding the Enix competitions, how did they work? Was it through post? Did you visit their offices?
 
HI: It was purely by post. I mean, the contest I participated in, that was advertised; I simply made a game and sent it to them. 
 
JS: And they'd send you a contract to fill in?
 
HI: I don't think so. I just wrote something... There might have been a form, but I don't remember. I sent the game itself, on cassette tape. Then maybe a month later they contacted me, and then they came and we had a contract. We met in person; someone came to me, in my house. From Tokyo. I was in Nagoya at the time.169

 
JS: I'm going to Nagoya for T&E Soft - know them?
 
HI: Oh yeah! <surprise> Are they still around? T&E Soft was based in Nagoya? I remember the name. They made Hydlide. I played that. I think it was on the Sharp X1. It was like Dragon Quest, but a little bit earlier. But there was no battle screen like Dragon Quest - where if you see someone it expands into a new screen. 
 
JS: Right, you just bump into enemies. Can you remember what kind of royalties Enix gave you?
 
HI: It was 10% of the retail price.170
 
JS: Were you enticed by the success of Dragon Quest programmer Koichi Nakamura? Many programmers saw Enix's adverts, showing his royalties, and were drawn in.171
 
HI: I think when I participated, when I entered and won the prize, I did not know about this. I mean, his making a lot of money from royalties. All I knew was this prize money. So I entered for the prize money, but I had no idea there was anything after that. But I knew about him, because he wrote a lot of games for magazines, and actually, I think I learned from what he wrote in those magazines. Not just about the games, but he wrote about how parts of the games were programmed and worked. I'm referring to his type-in listings. But I didn't have the correct hardware - because he wrote for NEC machines. I didn't use them, but I could still read the article explaining game functionality. So I learned something of game making from him.
 
JS: When you were programming your Sharp X1, did you save the data to cassette tape?
 
HI: Oh yeah. At first anyway. When I was developing my second game, Brain Breaker, Enix helped me by providing a floppy disk drive. Actually, the floppy disk drive itself was more expensive than the machine! It was about this big. <gestures> It was sleek for the time, and about the same size as the computer. So the computer was this thick, <gestures> and like a video deck - about the same size as a VHS video deck. Then the floppy disk drive was thinner. <gestures> And you could put it on top of the computer.
 
JS: Saving your work to tape must have been slow!
 
HI: Yes! Although the X1 was supposed to be much faster than other machines. You know what baud is? It was supposed to be up to 2'700 baud. And other machines, the fastest ones, were like 1'200 baud. So it was quite fast.172 It had a built-in cassette drive, so pretty reliable. Before that I had this Commodore VIC-1001, which I think is the same as the VIC-20 in the US.173 I had a separate audio cassette drive, and it wasn't as reliable. I remember when I first bought the VIC-20, it had some thermal problem, and after 10 or 20 minutes it just overheated and stopped working. So then they actually recalled all of them, and when it came back it had what looked like a huge radiator inside it! <laughs>
 
JS: A heatsink. Did they pay for the cost of postage?
 
HI: I don't remember - this was when I was like 13, so 30-something years ago. <laughs> I think I brought it to the shop where I bought it, and they took care of it.
 
JS: How did you come up with the title, Brain Breaker?
 
HI: For Brain Breaker I don't remember. I thought about something that rhymed, or alliteration. So B-B for Brain Breaker. And also it related to what the game was about. You know, because you wanted to break the brain or AI controlling the planet. So that's how, I guess. There's nothing that I knew about which was similar. Unlike Kagirinaki Tatakai, which was suggested by Enix actually.
 
JS: "Kagirinaki Tatakai" was a Led Zeppelin song,174 and when researching Brain Breaker I found a song with that name by Japanese band Dementia. It seemed like you were naming games after rock songs. Just coincidence?
 
HI: Right, yes. At the time I did not know about Led Zeppelin. There was also some yakuza movie, called Kagirinaki Tatakai, I think...? I saw it somewhere, on a poster maybe, and was surprised. I'm not sure, but I seem to remember... 
 
JS: Ironic that you made a game about an AI which takes over the planet, and now you're working with AI, potentially facilitating such a future.
 
HI: Well! <laughs> At first it wasn't about a computer AI. At the time... Actually, now, after September 11th, I can't really say something like this... But at the time global terrorism wasn't that severe. I'd never even heard of actual terrorists. So I think the game originally was about terrorists, that were just breaking things. <laughs> I was an adolescent, so I wanted to shake society up. So I thought about making a game where you destroy the city. So the character was a terrorist. But then I guess I thought it was too graphic. I decided that killing people was out - so instead, just destroying machines would be better. I didn't really want to kill any people in the game.
 
JS: It's all robots. You come across a friendly UFO, and if you protect it, you get super powers to melt walls.
 
HI: Exactly! That was really hard to work out, right? I mean, the game was unreasonably difficult! <laughs>
 
JS: I watched a walkthrough video on NicoNico Douga.175
 
HI: Oh really! I am astonished that someone actually found it by themselves! Someone must have, right? At least one person. <laughs> Because I never told anyone. Except for Enix... Maybe they leaked the information, I don't know.
 
JS: There's one really amazing bit, which blew my mind: You get a gun, the best gun in the game, but the only way to progress is to throw the gun on the floor and...
 
HI: Oh yes, I remember!
 
JS: ...shoot the gun! It explodes, blowing a hole in the floor!
 
HI: Yes, yes! <laughs> I remember - I was really devious when I put that in! <everyone laughs> A devious kid.
 
JS: For a game on tape to have this level of complexity is impressive! You started it in 1984?
 
HI: Yes, something like that. I guess my target was Xevious. You know Xevious? It had a lot of information in it, and that was my favourite game, so I wanted to do something like that. With a lot of map area, a big world to explore. Things which are hidden. That all came from Xevious, I think.
 
JS: Xevious is just a 2D shooter, whereas Brain Breaker is a side-scrolling platform adventure!
 
HI: Right, yes, that was following on directly from Kagirinaki Tatakai. The same side-on perspective. But the elevators in Brain Breaker, there was a game called Elevator Action, the elevators were taken from that. So I took ideas from various games at the time.
It gives you a whole city to explore. So to keep all of that map in a machine with only 64 kilobytes of memory required a bit of trickery. And I think that part I learned from Koichi Nakamura, who wrote a copy of a game called Scramble.176 You fly to the right and drop bombs. So he wrote a copy of that for NEC's PC-8001, and he wrote an article about it. In it he described how he stored all the terrain in the computer's limited memory - so I learned something from him.
 
JS: And almost missed your university entrance exams?
 
HI:
<laughs> Yes, because the exam was in January and March; there are two stages. I was writing Brain Breaker until December. So I sort of worried I was cutting it close. <laughs> It would have been stupid if I'd missed it.
 
JS: Where's the unreleased PC-88 version of Kagirinaki?
 
HI: It's gone. I don't know where it is. Enix didn't really stop it - in fact I completed it. But it was not fast enough. It was a bit sluggish, so they decided it was not commercially good enough. 
The X1 has something called a Programmable Character Generator, and the PC-88 did not. So that made a big difference. The background, which had to scroll, was written as characters.177 So the amount of data to move on the video RAM was not that much, because there's only 80x25 text characters on the screen. Compared to the number of pixels it's much less. 
So to do the same thing on the PC-88, I used all the graphics characters originally available on the system's ROM. But it didn't look the same as Kagirinaki Tatakai. It was reasonably close, I thought, but Enix did not like it enough. It's lost forever now. I mean, I think my parents threw it away. <laughs> And anything like cassette tapes, and all the old papers I wrote, memos, I don't think they're left anywhere.
 
JS: You also did programming for Kaiketsu Yanchamaru?178
 
HI: Oh yeah, right, that was a few years later, like in 1986 or 1987? I worked for a company, I think it was Irem... Was it? I don't recall the maker of that game. They wanted to port it from the arcades to the MSX.179
The project was already going on when I joined. I don't know if it was ever finished, because they had this small office in Kyoto - though they were based in Osaka. At one time they just suddenly pulled away from Kyoto, so we all stopped working there. I don't know what happened after that.180
That was only maybe one year, maybe less? Maybe six months. Afterwards I focused on my university course.
 
JS: Let's jump ahead to the start-up company.
 
HI: This was for the apparel industry, an application for image processing. The designers of apparel companies make clothes using paper patterns in the shape of the fabric. This was more than 10 years ago - originally they put the paper on a big board and traced the outline. What we did was to make it scan-able - just scan the pattern and digitise it. What you get by scanning is only the image, so you have vectorise it, and that is the part which we did. The company is still there, and it's not making much money, <laughs> but my advisor at the university is still working for it. It's been what, like 12 years?
 
JS: There's been a surge in smartphone games by small teams. Have you thought about going back and making Kagirinaki Tatakai 2 or another Brain Breaker?
 
HI:
<laughs> No, I never thought of that. How to put it? Well, no, I don't think so. <laughs> I don't know if the university would allow such things! I guess they do, but maybe I'm a bit too old to coordinate it myself.
 
JS: Any photos from Irem or when Enix visited you?
 
HI: Nah, I don't think so. The only thing I remember is that there were parties, after this Enix contest, when the winners were announced. First in 1983, and again in 1985. The winners were invited to Tokyo for a reception. I think one or two polaroids were taken and they gave it to me. But I don't think I still have them. <laughs>
 
JS: That'd be amazing - polaroids from an Enix party!181
 
HI: Right! I mean, this was like the second contest, so there was the first which produced people like Nakamura, and this guy Morita, of Morita Shogi, who passed away recently.182
So all the winners from the first contest were there, and also the creator of Dragon Quest, Yuji Horii, he was there too. So I remember seeing them. They were all something of celebrities, even in those early days, so I knew all of them from magazines. I don't think I talked to them, but I saw them. It was your ordinary buffet, standing-type of party at a hotel in Yotsuya. 
 
JS: And only the winners from the second competition, or some of the other participants too?
 
HI: This was only the winners. The participants, the number of entrants, must have been more. I don't even know how many. But the winners were something like 10, or 11, or 12. Something like that. So the new lot met veterans of the first contest. The contest went on to a third instalment, but I don't think there was a fourth.
 
JS: You didn't speak with the celebrities?
 
HI: I don't remember doing so. I was only 16 and they were adults, so... I don't know. I don't remember if I did.
 
JS: You were in awe of Yuji Horii?
 
HI: He was a writer, and writers tend to be drinking and smoking. <laughs> So actually, I thought Yuji Horii looked older than his years.


JS: So how old were the other winners of the second competition - were you the youngest?
 
HI: No, there was actually one person who was younger. I think he was 15. I can't remember his name, but some guy from Enix told me that he was a mathematics genius. At 15 he was going to the university of Tokyo, not as a student, but he visited. I guess he lived in Tokyo and was doing mathematics.
 
JS: Can you remember the game he made?
 
HI: No, it was not for my machine. So I never played it.
 

 
Kagirinaki Tatakai
 
JS: You must have owned a PC-88 when doing the conversion of Kagirinaki Tatakai?
 
HI: Right, Enix provided me with a machine. Actually, they leased one. Meaning I had to pay for it and give it back afterwards, because it was a lease from a leasing company. And I had to pay for this lease! So actually it cost me, and ultimately made me nothing because they never commercialised it. I don't remember how much, but I guess Enix could have at least paid for that expense. <laughs> But maybe I'm remembering this incorrectly...?
 
JS: Do you know who painted the box art for your games?
 
HI: No, I have no idea. For Brain Breaker, I liked it! But for Kagirinaki Tatakai, I thought that it was a little bit second rate. <laughs> I mean, as you can see, it's sort of... <laughs> You know the second one, Brain Breaker, was a little bit more realistic. Dynamic, with a figure leaping from a building, and it used an airbrush to give a feeling of 3D, with depth to it. Whereas Kagirinaki was more like a flat sort of painting.
 
JS: When you first load Kagirinaki up, the starting enemies are these pink gunners in the walls.
 
HI: That was supposed to be E.T. as in the movie.183 It has big eyes. I didn't really know how he would look from the side, but I imagined it to be like that.
 
JS: People think E.T. is cute, but he shoots you! <laughs>
 
HI: Right, because I didn't really like the movie. Actually, I didn't see it, but I didn't like anything that was very popular. E.T. was hugely popular, so I refused to go watch it, and I wanted to kill the alien. <everyone laughs for a while> I was quite a bloody teenager. <laughs>
 
JS: Awesome. I didn't like E.T. either! 
 
HI:
<laughs> To this day I have never seen E.T.! You can see enough of it on TV and adverts. Little parts or scenes from it. All touchy feely kinds of things, and I didn't like it. I liked movies where they fight the aliens.
 
JS: John Carpenter's The Thing is my alien film of choice.184 It's excellent. <describes plot> Released the same year as E.T. so it didn't get the recognition it deserved.
 
HI: Oh really? <laughs> On the other hand, I loved Star Wars. When the first came out I was like 10, so young enough to accept anything. A few years later, maybe I wouldn't have liked it because it was popular. <laughs> I've watched all the Star Wars movies, even the prequels.
 
JS: Kagirinaki's music sounds like the Peter Gunn theme.
 
HI: Actually, at first, when I entered the contest I used something else, from a British TV show. It was called UFO,185 you know it? In Japan they showed it. <pauses to reflect> So there's this music from UFO, and I used it, but when it was time for Enix to publish it, they didn't want to use any copyrighted music. So they told me to come up with something else. So I actually composed it by myself.
JS: Because it sounds incredibly similar to the Peter Gunn theme, which was used in SpyHunter.186

 
HI: No, I don't know SpyHunter. I think Elevator Action had some background music, which had a similar feeling.187
Maybe, I don't know! <laughs>
 
JS: Any interesting stories from developing the games?
 
HI: I don't remember if I told you about this, but the first time I entered the contest, and I bought the X1, I couldn't really buy it using my savings. So I asked my parents to buy it, and they refused but offered to lend me some money. <laughs> They actually made me write up a plan for the next three years to pay back the money they lent me. According to that plan there was an allowance that my parents gave me every month, and according to that plan I would have none of that allowance until I graduated high school. In addition, I was supposed to teach my brother some mathematics, and earn something like $20 a month. Today I'm trying to raise my kids the same way, so that they become independently minded.
Anyway, then two months later I won the contest and it was all irrelevant. I entered and won the prize money, then tried to give it back to my parents, but they didn't believe me! <laughs>
 
JS: <notices art>
Monty Python! Fan of British comedy?
 
HI: Well, not exactly a fan, but when I was at university I liked Monty Python. I think I saw all the movies, and the TV series too. A long time ago. I found this poster somewhere in Nagoya and I bought it. Actually, my wife bought it for me!
 
JS: Did you tell your wife someone was interviewing you?
 
HI: Actually yes, I did. This morning!
 
JS: Have you shown your kids your games?
 
HI: No, actually. No, I have not shown them to anyone. Not my wife, not my kids. Well, they are still too small. They have no idea what a videogame is. <laughs>
 
JS: You should show your wife. Where do you keep them?
 
HI: Maybe, yes. I keep them on a bookshelf. I showed them at first to people, but they didn't show much interest. I don't think. Very close friends of mine know about it, from college, but very few people.
 
JS: Context is important. In 1983 Kagirinaki Tatakai had three weapons, while most games of the time had one or two. And the bombs could destroy scenery!
 
HI: Well, it's the same as Xevious too. Xevious had shooting and bombs, right? And also it's like the novel, Starship Troopers. They're supposed to have bombs, and guns, and BIG guns - the missiles.
 
JS: In Space Invaders you could break the bases, but with this, you use bombs to dig holes and progress - in 1983!
 
HI: Well... <laughs> I guess it came from the novel, and also from my destructive nature in my teenage years. You know, teenagers are like that.
There's also another influence, maybe I mentioned this? There were anime shows on TV. One was called Combat Mecha Xabungle, which was made by the same director, Yoshioki Tomino, who made the Gundam series. This was a few years after Gundam, and this Xabungle has a similar robot, which can use this hovering capability.188 It can fly on a parabolic orbit. That was something I wanted to emulate, and I also saw the classic arcade game Moon Lander,189 which also had these ballistic characters. So the game was born from all of these things. You know, flying, and shooting, and throwing bombs, were all things I wanted to try, and I made the game so that I could do all that. Both games have that, right? Ballistic flying and throwing things, and shooting things up, and destroying everything. 
 
JS: Did you want to add anything else?
 
HI: Yes, as I originally said, at first I was really surprised that there is such a thing as the retro game community, which is aware of all these things from 30 years ago. <laughs> It's really astonishing; I had no idea. So I wasn't really aware of the games scene outside of Japan, until I stumbled across MAME.
 
 



Seven Hours at Eighting
 
This is it: the big one. Taking place on Thursday 3 October, 2013, this was the longest day of my Japanese odyssey, and constitutes the longest of all my interviews: 
7 hours, 10 minutes, and 35 seconds.

I interviewed five people, sometimes solo but often as a group, discussing five very significant companies and innumerable games. Everything from the early days of computers, through consoles and arcades, early RPGs, the creation of the RTS genre, secret messages, unreleased games, licensed obscurities, the little-known PC-FX, and so much more - quite genuinely a microcosm of everything Japan represents.
It was an early start to reach the Eighting offices at the Omori Prime Building in Shinagawa, Tokyo. Myself, my photographer Nico, the Japanese Game Preservation Society's Joseph Redon, an interpreter, and a box of gaming antiquities to jog our interviewees' memories. In turn they would bring dossiers and folders of design documents from some of their more prominent works. This day's material alone could generate an entire standalone book, and I regret that the following pages contain only a small portion of the design documents I photographed.
First I spoke with Eighting head Yuichi Toyama, who was then joined by his employees Mitsuakira Tatsuta and Kenichi Yokoh, they then switched with Toyama's former Compile colleagues Takayuki Hirono and Satoshi Fujishima, followed by more swapping as photographs were taken.
The interview with Yuichi Toyama was actually one of the main catalysts for bringing about these books - and I've gone through my email archive to be sure. Sometime towards the end of 2012 journalist Sorrel Tilley suggested we collaborate on an article for Retro Gamer. The two of us for some months had been providing, almost exclusively, all of Retro Gamer's Japanese related content (he wrote the Making of Super Mario RPG for example). I had been going through an MSX2 binge and was intrigued by a strangely named outer space-themed survival horror, D-Dash by Tecno Soft. Released exclusively across several Japanese computers it represented a fascinating precedent for the horror genre and even featured a simultaneous 2-player mode! With Dead Space 3 due out in February 2013, and also featuring a co-operative mode, we decided to track down staff, interview them, and write a feature which could ride the growing wave of publicity for "space station terror". After all, D-Dash had done Dead Space 3 a quarter of a century earlier! As we were pitching it: "What is the true origin of survival horror?"
Our pitch: "Given the upcoming release of Dead Space 3 (and its touted co-op mode), it's apt to investigate the origin of 'survival horror' games, especially those set in outer space. Finding the first in a genre isn't easy though. Sometimes the investigation goes in strange directions: secret vitriolic messages, staff walkouts, a title which can be written five different ways. The game D-Dash by Tecno Soft (Thunder Force series) never left Japan, was exclusive to foreign computers, and by the admission of one programmer probably didn't influence anyone. But released in 1987 it predates both Sweet Home and Project Firestart, widely regarded as the genre originators, and was released the same year as War of the Dead, another contender for genre first. The game plays like the original Metal Gear crossed with the film Alien, and just like Dead Space 3 it has a simultaneous 2-player mode. I've collaborated with a Japanese translator and spoke with its programmer, who describes development. The designer now works on the Mario Party games and refuses to talk, while the author of the bizarre messages hidden within the MSX2 disks is being sought."
We'd found success tracking down Yuichi Toyama via Twitter, programmer on the MSX2 version, and commenced email interrogation - me on questions, Sorrel on translating. As our material grew we were pitching to Retro Gamer, GamesTM, Polygon, Kotaku, and so many others, in a race to the bottom of the freelancer pile as all of them rejected it in turn. Some said that the "origin of survival horror" was too niche, some never even had the decency to reply! I've always said the mainstream gaming press is a tightly controlled clique of elitists, and it boiled my blood to be ignored like this - especially with material which would force a rethink of an entire genre. 
I would not be denied!

None wanted the article, so in an act of defiance I decided to use Kickstarter to fund the book I had long dreamed of: a publication where there would be no gatekeeper and no one to pass judgement. This would be my island, and I its autocratic ruler. The idea had long been on my mind, purely as a "If I won the lottery" fantasy, but these pitch rejections pushed me over the line. The rest is history.
Yuichi Toyama was one of my first secured interviewees, and in turn agreed to arrange a meeting with colleagues, both current and former, all of whom had a hand in various classic titles. A big focus would be Tecno Soft and Compile, and I later also interviewed Naosuke Arai via Skype, rounding out the Tecno Soft coverage nicely.
For an excellent feature on D-Dash, with detailed walkthrough guide, check out the Retro Game Daisuki blog, which was a big influence on wanting to document the game in the first place, and also where I sourced PC-88 screens:
http://retrogamedaisuki.blog.fc2.com/blog-entry-40.html
 
TOYAMA, Yuichi
DOB: 23 April 1967 / Birthplace: Nagasaki / Blood Type: A
 
Abridged Portfolio
 
"Formerly Eighting Managing Director and Development Department Section Chief. Regarding my portfolio, I'm sorry but it may affect my current job, so it's difficult to talk about the preceding 10 years (prior 2013). There were also projects which were commissioned, so I cannot name them. If you're documenting a company that's already bankrupt, or something published by my own company, then it is possible to talk freely. Anyway, my job history is as follows."
 
1987: Joined Tecno Soft Co., Ltd. as a programmer
1989: Left Tecno Soft Co., Ltd. / Joined Compile Co., Ltd. as a programmer
1992: Left Compile Co., Ltd.
1993: Participated in the establishment of Raizing ¨ later it was incorporated 
* Worked mainly as a programmer
2000: Raizing Co., Ltd. merged into Eighting Co., Ltd. From that point until the present I was affiliated with Eighting  
* Since 2001, planning / managing position
* Sometime around 2016 or 2017 announced on Facebook joining Taito
 
Hobbyist
 
* Vilzam       - MSX - (1985, published by LOGiN Magazine)
 
Tecno Soft
 
* Ku Gyoku Den - MSX2 - (1987, program conversion from other models)
* D-Dash      - MSX2 - (1987, program conversion from other models)
* Feedback - MSX2 - (1988, planning and programming)
* Herzog      - MSX2 - (1988, planning and programming)
* Shin Ku Gyoku Den - MSX2 - (1988, in charge of programming conversion)


Compile
 
* Musha Aleste / M.U.S.H.A      - Mega Drive - (1990, main programmer, some design)
* Ghostbusters - Mega Drive - (1990, programmer)
* Seirei Senshi Spriggan - PC Engine CD - (1991, main programmer, some design)
* Spriggan Mark 2      - PC Engine CD - (1992, planning / scenario, main programmer)


Raizing
 
* Mahou Daisakusen / Sorcer Striker      - ARC - (1993, main programmer)
* Shippuu Mahou Daisakusen / Kingdom Grandprix - ARC - (1994, main programmer)
* Soukyuugurentai / Terra Diver - ARC/STV - (1996, planning, main programmer)
* Soukyuugurentai      - SAT - (1997, planning, main programmer)
* Great Mahou Daisakusen / Dimahoo      - ARC - (2000, main programmer)


Eighting
 
* Kehtai Ninja-jou! (Mobile Phone Ninja Castle!)      - Mobile phones - (2001, planning)
* NHK Kouhaku Quiz Gassen - Nintendo Wii - (2009, director)
 
 
(Author's note: At the time of interviewing I was aware of several secret messages hidden by the programmer on D-Dash, Feedback, Herzog, and Shin Ku Gyoku Den. Unfortunately they were in Japanese, used a lot of colloquialisms, and had never been translated into English. Sorrel Tilley had given me a summary of the D-Dash message, since we were researching that game, but the others remained a mystery. Although I asked about these the answer was an emphatic "no comment". However, since that time, they've been translated into English and made available on The Cutting Room Floor website. Given that these messages were written during and describe development, I'm including short excerpts on the following page. Please note, I cannot guarantee the translations were 100% accurate.) 
A big thank you to https://tcrf.net/ and whoever it was that translated them!
 
D-Dash (MSX2, also PC-88, PC-98, and X1 - 1987)
The porting period for this game was really short, only a month. I haven't had a day off in more than a month. I spend, like, 15 hours a day at the office! The only thing I have time to do at home is sleep. Man, what I'd give for a holiday. I'm getting ¥10xxxx a month for all the work I'm doing. Converted to an hourly wage, that comes out to... Gah! Way less than my old job at the beer garden! I've forgotten how to have fun! Is this the life of a 20 year old?! If things keep up like this, I'm going to start giving serious thought to going back to being a part-timer!
Sorry to the people that bought this game, but I really didn't want to make another Metal Gear / Alien Syndrome / Ku Gyoku Den clone. Just because you have big plans doesn't mean they'll work out. It was us that came up with the idea for D-Dash, but we didn't mean for it to be like this! Lily C.A.T. was what we had in mind, but it ended up turning into Ku Gyoku Den. Maybe I should've meddled a little more during development. I was busy with Metal Knights [development title for Herzog], which we're planning to release next year. So, I wasn't even supposed to be working on D-Dash, I was meant to be working on Metal Knights, but I suddenly found myself in charge of this port. We'll never compete with the Konami empire, developing in an environment like this, with such a short dev time. I wanna switch sides and go work for Konami.
The scrolling in D-Dash is maybe... two times faster than Ys? Most of the dynamic stuff in D-Dash is composed of sprites, though, so the draw time is way shorter compared to using graphics, and the erasure time is pretty much zero. No matter how interesting the game is, people will lose interest if it's slow. (To be honest, I think Ys is a hundred times more fun than D-Dash.) Sadly, though, a game can sell like crazy on company and brand recognition alone.
 
Feedback (MSX2 - 1988)
This game really had me beat! I wrote most of the program myself (with the exception of the PSG version's BGM drivers and the disk error routines), not to mention drafting the manual, drawing one of the illustrations, and a bit of pixel art. My workload consisted of me doing everything myself, other than graphics and music. 
Feedback is a clone of Konami's Falsion. It's not a clone of Griffon - The Rose Story! (Why'd they cancel Griffon anyway? I wanted to pit our game against Griffon.) The power capsules, missiles, enemy animations... All copied from Falsion. I tried to add my own, but I'm no match for The Great Konami. Even I didn't believe it would be possible to accomplish this much on the MSX2. Look how fast the enemy sprites move. However, we were limited to 8 sprites with a maximum size of 32x32 pixels! The theme of Feedback was "guided missile movement". Falsion had decent guided missiles, but it made me sad that you couldn't fire more than two at once. One of the other things I was careful about was creating unique bosses. In this genre it seems like the bosses always end up as ripoffs of Space Harrier and Attack Animal Gakuen.
What am I going to do next? Ku Gyoku 2? Never! I can't bear the thought of releasing an unprofitable shovelware title like that on MSX2! Last year, we had people quitting left, right, and centre. I am so broke. If Compile were hiring, I'd be on the next train to Hiroshima!
 
Herzog (AKA: "Metal Knights"; MSX2, PC-88, PC-98, and Sharp X1 - 1988)
For the atmosphere, think Apple's Rescue Raiders, or the arcade version of Field Combat. The map would be 20 to 30 screens. Teams would be divided into "Computer" and "Player". (2-player VS would also be possible.) "Player" starts at bottom of map & moves up, vice versa for computer opponent. Each team's goal is to take the other's base. "Player" & "Computer" always have equal firepower. Screen scrolls in such a manner that "Player" soldiers are always centre. Target Systems: MSX/2, X68000, PC-88VA, PC Engine, Etc. Gaming Machines.
Metal Knights is a Real-time Simulation game (in other words, an action game) that I proposed. (Metal Gear is ruling the market right now, so the title will probably get nixed.) It's gonna be a 2-player game with long, vertical maps, and players will compete by dispatching troops from both sides, but we're also planning to have single-player. Think of it as a competitive version of the Field Combat game released by Jaleco. This game is going to be  even more fun! It's supposed to come out in spring of '88, so buy it.
I'm the guy responsible for Herzog's game design, and the programmer of the MSX2 version. This game was a big accomplishment for me. I ran out of time at the end, so there's likely some places that didn't get enough tweaking, but please ignore them! I think that Herzog is way better than D-Dash and Ku Gyoku Den. It's slightly more technologically advanced, too. I owe a thank you to Miyasono of Arsys. If only the damn MSX2 was faster, there wouldn't be an issue! Games like this can't use hardware scrolling, so it's tough on guys like me!      
I can't stand this name! If you take the first characters of its [Japanese] name, it reads "heru", which sounds like "Hell". When I try to type Herzog in romaji I have to type "t-u-x-o" in to write "ツォ". What a chore! I made an original game in my own style using my beloved MSX2, so I'm feeling pretty good about myself. The PC-88 version is supposed to come out around the same time, but even though the design's the same for both, their programs are totally different. It's just not possible to do an action game like Herzog on a piece of junk like the PC-88! Back when the game
 
Interview with Yuichi TOYAMA
 
The first interview was with Mr Toyama on his own, discussing his life in games, from Tecno Soft through Compile to Raizing. It's supplemented with email answers. On the day Joseph Redon of the Game Preservation Society brought an enormous box full of games related to all interviewees, fliers, leaflets, magazines, in addition to questions and a list of Compile nicknames. For the first time, we would discover the real names of those behind our favourite games.
Yuichi Toyama: I haven't given many interviews before, so I brought some previous interviews to make sure I don't contradict them.
 
JS: Feel free to amend any previous statements.
 
YT:
<laughs> Well, I don't know of any mistakes, but I'm getting older and want to be sure my memories are correct.
 
JS: I brought a translated interview from Shooting GameSide, where you showed a lot of artwork.190
 
YT: That's this one. <laughs> I didn't know there was an English version! So someone must have translated it?
 
S: A fan of Raizing, yes. Would you be willing to draw a layout sketch of Tecno Soft or Compile? 
 
YT: I really don't remember much about it... The layout of the current Tecno Soft office, was that drawn by Arai-san? 
 
JS: At the moment there isn't a map - but I'll be interviewing him on Skype soon.
 
YT: Ahh! Tell him I said hello. But later on I intend to invite in some of my colleagues - Kenichi Yokoh, who used to work for Compile, and Mitsuakira Tatsuta who used to work at Tecno Soft. I'm not sure if there was a time where the two previously worked together. Maybe they can help refresh my memory.
 
JS: Sounds fun. Let's start easy. What was the first game you remember seeing?
 
YT: Probably Block Kuzushi, breaking away the blocks, and another game with a seesaw where the man flies through the air - I think it's called Circus?
 
JS: Many interviewees mention these as their first games. In GameSide you mentioned your first computer was a Hitachi Basic Master Level 2.191

 
YT: Right, quite a simple computer. <laughs> I was in elementary school and had been hoping for a Sharp MZ-80 or NEC's PC-8001. Magazines of the time were showing all these cool looking sci-fi games and shooters, but I couldn't play any of them on that computer! So I had no choice but to try to make the games myself. The manual had various programming instructions and I partly learned assembly. I even entered a Hitachi programming contest and won 8'000 yen for my game. It gave me the desire to become a game programmer. If we'd gotten one of the computers I'd wanted, I might have just ended up played games without learning to program.
 
JS: Later you upgraded to an MSX and had two games published in LOGiN magazine, getting 300'000 yen?
 
YT: Yes, that's right. I think this was around 1985? The first game was Vilzam, which I made by myself.192 I think you can see a video of it on YouTube.
The other was a game that somebody else made and was published in LOGiN, called Space Wars, I think, and I did an MSX port of it. They were both MSX games. So I was awarded by LOGiN, I think, 200'000 yen for Vilzam, and 100'000 for Space Wars.
 
JS: Where's the motorbike you bought with the money?
 
YT:
<laughs> It was a Kawasaki GPZ250. I'd seen a photo of Koichi Nakamura with a bike bought using money from a programming contest.193 Let's see... I rode it to Tecno Soft every day, but I was only there for two years before going to Compile. Compile was in Hiroshima, so I had to move across country and when I did I left the bike behind. My younger brother rode it for some time, but I doubt it runs anymore.
 
JS: Can you describe joining Tecno Soft?
 
YT: Well, at that time I was living in a small town in Nagasaki prefecture, and after graduating high school I went to a vocational school to study computers, because there weren't really any schools for game development back then. I ended up getting a certificate in information processing, but I wanted to work in games, and the most famous game studio in the prefecture at that time was Tecno Soft. I had no idea if they were officially hiring or anything, but when I was in high school I sent them a cassette tape of a game I'd made... Actually, I think they were running some sort of contest at the time. And they sent me a letter saying my game didn't make it, or I had not won. But I told the career placement people at my school that I wanted to work at Tecno Soft, and the school arranged for me to take the entrance exam, and I got hired.
 
JS: Do you remember the game you sent?
 
YT: I don't think I've ever made this public before, but it was called Grand Slam. It's a very simple game... I could explain how it worked...
 
JS: I'd love to hear it. Do you still have a copy?
 
YT:
<laughs> No, I'm afraid not. We actually made a weapon in Herzog called the "Grand-Slam" based on it, though. It was actually inspired by Kaoru Shintani's manga Area 88, which you may know from the licensed Capcom game of the same name.194 My older sister and I loved that manga. There's a missile in it called the Grand Slam, which can burrow underground, and I based my game on that.195
So to show you how the game worked... <begins drawing on white board> It was inspired by the Area 88 manga and Choplifter. The screen was divided in half, with your helicopter up here and the lower half representing the underground. So these are your bases, and these are the enemy bases, and here's your ship. So you drop bombs to make holes, to burrow underground, and destroy enemy missiles, in order to protect your base. It scrolls horizontally, about 16 screens worth.
In the manga there was a scene where they were trying to drop bombs on a burrowing missile to stop it - not a helicopter, but a fighter, and it's very difficult for them because the missiles are so deep down. And that really resonated with me, so I made the game around it. There's a similar scene in the game Herzog.
 
JS: A shame Grand Slam was never released. Your second game at Tecno Soft was D-Dash?
 
YT: I was working at Tecno Soft, but only for two years from 1987 to 1989. Are your questions specifically about D-Dash? That game, I was only the programmer on the MSX2 version. Scenario and game design was not my job. Since it was 25 years ago I can't remember too much.
 
JS: Did D-Dash start on the MSX2? Or was it ported from a different computer?
 
YT: At that time at Tecno Soft we would develop for several different computer systems simultaneously. For the PC-8801SR, Sharp X1, PC-9801, and MSX2, there would be one specialist programmer assigned to each hardware. One of those people would, in essence, act as both a game's designer and lead programmer - but that wasn't me. It would have been the PC-88 version's programmer acting as designer. I was programmer on the MSX2 version. I recently exchanged emails with him for the first time in ages, but regrettably, he doesn't want to give out his name or contact details. 
 
JS: People talk about "survival horrors", like Biohazard and Dead Space. The oldest example could be War of the Dead from 1987.196 But I think D-Dash is an even earlier example...
 
YT: Prior to D-Dash Tecno Soft released Ku Gyoku Den.197 Anyway, D-Dash co-opted the code for Ku Gyoku Den, considerably. In order to develop a new game in a short time, we aimed to replace the maps and characters and make it look like a completely different product. Basically, we developed it in four months, from start to finish. Of course nowadays we all know of War of the Dead, but the staff had definitely never seen it before we made D-Dash. I think the game's motif was, as you'd expect, the films Alien and John Carpenter's The Thing. 
I imagine the sales of D-Dash, even combined from all four systems, were only a few thousand units. It's hard to call it the origin of survival horror when it was so minor. Even assuming it was the first in the genre, I'd have to doubt it had any influence on titles that came later.
 
JS: D-Dash allows two simultaneous players. This is unusual for a computer game. Was it difficult to program? 
 
YT: As I mentioned, D-Dash was developed in a short period using Ku Gyoku Den as a basis. Ku Gyoku Den had a simultaneous 2-player mode first, but the game had already been completed when I joined Tecno Soft, so I never found out whose idea it was. Sorry.
 
JS: What was the most difficult part of D-Dash? Did anything need to be scrapped?
 
YT: The toughest thing was developing it in only four months, even though we had the basic code. I only went back to my own home to sleep and I remember basically having no private time at all. But now it's an enjoyable memory, it wasn't too harsh. 
On D-Dash I also helped out with the level design. Tecno Soft was going to release a game called Herzog the year after, 1988, so I suggested putting the player craft from Herzog into the background of D-Dash as a sneak preview, but the VRAM capacity was insufficient, so it was impossible. I can't remember anything other than that, sorry.
 
JS: The credits for D-Dash list Izumi Fukuda.198 On MobyGames she now works at NDcube as a programmer on Mario Party. Another programmer was Takashi Iwanaga.199 He also now works at NDcube on Mario Party. 
 
YT: Izumi Fukuda can be mistaken for a woman's name, but he's a man. Izumi is a common girl's name, but it can also be for a boy. Fukuda was the lead designer and lead programmer on D-Dash. Iwanaga-kun joined Tecno Soft in 1987 and was a programmer at the same time as myself and Fukuda-kun. As far as I know, Iwanaga-kun and Fukuda-kun are not NDcube employees. They must belong to another company that did work for NDcube and Hudson. 
 
JS: I understand. Perhaps you can give them my details? 
 
YT: Fukuda-kun hates talking about his time at Tecno Soft. I imagine he wants to avoid it affecting his current work. I'm sorry he's reluctant, but my hands are tied. I invited him to participate in the interviews today, but he didn't want to say anything on record - something to the affect of "not wanting to come out in the open". 
 
JS: Can you remember the names of other colleagues?
 
YT: The main staff probably all quit Tecno Soft by 1991, and after that I know they worked on Gate of Thunder and Lords of Thunder.200 However, as I said before, the main planner/programmer doesn't want to give out his name or contact details. Sorry.
 
JS: Who came up with writing the name as ( D' ) ? In English it's difficult to search for online. 
 
YT: In maths classes in Japanese schools, we're taught that the symbol (') is named "dash", which in English is the prime symbol.201 The name "D-Dash" implies "something that resembles D". In the game's story, there are four types of alien specimens, A-D, and a mutant with the properties of the 4th specimen, named D-Dash, is the enemy of the protagonists. Hence, the title. I think it was either Fukuda-kun or myself who came up with this title, but I don't remember so well. 
 
JS: It had a hidden message in the disk files: Lily C.A.T.202 and Ku Gyoku Den are mentioned? 
 
YT: Please make this a no comment.
 
JS: There's messages in several Tecno Soft games. Was it popular among programmers to hide them? 
 
YT: This is no comment as well! <laughs>
 
JS: Please describe the technical set-up at Tecno Soft.
 
YT: At the time, Tecno Soft worked very differently from other companies. With Herzog for example I'd be creating the MSX2 version on my desk, with a graphics designer, and next to me was another programmer who would be watching what I was doing and making a PC-88 or PC-98 version - possibly even an X1 version. I don't remember exactly. Effectively they ported games while they were still being developed. Of course all the computers ran on Z80 CPUs, so a lot of work or program source code could be shared. 
On D-Dash and later Shin Ku Gyoku Den203 I was in the opposite situation; as the designer programmed the game on some other hardware, I would watch him and simultaneously port his work to the MSX2. 
 
Joseph Redon: This was your first job, converting PC-88 games for Tecno Soft? 
 
YT: Well... I'd been making games since I was a student, so I was happy to be able to make games professionally. I put all my energy and effort into it. I'd previously been working on the MSX2, but by the time I joined Tecno Soft there was a faster computer - the PC-9801 - and using the cross assembler on that was so much faster. So you'd write the source program and assemble it into machine language, which is an executable file, and run that file. The time taken for that process is much faster if you use a more powerful computer. Compiling source code on the MSX2 was extremely slow so it was a lot of fun to be able to work with the PC-9801.
 
JS: You were designer on Feedback.204 It has two endings, including a true ending when finishing it a second time. 
 
YT: If I recall correctly, having a different ending for beating a game twice was a trend at that time. I think games like Makaimura were famous for that.205 Maybe it was another game, for example you'd complete it the first time and realise it was a dream so had to keep trying. Making the first playthrough a little bit easy would give users a sense of achievement, and then making the second playthrough harder would appeal to users who wanted more challenging games. At least, that was the fashion at the time. 
 
JS: Let's discuss Herzog - you were planner on the original, and the unreleased Grand Slam influenced it?
 
YT: Yes, it was based primarily on my own game designs. But I can't say it was a completely original idea. It drew a lot of inspiration from Sir-tech Software's Rescue Raiders.206 If you aren't familiar with the title, you can probably find videos of it on YouTube. One thing I've just remembered while mentioning Rescue Raiders was that there was a game called Field Combat by Jaleco,207 and that was another inspiration for Herzog.
 
JS: Any anecdotes on Herzog? It's so much fun, and in some ways one of the earliest Real-Time Strategy games.208
 
YT: Well, I think Herzog's sequel, Herzog Zwei,209 was the more significant title in the history of the Real-Time Strategy genre. I think Herzog is most significant in serving as a stepping stone for its sequel. But I didn't work on Herzog Zwei - I believe it was my colleague Takashi Iwanaga who made it.
 
JS: A lot of Tecno Soft employees left and went to Hudson. Do you know why?
 
YT: By the time Fukuda and Iwanaga retired from Tecno Soft, I belonged to a completely different company - Compile - and I was far away from Tecno Soft. So I only learned of their leaving very much later. Therefore I'm not conversant with the circumstances.
 
JS: You left Tecno Soft after less than two years... Were working conditions difficult?
 
YT: No... The working conditions weren't really a problem. At the time I would read about Compile in Beep magazine, where the articles painted them as a sort of dream team of skilled programmers. Also, I had played their game Zanac on Famicom at a friend's house.210 So I had yearned to join them, and decided I was willing to move to Hiroshima in order to do it.
 
JS: I brought a copy of Comptiq, with sections on Hudson, Tecno Soft, and Compile.
 
YT: I recall getting my photo in Comptiq magazine when I was working at Tecno Soft. <looks at magazine> But I think this was a little before my time... I joined in 1987. Yeah, this issue is from right before I started.
 
JS: So you left Tecno Soft and relocated to join Compile...
 
YT: That's right. And you must realise, the cities of Nagasaki and Hiroshima are also quite far apart.211
 
JS: You were at Compile for three years, working on Musha Aleste, Ghostbusters, Seirei Senshi Spriggan and Spriggan Mark 2. Did you do any MSX2 work?
 
YT: I didn't do much development for the MSX2 at Compile. I helped with the MSX2 disks they bundled together as their Compile Disc Station magazine,212 but that was about it.
 
JS: Tell us about Disc Station. There's little info in English.
 
YT: Satoshi Fujishima and Takayuki Hirono did most of the work on Disc Station, so you can ask them about it later this afternoon. I was only peripherally involved with it. <looks at Joseph's copy> This is the very first issue, from 1988, before I joined the company. <laughs> I remember buying this specific issue in Nagasaki! 
 
JS: I believe this was 980 yen when it first came out.
 
YT: Yes, after that they raised the price to 1'980 yen. They were very cheap! I heard Compile regretted not charging more.
 
JS: Seirei Senshi Spriggan has a good rep. Did you know it was popular outside Japan?
 
YT: No, I had no idea. <laughs>
I made Musha Aleste for the Mega Drive first, and after that was involved in development for PC Engine. The PC Engine CPU struck me as being a lot harder to work with, as it was quite similar to the one in the Famicom.213 I would work on all of the programs using an assembler, and I thought it would be more difficult to use compared to Mega Drive. At that time the CPU used was a chip called 6502, it was an extended version of that chip. Seirei Senshi Spriggan actually uses a lot of the programming Takayuki Hirono created for the game Gunhed,214 and if that game hadn't existed, Spriggan probably wouldn't have either. I have a great deal of respect for what Hirono was able to accomplish. Gunhed was on a HuCard, but we put Spriggan on a CD-ROM, which gave us a lot more memory to play with.
 
JS: Spriggan Mark 2 was very different to the first and also to Musha Aleste. It had a side-view and sci-fi theme, not top-down fantasy. Was it always meant to be a sequel? 
 
YT: Of the three titles I worked on at Compile, Spriggan Mark 2 was the only one where I was involved in the game design from the very beginning. Musha Aleste and Seirei Senshi Spriggan were, if I recall correctly, mainly designed by Kazuyuki Nakashima.215 Of course I was able to offer input on various aspects, but the bulk of the design was by Nakashima. But I had complete control over Spriggan Mark 2 and could do whatever I wanted with it, and it's my favourite of the three.
It probably won't surprise you to hear that the world and visuals for all of those games were strongly influenced by anime. Particularly the Sunrise Studios anime series, which I'd been watching since childhood, like Yoshiyuki Tomino's Mobile Suit Gundam, Aura Battler Dunbine, Heavy Metal L-Gaim, and Z Gundam.216 So there is a reflection of the lore or worldview. In particular, Dunbine was very popular then. It involved fighting suits in a fantasy setting, which was a big influence. 
 
JS: Spriggan Mark 2 had the "Spriggan" name attached. But because it's so different to what came before, I wondered if it was always meant to be a sequel?
 
YT: At the very start of development, I was actually intending for it to be a sequel to Musha Aleste. At least in my mind. In the opening cinema to Musha Aleste
there's a character named Greg who gets shot down, and I was planning for him to be the main character for Spriggan Mark 2. But at the time, Compile was not a publisher, so we weren't able to develop games as sequels. We made it as a separate game. I believe Spriggan Mark 2 ended up being sold to the company who had published Seirei Senshi Spriggan, and since that game had sold well for them, they chose the title Spriggan Mark 2, so they could market it as a sequel to that game.
 
JS: Fascinating. Naxat Soft published the Spriggan games.
 
YT: Yes, that's right.
 
JS: Spriggan Mark 2 reminds me of the Juusou Kihei or Assault Suit series by NCS.
 
YT: It was a major influence, yes. We were in the middle of development on Musha Aleste when I first saw Assault Suit Leynos.217 It was a really interesting game, and it was a Mega Drive title too, so we played it a lot. The character movement, the explosion patterns, the story, and the way the story unfolded... We took a lot of inspiration from those things in Spriggan Mark 2. Part of the reason we wanted voice actors for Spriggan Mark 2 was because Leynos, on the Mega Drive, couldn't support voices - but since we were on a CD, we could.
 
JS: Tell me about your motivation to give it a strong story. How do you feel about some players disliking story focused shooters? Is that why you included an option to turn the story off?218
 
YT: My motivation goes back to my love for the Tomino anime series like Gundam that I mentioned earlier. I really loved the battle animation in those series, and the prospect of delivering an interactive version of that is what excites me most about the genre. That's why I wanted characters with backstories and motivations. Lots of other shooting-game developers were thinking the same thing at that time. Assault Suit Leynos was one example, and one that was an inspiration to the story.
At the time, some people felt that animated cutscenes got in the way of a game, and I often felt that way myself. So I decided to give the player three options: see everything, just see the text, or see nothing. That was definitely a feature I would have wanted myself. 
One of the strengths of games is their interactivity, but one of the downsides to that is you can't fast forward through the story the way you could with a movie. So I wanted to give as many options to the player as possible in terms of how they want to experience the game. That's still a philosophy I believe in today.
 
JS: Describe how you joined Compile. I believe it was difficult to get a placement?
 
YT: Well at the time I wasn't sure how to go about it so... Looking back at it now, I did something that was really quite unprofessional. I created a copy of Feedback, which I had made at Tecno Soft, and sent a floppy disk to Compile along with a letter expressing my hopes to work there. Compile responded by offering me an interview, and I went to Hiroshima.
 
JS: Regarding your time at Tecno Soft and Compile, did you keep sketches or notebooks of your work?
 
YT: Well, since I was the lead on Spriggan Mark 2, I'm sure that if I went digging around I could probably find a file with the original story I wrote for it. In terms of things on paper, I probably have copies of the design document by Kazuyuki Nakashima and original character design sketches. I'll see if I can find them afterwards. 
 
JS: My last comment on Spriggan Mark 2 is the technically impressive visuals! Multiple layers of parallax scrolling, multi-jointed enemies, plus a weapon that behaves like a laser whip! 
 
YT:
<laughs> We used a series of linked sprites to make that effect, which was a technique that was used a lot in those days, although it may have been my first time doing so... I believe the inspiration for this came from the X68000 game Sol-Feace219
which had a big impact on me at the time. The Mega CD conversion was in 1991. 
 
Joseph: What kind of cross-compiler were you using at Compile - was it based on the PC-98 system?
 
YT: I believe I was using a PC-98 version originally, but then after that we switched to a newer assembler from Epson that was compatible with our previous PC-98 code. 
 
JS: You left Compile in 1992, after only three years. Why?
 
YT: In retrospect, my reasons were quite immature. I just couldn't agree with CEO Masamitsu Niitani's vision for the future of the company.220 We were making lots of games for the PC Engine, but I desperately wanted to make arcade games, and I ended up leaving the company to pursue that dream. 
I guess the company was just doing what any company would, but after making Seirei Senshi Spriggan and Spriggan Mark 2, the company made a new schedule that had us working on Spriggan 3, and 4, and 5...221 They didn't even discuss it with us! <laughs> When I saw that schedule, my heart sank, you know?222

 
JS: This would have been "Moo" Niitani? How'd that nickname come about?
 
YT: Everyone had picked their own nicknames long ago - "Moo" Niitani, "Jemini" Hirono, "Wao" Ishimaru who programmed Godzilla-kun...223 Since they picked them before I joined, I never found out the reasons why.
 
JS: One of your career nicknames was "Healthy Toyama".
 
YT: "Healthy" was a nickname my cousin used to use, I think maybe when he had to enter a name for an arcade game high score, and as a pen name for writing doujinshi manga. He doesn't work in the software industry, so I figured I would borrow it. I don't know how long I used it for, but eventually I decided that it would be better just to use my real name.
 
JS: Were nicknames used to prevent headhunting?
 
YT: No, I don't think that was a significant reason, at least as far as I know. It felt more like it was just the trend at the time. Other companies may have used it for that reason, though.
 
JS: Do you know who these Compile staff are? <reads list of nicknames; Toyama laughs - see later boxout>
 
YT: These names seem very old, so you'd have to ask Takayuki Hirono or Satoshi Fujishima about who they were. I do know "Janus" was Koji Teramoto.224 "Komihika" was Kazunari Yonemitsu,225 the famed designer of Puyo Puyo. I know who another one is, a woman, but I'm not sure if she would want her name revealed.
 
JS: Thanks! My book aims to recognise those in games.
 
YT: I appreciate that, <laughs> but some of these people may not want to be known!
 
JS: You mentioned seeing a schedule. Do you know about any unreleased games at Tecno Soft, Compile, or Raizing?
 
YT: Well, I'm sorry, but I can't really say anything about Raizing due to confidentiality agreements. As for Compile, let's see... Oh, that's right! The very first game I worked on was originally supposed to be Aleste 2 for the Mega Drive. As I recall, Sega intended to publish it, but the deal apparently fell through. Perhaps they didn't think it would sell very well? I'm not sure. But it ended up getting published by a different publisher in a different form, as Musha Aleste. We'd completed one or two levels of it before it restarted development as Musha Aleste.226
 
JS: Looking at your credits... Were you ever with Capcom? 
 
YT: For 20 years, from 1993 to now, I was employed at Eighting and its associated companies and was continuously involved in game development. However, in recent years, my involvement in game development projects has mostly been as a manager. 
I've collaborated on Capcom projects, but I've never actually worked for Capcom. I'm answering these questions only as an individual, so please refrain from asking about Capcom. 
 
JS: Let's discuss the founding of Raizing and Eighting. As I understand it, they were two sides of the same coin? 
 
YT: Your understanding is correct. Game development was done by Raizing, while distribution was handled by Eighting. May I call in Kenichi Yokoh, who was involved with the founding, and Mitsuakira Tatsuta, who joined us from Tecno Soft? They both worked as graphic designers at the time. I'll probably be able to remember more with their help. <Toyama makes a couple of phone calls>
 
JS: While we wait... When asked to list your favorite games for GameSide, you named Colony Wars and Soviet Strike. Surprising because they're not Japanese - the belief is Western games are unpopular in Japan?
 
YT:
<laughs> I don't really categorise games as being from this country or that country. If a game is fun to play and well-made, I don't care if it's a Korean game, or an American game, or a British game. As long as it's made with thorough thinking behind it. There was a period of time when many American games that were poorly made came to Japan and many people decided that they didn't like Western games. They just weren't very good. But certainly there are many awful games in Japan too.
At the moment, I don't have much time to play games. But back in the 1990s, when I did have more time, Colony Wars and Soviet Strike were two games that I spent a lot of time playing. One of my original experiences of playing games was the American game Rescue Raiders on the Apple II, which I'd mentioned was an inspiration for Herzog. Also, in the magazine LOGiN, which I sent games to, they reviewed many Western games and praised them highly. I didn't have a chance to play many of those games, though.
From the Mega Drive era onwards, EA released Japanese versions of their Western games, and their games were cutting edge and interesting. The localisations of games like Colony Wars and Soviet Strike were very good - they clearly spent a lot of money on the voice actors, for example. So the core games were good, and the localisations were good, and that's why I mentioned them as among my favourites. And, for your information, the third game on my list was Zanac! 
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DOB: 20 July 1967 / Birthplace: Ehime-ken / Blood Type: A  - DOB: 13 August 1972 / Birthplace: Miyazaki-ken / Blood Type: A
Abridged Portfolio - Kenichi Yokoh
 
(His name can be spelled several different ways in English, and on MobyGames there are four different people listed with the same name - so it's important to be careful when attributing credits. Some titles worked on at Compile, like Jump Hero, appear to have been released only after leaving.)
 
1990: joined Compile
1992: left Compile for Raizing / Eighting 
 
Compile 
 
Saruyama Tengoku - PC-9801 - (1991, creator)
GG Aleste - Game Gear - (1991, special thanks)
Spriggan Mark 2 - PCE CD-ROM - (1992, assistance)
Dennin Aleste / Robo Aleste      - Mega CD - (1992, initial mecha design)
Warau Salesman - Mega CD - (1993)
Jump Hero - PC-9801 - (1994)
 
Raizing / Eighting
 
Mahou Daisakusen / Sorcer Striker - Arcade - (1993, graphics, story, characters)
Mazinger Z - Arcade - (1994, initial design draft)
Shippu Mahou Daisakusen / Kingdom Grand Prix      - Arcade       - (1994, design, graphics, characters)
Super Bomberman: Panic Bomber W - SFC - (1995, graphics)
Panic Bomber - Virtual Boy - (1995, graphics)
Soukyuugurentai / Terra Diver - ARC/SAT- (1996~97, design, scoring, characters)
Battle Garegga - Arcade - (1996, story, guest character graphics)
Armed Police Batrider - Arcade - (1998, story, characters)
Great Mahou Daisakusen / Dimahoo - Arcade - (2000, design, graphics)
Golgo 13 Kiseki no Dandou       - Arcade       - (2000, motion, OP demo)
Brave Blade - Arcade - (2000, staff)
Kururin Squash! -  GameCube - (2004, story)
Master of Illusion - NDS - (2006, graphic design)
Ultimate Marvel vs. Capcom 3 - Multi      - (2011, supervisor)
Marvel Vs. Capcom 3: Fate of Two Worlds - PS3/X360 - (2011, designer)
Monster Hunter 4: Ultimate - 3DS - (2014, supervisor)
Monster Hunter: Generations - 3DS - (2016, supervisor)
 
Abridged Portfolio - Tatsuta, Mitsuakira
 
1990: Joined Tecno Soft
1995: Left Tecno Soft
~1997: Joined Raizing / Eighting
 
Tecno Soft
 
Thunder Force III - X68000      - (Unreleased)
Thunder Force IV - Mega Drive - (1994, character and background art)      
Hyper Duel - ARC / SAT - (1993~96, graphics)
Nekketsu Oyako - Arcade - (Unreleased; PS1/SAT ver. released 1994~95)
 
Raizing / Eighting 
 
Battle Garegga - ARC / SAT      - (1996~98, graphics)
Bloody Roar - ARC / PS1 - (1997, character and graphics design)
Bloody Roar II - ARC / PS1      - (1998, visual designer)
Brave Blade - Arcade - (2000, planning, design)
Bloody Roar 3 - ARC / PS2 - (2000, graphics design)
The Pinball of the Dead - GBA - (2002, development staff)
Bloody Roar 4 - PS2 - (2003, graphics coordinator)
Kururin Squash! - GameCube      - (2004, graphics director)
Zatch Bell!: Mamodo Battles       - PS2 - (2005, design integration)
Naruto: Clash of Ninja Revolution - Wii - (2007, producer)
Dragon Quest Swords: TMQatToM - Wii - (2007, product support)
Tatsunoko vs. Capcom: Ultimate All-Stars - Wii      - (2008, design manager)
Naruto: Clash of Ninja Revolution 2 - Wii - (2008, producer)
Castlevania Judgment - Wii      - (2008, management)
Kamen Rider: Dragon Knight       - Wii - (2009, design integration)
Naruto Shippuden: Dragon Blade Chronicles - Wii - (2009, design integration)
Naruto Shippuden: Clash of Ninja Revolution III       Wii - (2010, design integration)
Ultimate Marvel vs. Capcom 3 - Multi - (2011, supervisor)
Marvel Vs. Capcom 3: Fate of Two Worlds - PS3/X360 - (2011, supervisor)
Monster Hunter 4: Ultimate - 3DS - (2014, supervisor)
 
Interview with Kenichi YOKOH and Mitsuakira TATSUTA
 
This was actually a surprise pair of interviews! I did not realise until a few days before that Mr Toyama would be able to secure some time with two colleagues from Raizing, one of whom was at Tecno Soft and the other at Compile. They made for quite the contrasting pair, with Mr Yokoh being softly spoken like Woody Allen, while Mr Tatsuta spoke like a Japanese version of James Earl Jones. Several of these questions were spontaneous, and Mr Toyama helped as guest interviewer. Although shorter than the other interviews on the day, we still managed to get office sketches and some secret revelations! If you were hoping for a more hardcore grilling regarding game mechanics and functionality, I recommend the Shmuplations translation of the Raizing GameSide interview.
<Mr Yokoh and Mr Tatsuta enter - group introductions>
 
Yuichi Toyama: Mitsuakira Tatsuta joined Tecno Soft a few years after I left. <to Tatsuta> Remind me how you ended up joining Raizing.
 
Mitsuakira Tatsuta: After I left Tecno Soft I spent about half a year living with my parents and working at a local videogame store. I remember I was trying to decide which game to buy for my Neo Geo, so I bought an issue of Gamest magazine227 to read about them. And that's when I saw a help wanted ad from Raizing that said they were looking for graphics artists.
 
YT: I believe Yokoh joined Compile straight out of school in... 1991, I think?
 
Kenichi Yokoh: After I joined Compile I worked on some things for Disc Station magazine, Warau Salesman228 for the Mega Drive CD-ROM system, and Jump Hero for the PC-9801.229 I also worked a little on Spriggan Mark 2 with Toyama, which is how I ended up being asked to join him at Raizing.
 
JS: <to KY> Before Compile, you made Pac-Man, right?
 
KY: How did you find that out?230
<laughs>
In elementary school Pac-Man was big, but I couldn't play it because I wasn't allowed to go to places that had arcade games. So instead I recreated Pac-Man on paper, to play with my school friends. After that we all began making games on paper. And I continued to create after entering high school, for example drawing.
 
JS: And at Compile you were involved with Disc Station?
 
KY: I was only involved in the latter years of it. In the early years, it was mostly about demo versions of other companies' games, but by my time it was more focused on original content made within Compile. The games were very small, typically experimental projects from new employees, so it was a great learning experience for me. 
About two months into my time at the company, they were teaching us how to use the company's graphics tool and told us to use it to draw whatever we liked. So I made a short animation of a monkey eating a banana. The editor of Disc Station saw it, and thought it was cute, so he asked me to design a game based around it and create the graphics for it.
 
JS: What was the game? I'll get some screenshots.
 
KY: <intense laugh>
Saruyama Tengoku on PC-9801.231

 
YT: Can you show him [Tatsuta] the Comptiq magazine, John? It had an article on Tecno Soft from before I joined them; maybe he'll recognize some people.
 
MT:
<laughs> Everyone looks so young! That's Arai-san behind the monitor. That's Haruhiko Ohtsuka, a coder. 
 
JS: I'm having a Skype interview with Naosuke Arai later.
 
MT: I think Arai-san is in Nagasaki, in Sasebo city now. He comes to Tokyo every now and then, but I think he said his current job involves robots. He has to be over 50 by now. <pointing at the photo - laughs> I was there - this is in their old building. The same room! (below)
 
JS: Mr Tatsuta, what year did you join Tecno Soft?
 
MT:
<laughs> Well, hold on there... I joined when I was 18 years old, and now I'm 41, so... 18 from 41, that was 23 years ago. Now it's 2013, so I joined in... 1990? I think my first game was Thunder Force III - the X68 version. We were porting it from the arcade version, but it didn't look like it would be profitable, so the port of the game was canned.232
 
JS: An unreleased game!
 
MT: Right.
 
JS: I asked Mr Toyama about unreleased games. If either of you can recall any...?
 
YT: I didn't say anything about Raizing. Past companies only! <everyone laughs> 
 
MT: As for Tecno Soft, well, let's see... After the X68 version of Thunder Force III, I helped plan some other games, and did some character and background art for Thunder Force IV. Then I redrew some of the graphics in Hyper Duel. It was mainly graphics. After that came a game called Nekketsu Oyako. I drew the character sprites and such for the arcade version - which was never released. Versions of it were later released for PlayStation and Sega Saturn. After that, I had to leave the company for family reasons. 
I remember the version of Nekketsu Oyako I worked on was a side-scroller where the characters rode on robots. When I played the version that was released after I left the company, it was a belt-scrolling game like Final Fight, and there's a stage where the characters get swallowed by a whale... I could not believe it!
 

 
Nekketsu Oyako
 
JR: Do you remember what arcade hardware it was on originally - ST-V or something else?233
 
MT: Hmm... It was not ST-V, that's for sure... <lots of crosstalk between all three interviewees> I think it was some kind of in-house original hardware?
 
[Transcriber: At this point John asks them to avoid this sort of untranscribable crosstalk. Four years in the future, I nod and breathe a sigh of relief...]
 
YT: So we should not all talk in a jumble! <laughs> It must be a lot of work, because you're interviewing so many people.
 
JS: Over 50! <to MT> Any secrets you can share regarding Thunder III and Thunder IV? 
 
MT: I wasn't really that involved with Thunder Force III, and I don't think anyone put any big surprises into Thunder Force IV. 
One thing I do remember is that one of my bosses, my sempai, hid some text criticising another one of my bosses under a picture that appears in the ending scroll.234
<intense laugh> It wasn't me - I didn't do it!
 
JS: For my records, Mr Tatsuta when did you leave Tecno Soft, and Mr Yokoh when did you leave Compile?
 
KY: It was 1992 for me, leaving Compile.
 
MT: I think I was there for about three years, so it had to have been around 1993? 
<YT and MT debate this, referencing various events, and conclude it was actually 1995>

 
JS: Let's discuss the founding of Raizing and Eighting, and how you all got involved.
 
YT: I was still working at Compile, but by 1992 I'd already decided I wanted to leave. I was thinking of returning home to Nagasaki, and joining Arsys Software, a small company started by staff that had broken off from Tecno Soft.235 I mentioned that plan to Tomonori Fujisawa,236 who was planning to found this company, and he convinced me to abandon those plans and join him instead. And at that point, we invited Yokoh to join us.
 
KY: For my part, I really loved shooting games, so the whole reason I had wanted to join Compile was because they had made classic games like Zanac237 and Musha Aleste, which had just been released at the time. So I had a deep admiration for Mr Toyama, who had made Musha Aleste, and Kazuyuki Nakashima,238 who is also now a designer at Raizing/Eighting. I'd barely been at Compile a year when I heard that they were leaving the company - I was so disappointed! But then they asked me to join them at Raizing.
 
JS: In GameSide magazine you said: "Part of the reason I joined Compile was because I loved Musha Aleste. After I was hired I went straight to Toyama and gushed about Aleste, saying things like 'When the mask mid-boss appears in level 5, the way the music syncs up with the action is awesome!'" Is that right, Mr Yokoh?
 
KY: That's right! <everyone laughs>
 
YT: And when he did, I told him the music matching up like that was just a coincidence! 
 
KY:
<laughs> I refused to believe it.
 
YT: <laughs>
However, with Soukyuugurentai, our musician Hitoshi Sakimoto239 worked hard so the music matched the stage movement and gameplay, so the two were actually synchronised. It was impressive. 
 
MT: As I mentioned before, after I left Tecno Soft I was working at a game store in my hometown, selling Famicom games to school kids. The experience left me eager to make games again, so when I saw the help wanted ad for Raizing, I jumped at the chance.
 
JS: Mr Toyama, were you surprised when Mr Tatsuta applied, since he too had worked at Tecno Soft?
 
YT: I was. I had no idea what had happened at Tecno Soft after I left, so I was happy to have the chance to ask him a bunch of questions and find out.
 
JR:
<checking phone> It looks like Mr Toyama made a good choice by going with Raizing instead of Arsys, as they haven't released a game since 1993.240
 
YT:
<everyone laughs> Actually, Arsys Software changed their name to Cyberhead and ended up working on Gran Turismo, so I might have had a chance to work on that! But they already had a brilliant programmer in Seiichi Ikiuo,241 and I doubt I could have kept up with him.
 
JS: Soukyuugurentai from 1996 is sometimes compared to Radiant Silvergun. Mr Toyama, you told GameSide: "We were planning to make it a full-polygon game where players could press a button to switch between a normal top-down 2D view and a first-person 3D view at will. However, due to hardware limitations and problems with programming, we concluded it'd be too difficult and decided on the top-down 2D view only. We were developing it for the ST-V hardware, but then the PlayStation version of Raystorm came out, and I remember being shocked at how good the 3D was there, and feeling there was no way we could match it." Please tell me more of its development.
 
YT:
<laughs> The game took nearly two years to develop. The original idea was to make a polygonal shooting game for the Sega Saturn-based ST-V arcade board, but in the midst of development it became clear that my 3D programming skills were not yet up to the challenge. So we had to make a late switch to pre-rendered graphics.      I was involved with the title from the start of development, but became so exhausted by it that I ended up having to hand the reigns over to Yokoh. I owe you an apology for that!
 
KY: I had actually been working on a different project, but I had heard that after a year in development Soukyuugurentai still wasn't coming together, and the company had lost faith in the title. We were trying to make a vertical scrolling game which was enjoyable on a horizontal screen - for playing both at an arcade and at home. The main designer, Kazuyuki Nakashima, came to me and asked me to manage the project and usher it to completion, otherwise it would never get published. 
It was the first time I'd worked in any sort of planning role. I was put in charge of the scoring system and the enemy placement. Even after a year of development I felt I needed to make a number of significant changes, adding in the human characters, changing the game mechanics, and redoing the layout of the stages, and it ended up taking about seven months to do everything. I took it on with determination. Making so many changes in such a short time was very challenging, but it ended up being a game that meant a lot to me. So the planner being changed mid-development was one of the big events that happened. 
 
YT: Had you been working on Battle Garegga?242
 
KY: No, it was Panic Bomber.243

 
JS: Did you keep the prototype prior to these changes? 
 
YT: I doubt it. It was initially developed for ST-V, not the Sega Saturn, and I don't think there are any ST-V development kits left anywhere. So even if we still had the program, there wouldn't be any way to run it.
 
KY: We had only made three stages, which ended up being Stage 2 (Deep Space), Stage 3 (Canyon), and Stage 4 (Asteroid) in the final version. The major mechanical difference was that it had a block button.
 
YT: Back then, shooting games were always "one hit, and you're dead". Fighting games had become popular at the time, so we thought, "What if we added a block button so the player could protect himself?"
 
JS: Mr Tatsuta, were you involved in Soukyuugurentai?
 
MT: No, I was not involved in Soukyuugurentai at all, because at that time I was already doing the design work for Battle Garegga.
 
JS: About the story to Soukyuugurentai, I'm told it was only added later? 
 
YT: Our main inspiration for the story was the Kidou Youhei series of novels written by Koushuu Tani,244 which involved combat and development in the space outside Earth. Also, alternate history novels were quite popular at the time; what if this pacific army had access to such and such crazy weapon, would they have won? That sort of thing. And all that flavoured our sekaikan [world-building] as well.245
 
JS: There's been talk in English about Japanese words like sekaikan - it's a bit more nuanced than just worldview.246

 
YT:
<laughs> I was surprised to hear you say the word!
 
KY: I had many opportunities to work on the stories or sekaikan of shooting games in the Raizing era. Shooting games have very simple rules - they hardly vary from game to game. So I wanted to distinguish the games with enjoyable mechanics, as well as an engaging sekaikan and characters. Scrolling shooters, in particular, provide a sense that the player is on a journey, with the stages unfurling like a scroll.247 So with the stage design, I want to provide a sense that the player has travelled a great distance through exotic locations. And it's that sort of sekaikan - the way the stages develop in the background - that takes the place of story in engaging the player. 
 
JS: Right, and shooters like Shippu Mahou Daisakusen248 placed the journey within the context of racing.
 
KY: Our previous game was a fairly standard shooter, so we thought we'd try breaking away from that by incorporating racing. We also continued with making the setting, or sekaikan, something similar to that of RPGs.
 
YT:
<laughs> We had also been playing racing games in the office at the time.249 We were thinking about trying to invert the trend in arcades where skilled users could play for a very long time. Whereas with racing games, a skilled player will finish sooner.
 
JS: In GameSide magazine Mr Yokoh said that by 1993, "The writing was on the wall for the shooting genre."  All three of you have been involved with shooting games. In closing, what are your feelings on the genre, how it changed, where it went, and where it is today?
 
MT: The first shooting game I made was Battle Garegga. But before that, there were games like Gunbird, Strikers 1945, and so on. But then that one game came out... what was it? <chitchat with Yokoh and Redon> Oh, Sonic Wings. Well, the trend before that - and Musha Aleste is a part of this - was for long shooting games. Each stage took a significant amount of time to play through. But Sonic Wings had very brief stages. And that sort of game became popular. Battle Garegga was a part of that trend of shorter, more intense shooting games, where the enemies are trying to kill you right off the bat and the focus became more and more about your score. 
After Battle Garegga I worked on Brave Blade, a 3D shooting game which actually used the blocking mechanic we talked about for Soukyuugurentai. But in the end, we decided it really wasn't what shooting games are anymore. The games nowadays are very back-to-basics, very simple, just dodge and shoot.
 
KY: Starting with Space Invaders and then throughout the 1980s, shooting games were the main genre of videogames. When I was in school I'd go to arcades and I'd see businessmen in suits playing through the final level of Toaplan's Kyukyoku Tiger or Tatsujin. Anyone could play shooting games. But when videogames started entering the mainstream in the 1990s, and genres like RPGs and fighting games started to catch on, shooting game developers responded by becoming more insular, more focused on raising the bar. Shooting games became targeted towards shooting-game fans, and were no longer something that anyone and everyone could play. And I thought that was a real shame.
With Battle Garegga we pushed towards the trend of more challenging, fan-focused shooting games, but we weren't willing to continue along that path too much beyond that. The genre had to go down that path to survive. So I have a lot of respect for the developers who stuck with the genre, but I think it's really a pity that the games are no longer as accessible as they used to be.
 
YT: The popular shooting games at the moment are the ones from Cave and the doujin games from Touhou Project. But I'm getting older, and I can't keep up with the frantic pace of those sorts of games. Instead, I still play the older style of shooting games. But I think that's true of everyone - no one can ever really escape the influence of the games they played in their teens. When I go to arcades, I still find myself playing games like Xevious.
 
<chitchat about wrapping up and Nico taking photos>
 
JS: Any final comments?
 
KY: We worked as creators in the era of arcade games, or instant games, which is long since over. But the fun of videogames continues today in different forms, like First-Person Shooting games, and it's really not so different. I hope everyone continues to enjoy the fun of videogames. 
 
MT: I feel as if the Japanese games industry has begun to lag far behind the West these days, but I hope that one day the energy we once possessed will return, and it can be like old times again. 
 
JS: I don't even think it's in a bad situation; I still think Japan produces the best games.
 
MT:
<smiles> Thank you. 
 
JS: Mr Toyama, one last question about the unreleased Feedback on PC-88?
 
YT:
<very intense laughter> But both Fujishima-san and Hirono-san are arriving!
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Abridged Portfolio - Takayuki Hirono
 
Takayuki Hirono has worked on a dauntingly large number of games, several not documented in English. While trying to navigate Japanese credits listings, it became apparent he's been listed on seemingly every Puyo Puyo game ever. For ease, some credits for "Special Thanks" have been omitted, along with a few overly obscure games. Given the volume, for some games I avoided listing both the Japanese and localised names, and just went with what MobyGames had as the main name. Furthermore, there were some discrepancies between the dates on GameStaff@wiki and MobyGames.
 
Monster Panic - PC-8001 - (1982, game published in I/O book)
Safari Hunting - SC-3000 / SG-1000 - (1983, programmer)
Lunar Pool - FC / MSX1 - (1985, programming, sound)
Godzilla-kun - MSX1 - (1985, sound)
C-So! - MSX1 / SG-1000 - (1985, programmer)            
Choplifter - SC-3000 / SG-1000 - (1985, music)
Zanac A.I. - MSX1 / FDS - (1986, game design, programming)
Zanac EX - MSX2      - (1986, game design, programming)
Thexder - MSX1 - (1986, special thanks)
Gulkave - MSX1 / SG-1000      - (1986, sound, enemy characters)      
Guardic - MSX1 - (1986, sound)
City Adventure Touch: Mystery of Triangle - Famicom - (1987, title, ending, enemy behaviour)
Jagur 5: Golden Triangle - MSX1 - (1987, sound)
Maou Golvellius / Shin Maou Golvellius - MSX1 / MSX2 / Mk-III - (1987~88, programming, sound)
Xevious: Fardraut Saga - MSX2 - (1988, sound)                  
Asteka II / Tombs & Treasure - Famicom - (1988, extra programming)
Aleste / Power Strike - MSX2 / Mk-III (SMS) - (1988, assistant programmer)
Guardic Gaiden / The Guardian Legend      - Famicom - (1988, programmer)
Disk Station #0 - Disk magazine (MSX) - (1988, editorial support)
Gunhed / Blazing Lazers - PC Engine - (1989, main programmer)            
Aleste 2       - MSX2 - (1989, game design, lead programmer)
Xevious: Fardraut Densetsu       - PC Engine - (1990, sound)
Musha Aleste / M.U.S.H.A. - Mega Drive - (1990, supervisor)
Gun-Nac       - Famicom - (1990, game design, programming)
Ghostbusters - Mega Drive - (1990, programmer)            
Cyber Knight - PC Engine - (1990, sound)
Seirei Senshi Spriggan - PCE CD-ROM      - (1991, supervisor)
Puyo Puyo (original) - Multiple - (1991, multiple programming credits)
Madou Monogatari 1-2-3 - PC-9801 - (1991, voice acting)
GG Aleste - Game Gear - (1991, supervisor)                  
Spriggan Mark 2 - PCE CD-ROM - (1992, program support)
Super Aleste / Space Megaforce - Super Famicom - (1992, game designer, programmer)
Dennin Aleste / Robo Aleste      - Mega CD - (1992, programming)
Sylphia - PCE CD-ROM - (1993, game system advisor)
Power Strike II - Master System - (1993, main programmer)            
GG Aleste II / Power Strike - Game Gear - (1993, QA Supervisor)
Nazo Puyo 1 & 2 - Game Gear - (1993, sound driver)
Madou Monogatari I, II, III - Game Gear - (1993~4, sound driver)
Puyo Puyo 2 (& Super & Pocket) - MD / SAT / SFC / GB - (1994~6, programmer)
Qwirks - Mac / Win - (1995, technical advisor)            
Kirby's Avalanche / Ghost Trap - SNES - (1995, programmer)
Super Nazo Puyo: Rulue no Roux - Super Famicom - (1995, main programmer)
Madou Monogatari: Hanamaru Daiyouchienji - Super Famicom - (1996, sub-programmer)
Super Nazo Puyo Tsuu: Rulue no Tetsuwan Hanjyouki - Super Famicom - (1996, programmer)
Rude Breaker - PC-9801 - (1996, supervisor)                  
Bomber Through GOGO! ~ Jump Hero Gaiden 2~ - Win 95 - (1996, special thanks)
Puyo Puyo Sun - SAT / WIN / GBC - (1997~98, programmer, supervisor)
Puyo Puyo~n - GBC - (2000, director, programmer)
Puyo Puyo Box - PlayStation - (2000, PDA programmer)
Arle no Bouken: Mahou no Jewel - GBC - (2000, technical support)            
Zanac X Zanac - PlayStation      (2001, prod., dir., planner, programmer)
Pochi and Nyaa - Arcade - (2002~3, AI programmer)
Magical Drop BATTLE - Mobile - (2006, programmer)
Mitsuteru Yokoyama Sangokushi Komei's Brain Battle - Mobile - (2008, conversion)
Bass Fishing Life - Mobile - (2008, conversion)                  
Nettou! Pegirinpikku - Mobile      - (2010 - winter sports game with penguins)
Sengoku Reversi - Mobile - (2015)
 
Abridged Portfolio - Satoshi Fujishima
 
An early member of Compile in the 1980s, a jack-of-all-trades creating code, art, and sound for a variety of titles. In 1992 he founded Fupac, incorporating it in 1994. The website www.fupac.co.jp has removed the company's product listings page, which featured hundreds of items. WayBack archives contain some captures up until 2004; these have been used to piece together the incomplete list below. Company specific credits have "Fupac" in bold.
 
Madofuki kaisha no Swing-kun - MSX1 - (1985, designer, characters)
Godzilla-kun - MSX1 - (1985, producer)
Final Justice - MSX1 - (1985, programmer, designer)
C-So! - MSX1 / SG-1000 - (1985, designer)
Thexder - MSX1 - (1986, special thanks)                  
Gulkave - MSX1 / SG-1000      - (1986, game & character design, program, music)
Guardic - MSX1- (1986, game & character design, programming)
Maou Golvellius - MSX1 - (1987, story, graphics, planning, programming)
Shin M. Golvellius / Valley of Doom -      MSX2 / Mk-III - (1988, supervising conversion)
Disc Station #0 - Disk magazine (MSX2) - (1988, editor)                        
Disc Station #32 - Disk magazine (MSX2) - (1992)
Sword Maniac / X-Kaliber 2097 - Super Famicom - (1994, main programmer)
Keeper / Cyber Slider (unreleased) - Super Famicom - (1994, program, puzzle & main design) 
Akatsuki no Bizantira - PC-9801 - (1994, Fupac planning, program, graphics, sound)
Sotsugyou Final - 3DO - (1994, Fupac porting)                  
Bishoku Sentai Barayarou - Super Famicom - (1994, Fupac programming, sound)
Makeruna! Makendou 2 - Super Famicom - (1995, special thanks)
Gourmet Sentai: Bara Yarou       - Super Famicom - (1995, program & sound director, sound effects) 
Quantum Gate - PS1 / SAT - (1995, Fupac conversion work)            
Rupupu Cube: RupuSalad - PS1 - (1996, planning, programming, graphics, sound)
Tonari no Princess Rolfee - PC-FX - (1997, programming)
Choushin Heiki Zeroigar - PC-FX - (1997, planner, programming)
Roommate ~ Inoue Ryouko ~ - Saturn - (1997, Fupac)
Kidousenkan Nadeshiko ~YSK~ - Saturn - (1997, Fupac)                        
Puzzle Star Sweep       - Game Boy - (1998, puzzle design, programmer) 
Denpa shounen-teki gehmu - Saturn - (1998, Fupac)
 
 
Interview with Takayuki HIRONO and Satoshi FUJISHIMA
 
This was one of the most colourful and amusing of all interviews. They were like a manzai comedy team, with Mr Hirono giving passionate and intense answers, with hilarious onomatopoeia, while Mr Fujishima played the straight man beside him. Throughout the discussion they would riff off each other's answers, ask each other questions, and answer on behalf of the other. I've tried to convey this sense of fun in the text, and there are some videos online. Mr Hirono in particular loudly injected a lot of onomatopoeia into his answers, and where possible these are contained in <brackets>. Unfortunately due to the fast dialogue and unrestrainable crosstalk some of the audio was garbled, meaning parts of the interview have been patched together as best as possible. I did try to reign it in!
Although this constitutes four hours from my seven hour day, it still wasn't enough! Both myself and Joseph Redon of the GPS brought in questions, and we were only able to get through about half. Both interviewees' portfolios are so large as to warrant four hours each. If there were more time I'd have liked to discuss Zanac with Mr Hirono, and how he balanced the difficulty of a game which adapts to the player's behaviour. The fact such emergent gameplay appeared in 1986 is astounding, and it's sad that later shmups abandoned the concept for rigid preset patterns. He truly is one of the fathers of the genre! I also wasn't able to ask about his coding randomisation algorithms for Puyo Puyo.  
Mr Fujishima meanwhile oversaw programming on the insanely difficult X-Kaliber 2097 and bizarre brawler Gourmet Sentai, both for Super Famicom, two PC-FX titles (the only PC-FX interviewee in the book!), in addition to physical plug-n-play toys based on snowboards, guns, and katana swords! I only discovered these after the interview while trawling the Fupac website on WayBack archives - although the website listed them as being for the XaviX hardware, they were actually standalone game-playing devices published by Takara. So much needed asking!
 
JS: What's the first game you can recall?
 
Satoshi Fujishima:
Breakout, maybe? Many people would say Breakout.
 
Takayuki Hirono: I remember there was a game like tennis where there were two paddles and a ball bouncing around going "pong!" "pong!" "pong!" <voice oscillates musically with each new word>

 
SF:
<deadpan> That was Pong.
 
TH: Right. I think I saw the Japanese version of that somewhere. Or maybe it wasn't actually Pong, but one of its clones? Also, I remember a game at arcades where there was a tank driving around between walls.250 I must have seen Breakout at some point, too, since that was before Space Invaders, right? Those are the games that I can remember.
Actually, there was a Namco game I used to play that wasn't even really a videogame. It was a driving game, and the track was sheets of celluloid that were projected against a screen. But I really liked it. Can that be counted as a game?
 
SF: That's F-1.251
 
JS: When did you have the desire to make games?
 
SF: I think I was in elementary school when I first found myself captivated by videogames. Playing games on a maiko252 - nowadays we'd call it a personal computer - was a hobby of mine. When I got older, I started writing to magazines, sending in games I'd made, and that led to me getting a part-time job at Compile. I wasn't a full-time employee, but I was a part of the company.
 
JS: Which PC did you own?
 
SF: The computers at the time were the Apple II, MZ-80, PC-8001, and...253
 
JS: But which did you have...?
 
SF: Oh, no. I didn't own one, but I'd see them in stores.
 
TH: May I add a comment? In Japan, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, there were people who were referred to as the naikon-zoku. 
<SF bursts into laughter - laughs throughout>

"Naikon" was a play on maikon, with "nai" meaning "no", "kon" meaning "computer", and "zoku" meaning "group or tribe". So they were people who were interested in computers, but didn't own one of their own. In those days, a lot of electronics stores would let people play with the display computers. So they'd go up to one, punch in programs from their computer magazines, <ja-ja-ja-ja!!!> save them to cassettes, and when someone got a program working, they'd yell out and everyone would gather around and play it. 
For people like Fujishima and I who did not own computers, it was a totally natural thing to do! It was a big subculture in those days - computers were really expensive! And that was right around the time people of our age were first getting into computers. It only lasted for about five years, though, before the stores banned people from playing with them. So it was only a few years, <solemnly> but they were happy ones.
 
<lots of crosstalk - author requests everyone avoid this>
 
Yuichi Toyama: Akihabara may have had that subculture, because it was big, but there wasn't anything like that in Nagasaki. The electronics stores were too small, for one thing, and fewer people living there. 
 
SF: Maybe it trickled down to Nagasaki later?
 
YT: No way. You'd touch the computers and they'd kick you out of the store! 
 
TH: What I was describing earlier may not have been everywhere in Japan, but it was a big part of the computer magazines of the era, like I/O magazine,254 so it was definitely a thing. But of course you did need to have a computer store near you! Not everyone could pay 300'000 yen for a computer! 
 
JS: Even without inflation, that's expensive. Which years did you join Compile?
 
TH: 1985. I remember the year exactly, because I was working for the company which is now NTT [Nippon Telephone & Telegraph]. Compile actually wasn't anything close to my first job - I was in the middle of my career!
 
<lots of crosstalk again>
 
SF: I think it was 1983. When Mr Niitani started Compile, Mr Hirono and myself were among the first people called to join him. So we were there from the very beginning.
 
JS: Prior to Compile, I think its predecessor was called Programmers 3, Inc. Is that true?255
 
SF: Oh! No, no. That was a separate company. They hired Compile to develop A.E256 and E.I. Exa Innova257 for them. 
 
JS: Completely separate companies?
 
SF: Yes. <more crosstalk with Hirono>
 
JS: Some old games have "Copyright Nisso Corporation". Was this an early name for Compile?
 
TH: Oh, right! When the company was getting started we were a little loose with our business practices. Nisso was a business partner, and sometimes it got mentioned, but it was not Compile itself.
 
JS: Can you describe how Compile came about?
 
SF: I think a lot of it has already been disclosed publicly, so apart from that there's not much we can say that may be interesting.
 
TH: Masamitsu Niitani founded the company by himself sometime around 1982, and at first, I believe he just made business software.258

 
SF: Like for pizza reservations. Someone calls a pizza place and you enter their details. <laughs>259
 
TH: I think he decided to move into games in about 1983, and that's when he started scouting employees and advertising for part-time help. Remember how I talked about the naikon-zoku earlier? I don't know what his hiring standards or criteria were, exactly, but he'd go to the computer stores and talk to the people who were hanging around the computer displays. 
I'd become aware of Fujishima before that, because we were both contributing to I/O magazine. I was submitting games to their supplemental pack-ins, but he was getting his games into the actual magazine. And one day someone said, "Hey, that's Fujishima," and there he was!
Toyama-kun said there were no naikon in Nagasaki, but it was huge in Hiroshima. There was a giant computer store called Daiichi Sangyo, a real barebones one called Urban Electronics, and one called Matsumoto Wireless. Each store did so well that each had its own clientele of naikon who hung around there exclusively, and they'd be called the Urban tribe, or Daiichi tribe, or whatever. Fujishima and I hung around with the Daiichi and the Urban groups. Mr Niitani used to work at Urban Electronics, so that's probably why he started recruiting from the regulars there.
 
YT: Can I add something? Fujishima was contributing to I/O when he was still in middle school. I remember being a teenager in Nagasaki and reading I/O magazine and seeing "Pacman" and being so in awe of him. At the time I was using a very simple computer, the Hitachi Basic Master Level 2.260
 
SF: That was also the first computer I ever touched.
 
YT: So I wasn't able to start sending in games until I was in high school. And this person I only knew as "Pacman", who was sending in games even though he was only in middle school - he was someone I really admired.
 
JS: When did you discover Mr Fujishima was Pacman?
 
YT: I think I realised that Fujishima was Pacman when I joined Compile, although I never asked him about it directly. Today may be the first time we've ever really talked about it.
 
TH: To be clear, I didn't get hired through Fujishima. Niitani asked both of us individually. I was already working somewhere else, but I quit that job so I could work at Compile part-time. As a side note, I always thought that Niitani was only recruiting from the Urban and Daiichi groups, but later I discovered Shintani, also known as Lunarian,261 used to hang out at Matsumoto Wireless. <intensely>
I could not believe it!
So that covers how I started working at Compile. Sorry the answer took so long. <laughs>
 
JS: Another of your nicknames was just "Pac", right? 
 
SF: Yes. The name did not come from   Pac-Man the game, but from the piggybank.
 
TH: A Pac-Man piggybank?
 
YT: You didn't see it? You put a 10-yen coin in his hand and "pac!" - it eats it down.262

 
SF: I was collecting all the different colours it was available in. <laughs>
 
JS: Mr Hirono, you were "Jemini"?
 
TH: It's not like we put a lot of deep thought into these things - I just liked the way it sounded! At first I was thinking of Gemini, like the constellation. But when a Japanese person sees that written out, they're going to pronounce it with a hard G. But I like the sound of the letter J, like "jaaah", so I kind of made up a word. Or... maybe I'm misremembering the story to make myself sound better, and in fact I just misspelled the word "Gemini" with a "J," and I made up that story to explain it. <everyone laughs> That could totally be the reason.
 
JS: English is full of illogical spellings.
 
TH: The name wasn't something I came up with when I started programming, by the way. I'm terrible at it, but I actually used to write amateur manga. "Jemini" was my pen name from those days. 
 
JS: Do you still have these manga?       (one is below)
 
TH: They may still exist, but they're probably long buried at this point. And I did not bring any of the drawings.
 
JS: Compile staff mostly went under nicknames. I've got a list - do you remember these?
 
<everyone studies the list, talking among themselves - over 5 minutes of crosstalk as we write down names>
 
JS: "Janus" was Koji Teramoto, and "Konahika" was Kazunari Yonemitsu.
 
SF: Yeah. And this one's Santo, right?
 
TH: I think so. Shin-kun? And Terubo... Who was Terubo?
 
SF: I don't know. Yoriki was Yorichika?
 
TH: Hm, yes. Terubo... Terubo... And Hyohju?
 
YT: It's a bit tricky! <laughs> I can't recall Hyohju!
 
SF: Shant, or Takeshi Santo, is the president of Sting.263 And Akabei is Yukinori Taniguchi, the president of Yuke's.264
 
JS: Compile's Madofuki Kaisha no Swing-kun265 is similar to a game in I/O magazine called Clean Climber, which was made by someone called "Puck Man" for the MZ-80B...266
 
SF:
<laughing throughout question> That was indeed me. I asked I/O, and was given permission to make a game with a similar theme again. However, I wasn't the one who programmed Madofuki Kaisha no Swing-kun.
 
TH: That was Tadashi "Wao" Ishimaru.267
 
YT: So the game Swing-kun was developed by Compile.
 
SF: And the original game was called Clean Climber.
 
JS: And you programmed the original Clean Climber.
 
SF: But I only designed and did the graphics for Madofuki Kaisha no Swing-kun.
 
TH: The characters used in Clean Climber - there were three monsters, like a duster - they all ended up being used in Madofuki Kaisha no Swing-kun.
 
JS: A duster, and...? <everyone starts crosstalking>
 
TH: They get a little weird. There was Randar, and there was Beauty, and Fujishima says I'm remembering it wrong, and there was no duster after all. There's the monster that goes to places which are clean, the monster that always goes to dirty places, and the one that wasn't thinking at all and just kind of wanders around. That was Randar. <crosstalk, all laughing> Oh, Daston! That was the name of the one that goes to dirty places.  And Beauty! I was right about Beauty, it went to clean places. <points to box Joseph brought in> Also this says UFO on the brochure, but actually it was supposed to be OFU.
 
JS: And OFU stands for...?
 
TH: Nothing - I just wanted to switch it around! <laughs>
 
JS: Mr Fujishima, you seem surprised at our questions.
 
SF: Of course I am.
 
JR: Can you explain the "produced by Aii" at the bottom of this flier? It's all capitals, with two "i" in row.
 
SF: There was a company by the name of AI International back then, that we worked with. They were like a middleman that was involved with Pony Canyon titles.268 I think Zanac went through them as well. 
 
<rapid, hushed crosstalk about the degree to which they were involved in certain ports; mentions A.E., Zanac, MSX1, Pony Canyon, and Shintani>
 
JS: <interrupts> We've still got a lot of questions...
 
JR: I've got a question on a game you didn't work on, but maybe you have info since it's about underground computing? Did Yuji Naka develop an extension for the game Lode Runner on the Sega SF-7000 computer?
 
TH: SC-3000, the model number is a bit different.269
 
<crosstalk between all three, ultimately no one knows>
 
JS: Mr Fujishima, you made Final Justice on MSX. Apparently it sold for 70'000 yen on auction.270
 
SF: That's a lot. <laughs> I programmed it, composed the sound, and did the graphic design. I have one copy of the cassette, but not the packaging.
 
TH: It was probably a very small print run.
 
SF: It must have been. <so, so, soooo much crosstalk>
 
TH: At the time there was some talk from Pony Canyon about making a licensed game for the movie The Last Starfighter, but they never ended up getting the license. But the game was already underway, so we just finished it up and released it under the name Final Justice. 
 
YT:
<crosstalk> It was The Last Starfighter in English, but the Japanese title was simply "Star Fighter".
 
JS: The film The Last Starfighter came out, there were plans to make a game, programming started, the license never happened, and the code was used in Final Justice. 
 
<everyone nods>
 
JS: Because the film had its own "game", and Atari repeatedly failed to make an adaptation. And you came close to creating an official Starfighter game yourself. 
 
SF: The original plan was to base the game on the film, so they gave us a videotape of the as-yet unreleased movie, The Last Starfighter.
 
JS: Wow, pre-release copy!
 
SF: Well, it hadn't been released in Japanese theatres at that point.271

 
JS: Did it have Japanese subtitles, was it dubbed?
 
SF: I think it was subtitled. I would not have understood it otherwise!
 
TH: Incidentally, the title abbreviates to F.J., which is one letter up from the game E.I. [Exa Innova], which we made for Sony. And then we made Devil's Heaven,272 D.H., which was one letter back from that. Oh, now I remember! It was all Niitani's idea. We made a game called A.E. for the Apple II, right? It sold really well. And so then we made a game called Bee & Flower. Then we'd planned to make a game called Curtain Girl, but that name had kind of a dirty meaning overseas, so we never produced it. <everyone laughs> Then came Devil's Heaven, then E.I., and Final Justice. The G.K. game was Gulkave. And the one after that was Guardic, which I think had an H.L. name in development, but it got changed. <starts writing on board> And that was how we named our games! 
 
JS: In the book I'll print a chart with the alphabet. 
 
TH:
<laughs> But at Compile we never finished it - we stopped early in the alphabet! 
 
JR: Compile ported some PC-88 games, like Romancia to Famicom273 and Thexder to MSX. The MSX version of Thexder was high quality compared to the FC version by Bits Laboratory - there was no laser in that - it must have been difficult. Do you remember Thexder for MSX?
 
SF: I think Tadashi Ishimaru programmed that.274 I don't think I was involved.
 
TH: We had to write a very small program for Thexder. The memory was only 32K. <intense> What is this?!

 
SF: Ishimaru also programmed Madofuki Kaisha no   Swing-kun, Godzilla-kun for the MSX, and also City Adventure Touch for Famicom.275
 
TH: And Crusader for MSX. 
 
SF:
Romancia for Famicom too. I recall he was determined to make the laser work in the MSX version of Thexder.
 
JS: You brought up Godzilla-kun. Do you recall a hidden message, Mr Hirono?276 And in Borderline on SG-1000277 a hidden message credits Puck, which is Mr Fujishima. 
 
SF:
<surprised recognition> For Borderline I think I drew the characters? And I also wrote the specifications. I remember taking the hardware home and working hard to make something for it.278
 
TH: At the time, there were no design documents, so you had to watch the game and try to reverse engineer how it was programmed. It was quite a challenge. Fujishima was really good at that.
 
JS: What machine were you programming on; for example, when programming Borderline?
 
SF: Back in those days I may have just drawn the pixel art on graph paper.
 
TH: You couldn't design it using a machine, because you couldn't access the available colours - graphics programs would typically only have one colour. You had to do these things on paper.
 
JR:
Volume 0 of Disc Station was sold cheaply so all MSX users could afford it. First on MSX2 and then on PC-98. The content wasn't just games, but graphics and music. 
 
SF: I was only involved in the MSX era, doing system-related work and editing.
 
TH:
<produces document> This is a technical paper I wrote of the specifications for the systems that Fujishima was working on. It's the Disc Station design document.
 
JS: Can I take a photo?279
 
TH: The first two pages are copies of what Fujishima wrote, in my handwriting, so I don't think there's an issue with that. I don't want you to think he has bad handwriting - that's all me! <laughs>
 
SF: My handwriting is bad as well. <everyone laughs>
 
JR: The programming for Disc Station, and the graphics, was it on a PC-98?
 
SF: I believe we did the graphics on an MSX2, and the system programming on a PC-98.
 
TH: At the time the PC-98 was still graphically weak, even though its resolution was higher, and even after its upgrade. And since the disk was meant to be played on an MSX2, it made sense to use that for the graphics. So the production machine was MSX2, even to draw pictures, and it was not the kind to use a mouse - you had to use the keyboard to manipulate the pixels!
 
JS: Let's discuss Golvellius. It has fans in Europe, both on MSX 1 and 2, and its conversion to Sega's Master System. Were you inspired by The Legend of Zelda? Or perhaps Hydlide280 or Knightmare?281

 
SF: Well, I hadn't played much of Hydlide or Knightmare, so indeed Legend of Zelda was the primary inspiration. My goal was to create an action game in the vein of Zelda, and at the time, when I was making the MSX1 version, I had complete freedom to do that. 
Talk of converting it to the MSX2 and Sega Mark III came after that. I programmed the entire MSX1 version myself, but I had virtually nothing to do with any of the ports - I just supervised.
 
JS: The music doesn't change between locations; it changes when you get new equipment. Was this your idea, Mr Fujishima? Mr Hirono, you did audio coding?
 
SF: Yes, but the only reason we did that was because we had so few music tracks. Actually, I don't really remember one way or the other... It could only have been my decision, but that would be my guess as to why...
 
TH: I loved the music from that game. <hums, sounds like "Little Valley" - chan-chan-chakaka-chan-chan!>
 
SF: That was from the Mark III version.
 
JS: Any stories you can share? 
 
SF: I don't know much about the Mark III version, but, well... This may disappoint you to hear, but there were plans to develop a sequel and unfortunately those fell through, so the story never really had a conclusion. I'm terribly sorry for that.
 
TH: You were supposed to be able to play as the demon Golvellius, right?
 
SF: Yes, right. As shown in this image. 
 
JS: What were you thinking of putting in the sequel?
 
SF: Well, fundamentally it was going to be the same type of game. I had intended to add a variety of new types of scrolling sequences, and to allow players to switch between the three playable characters.
 
JS: Would puzzles need all three to solve them?
 
SF: I hadn't really thought it through that far. I never had a chance to fully develop the idea. It never went anywhere.
 
JS: There were two remakes of Golvellius. Why was it remade for each hardware instead of getting a sequel?
 
SF: I was beginning to work on the sequel for MSX1, and at the same time the president decided to port the game to Mark III and MSX2.
 
TH: The first port was actually the Mark III version. And then a lot of that work was ported into the MSX2 version.
 
SF: It sounds like Hirono was more involved with the ports to Mark III and MSX2 than I was. Maybe he could tell you more about them.
 
TH: I wasn't involved with the decisions about what platforms to port it to, so I can't tell you anything about that. I was just assigned to work on the titles. We prettied up the graphics for Mark III, and then we based the MSX2 port on that version, but the palette didn't really match up that well, so we had to do a lot of work on that too! That's why I recall the order of the games being developed so clearly. The rules for how the two platforms [Mark III and MSX2] use colours is very different.282 That was somewhat troublesome. I'd imagine the platform holders were eager for content, and that's why those versions got made.
I don't know if I should say this... Well, I guess it's pretty famous at this point. There's a secret in the MSX1 version where if you type in our nicknames during the title screen, the main character's face changes to one of our faces. Like, if you type in "Wao", you get Tadashi Ishimaru's face. "Moo" gets you Masamitsu Niitani, "Jemini" gets me, and so on. There's a whole list of them on some fan page. 
 
SF: Really? <laughs>
 
TH:
You were the one who programmed it! So it's a little secret some people know.
 
JS: Cool! There was a game called Super Cooks on one of the Compile
Disc Stations. Know anything?283
SF: I didn't have anything to do with developing it, I believe it may have been Takafumi Tanida who made it?284 As I recall, it was some sort of crossover with a TV drama series that was playing at the time. Hirono may know more about it.
 
TH: I'm not entirely sure about this story, as it was a long time ago and I don't remember it too clearly. But from what I recall, a TV network asked us to make a game that they could use as part of a storyline in a TV drama. I believe the storyline was that a woman and her in-laws were fighting a lot, but they would bond over playing the game and start to get along better. 
There was a lot of prototyping. They didn't need a full game - they only needed a couple of parts for the few times it would appear on the show. But the story ended up changing and the game ended up appearing very little, and then a lot of what did appear wasn't even what we had given them. Like, there was this scene where they beat the game and a big "Victory" screen appeared and they were all "Yeeaaahhh!" and that wasn't even part of our game! Anyway, we'd put a fair amount of work into it, so afterwards we took what we'd made and developed it into a full game.
 
JS: Wow! Anything else to say on Golvellius?
 
SF: Not really.
 
TH: I have a question! If you had made a Golvellius sequel, what would you have called it?
 
SF: Two. (2)
 
TH: Just... Golvellius 2? Would it still have the Maou? 285
 
SF: Yeah.
 
TH: But Maou - ?
 
SF: They still call it Legend of Zelda, don't they?
 
TH:
<teasingly> Yeah, but in Zelda - 
 
SF: Enough! That is enough out of you! 
 
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: Actually, where does the name Golvellius come from?
 
SF: Hmm... <long silence> I'm sorry, I can't remember. I don't think there was anything in particular.
 
JS: Mr Hirono was the main driving force behind the Aleste series. It gets a little complex - in Japan there was Aleste, which became Power Strike... 
 
TH: Right, yes.     (he repeats this throughout my question)
 
JS: Then Aleste 2 on MSX2 was not released outside Japan.286 Then Power Strike II on SMS, the sequel to the first SMS version of Aleste, never came out in Japan. 
 
TH: Correct. There's no Japanese version. 
 
JS: Then there was GG Aleste II on Game Gear, which also came out in English as Power Strike II. You programmed the SMS sequel in 1993 - why no Japanese release? 
 
TH: You're asking about Power Strike II on the Sega Master System? Well, first off, let me say that I did not really work on the first Aleste game. I did not have a major role in developing either the Mark III or the MSX2 versions.287
Incidentally, when we developed Aleste we wanted it to be "Zanac 2", but we did not have the rights to that name, so we had to come up with a new title.
I recall there was some reason the title had to be changed to Power Strike overseas, but I don't remember what that was. I'm also not sure who settled on the name Power Strike, or why. And then later when GG Aleste II for the Game Gear came out, it was given the new title Power Strike II. But of course, changing the title, that sort of  thing happened all the time.
After the first, we made different variations of Aleste, like Musha Aleste, GG Aleste, and Dennin Aleste. Anyway, we decided to make Aleste 2 for the MSX2, and I was asked to program it, for the first time in a long time. Actually, I think that was the first Aleste game I got to work on as main programmer. And for whatever reason, that was not released overseas. Probably because it was on MSX2, and it was a disk-based game. 
After some time, a version called GG Aleste II was made for Game Gear - I don't really remember the chronology of that. But since overseas the series was known as Power Strike, it was only natural that we call that game Power Strike II. Nothing unusual there. The only weird thing is that we were also making a Master System version of Power Strike II, which was developed as an entirely original game, and not a port. It was made for Europe, so it was developed at 50Hz, and without support for the FM sound unit, which shows how we never had any plans of releasing it in Japan. If we ever made one for Japan, it would have to be remade to make use of the FM and sound more gorgeous. But that was never incorporated. Also, if you were to play the European Master System version on the Japanese Mark III, then it would run faster by 20%, and the sound would be sped up by 20%. It was only for foreign PAL markets, with no intention of sale in Japan, and that alone is quite exceptional. Everything else regarding name changes followed a logical pattern. 
I don't really know the contractual background as to why we ended up making a Europe-exclusive game, but I expect it was born out of discussions with Sega. We knew it was a little weird we were releasing two different games with the same title of Power Strike II, on Game Gear and Master System, but we figured, well, so what?
 
JS: In your heart, do you feel Power Strike II on the Master System is part of the Aleste series?
 
TH: I do. It should be considered an upgraded version of Aleste 2. Because Aleste 2 was hard! Way too hard! <intense>
The enemies were such total bullet sponges. I understand it has its fans, but it needed to be toned down. Power Strike II is definitely a worthy game in the series. So it should be regarded as part of the Aleste series.
 
JS: With Aleste 2 you were both programmer and planner.288 Was it your decision to kill the previous game's hero, Ray Waizen, and replace him with his daughter?
TH: No, I had nothing to do with that. I was involved in planning the gameplay content within the game, but not the overall story. However, if you read the scrolling text at the end of the Japanese version, you'll learn that the father actually survived.
Just as a side note, a man named Takayuki Watanabe289 was the designer for Aleste 2. Most of the story was written by him. He writes a manga called Compile Club, an in-house comic series, and there's a story in that where Ray Waizen, the main character of Aleste, comes back. <intense - acts this out> There's a scene where the daughter throws a bouquet of flowers and wails "Faaather!" and then Ray Waizen comes out, and she's like, "Oh, you're alive!" The story is described in this comic and the game follows that.290
 
JS: Can you do that once more so I can take a picture?
 
TH:
<all laugh - throwing pose>
Faaaaather! I'm sure the comic book is somewhere, but I couldn't find it for today.
 
SF: Before we move on to another question, I have a story about Aleste you might like to hear, that I think even the Compile staff may not know... The title Aleste comes from a doujin manga that Hirono used to write. 
 
TH: It was a manga series that ran in a doujin manga periodical called TAF na Ko, pronounced "Tough na ko".291 The TAF stood for "Three And Four".
 
SF: I don't think that's what it stood for. <they argue>
 
TH: No? Well, whatever. It's probably on Wikipedia. But I mentioned earlier that I used to work at NTT, right? Aleste was actually named after a part we used in phone lines, its job was to prevent lightning strikes. Like a lightning rod. I loved the name and always wanted to use it for something. 
 
SF: The word is "arrester". The spelling is a little different. 
 
TH: There's another part called an "initiator", which I always wanted to use as a game title, but I could never get that through. Maybe that's for the best, though.
 
JS: Onto Guardic and Guardian Legend.292 Mr Fujishima, you were planner and programmer on Guardic for MSX1. Why weren't you involved in the Famicom sequel?
 
SF: The two games don't have any real connection to each other. The company merely decided to reuse the Guardic title at the time of the Famicom release, only because the first game on MSX had been out; the timing of the second was such that the name was re-used. I didn't have anything to do with Guardian Legend, and would prefer it to be considered an entirely separate title. 
 
<Hirono shows docs for "Another Legend of Guardic">
 
JS: Another?! Is this... A sequel to Guardian Legend?!293
 
TH:
Another Legend of Guardic is the same as Guardian Legend. During the planning stages this was the working title. It's quite unusual to have the title finalised at the time of planning. Anyway, these are the planning sheets. 
 
JS: Mr Hirono was involved in sound for Guardic and general coding for Guardian Legend. Any anecdotes?
 
TH: Well, this story is perhaps more sad than interesting, but we took so long to complete Guardian Legend that all of the point-of-purchase marketing displays that IREM made had to be destroyed because the release dates were wrong. It must have cost them a ton of money. I think there was a phone card promotion too, which we screwed up by being so late. IREM handled it all - I don't know how much losses they incurred, but I feel really bad about that! 
 
SF: They ran commercials for that game in movie theatres.
 
TH: IREM did this really cool thing where they had LED lights in their Famicom cartridges. They came pretty late to the Famicom marketplace and I think they felt they needed to do something to get some attention. I was really looking forward to Guardian Legend having that LED light, but it ended up being their first game without it - I guess they figured that the promotion had done its job and wasn't needed anymore. I was so disappointed.
 
JS: The Japanese box art was by a famous painter...
 
YT: ...That must have been Naoyuki Kato.294 That must have cost them a fortune.
 
JS: Did you see the American and British covers?
 
TH: I don't think so.
 
JS: The American publisher Brøderbund stole the image from the 1985 film Creature. The British cover was nice, featuring a metallic woman.
 
TH:
<laughs> Naoyuki Kato was a designer that was known in certain circles in Japan, so they must have invested a lot of resources into it.
 
JS: I'd say the Japanese cover is one of the best ever.
 
TH: Incidentally, we were told that in America and Europe, users wouldn't buy anything that seemed girly, and everything had to be really macho. So there was talk of changing the protagonist to a <macho voice> male character if we had time! But we were so very far behind schedule that we had to scrap that idea, and we ended up releasing it as is.
 
JS: I think that mainly applies to America, not Europe.
 
TH: At the time, what we heard was that anything with girls fighting wouldn't fly there. So I was surprised that our game featuring a girl in bikini armour made it through.
 
JS: Aleste 2 featured a female lead, as did Guardian Legend. Not many games starred women - but yours did!
 
TH: Just for me personally, ever since I was a kid I'd always wanted to see stories with strong female leads that were out there, you know - kicking ass, not just being the hero's girlfriend. As a kid, I thought that would have been so cool. Since then we've had things like Sailor Moon,295 so it's much more widely accepted. I'm not sure how aware I was of this as an issue, but it was something I had always wanted to see.
Just to digress a little, with Zanac I remember being adamant that we not do the Metroid thing, where at the end it's like, "Oh my gosh! The pilot was a girl all along!" I refused to do that. Sure, there could be fairies, but the pilot had to be a man; if we were going to have a female pilot, it needed to be clear from the beginning.296

 
JS: I love trivia like that.
 
TH: I have another piece of Guardian Legend trivia for you. The game was developed simultaneously for the MSX2 as well. But that version was cancelled after two or three months, when it was just about to enter the prototype phase. I don't remember the reason, but it may have been that the person handling it, Nakamori-san,297 had become busy with other work.
 
JS: What happened to the unreleased MSX2 version?
 
TH: Ahh... I tried to keep the data for the projects I worked on, but I don't have anything from other people's projects. I've been doing sound programming for Compile's games from the company's early days right up to the end. I'm hardly an expert on sound, but I wrote the sound by looking at the specifications and making it accordingly. So I still have a lot of data for various games relating to audio.
JS: What was Compile's involvement with the Crush pinball trilogy? The only credits are Naxat and Red.298

 
<several minutes of confused & chaotic crosstalk>
 
TH: We definitely made Devil Crash on the PC Engine, but I don't think we made it for Mega Drive or the Super Famicom.
 
YT: It was definitely Tecno Soft that did the Mega Drive conversion of Devil Crash.
 
TH: It was Tanida299 who made Devil Crash, so you'd have to ask him.
 
YT: Red may have provided the original concept? But I wasn't involved, so I don't know for sure. 
 
TH: It wasn't unusual for us to release a game through another company. Like with Toaplan and Musha Aleste. 
YT: Naxat Soft published it, and I know they were very close with Red.300 It's possible that Red designed the pinball table itself, the illustration for it, which may be why they're credited...?
 
TH: At any rate, the person directly involved is not here, so we cannot be sure. I don't see any mention of Red on Wikipedia though.
 
YT: But on the game's cover it says "Naxat / Red".
 
JS: Compile doesn't appear anywhere - although it is mentioned on Wikipedia, there are no sources at all! 
 
YT: I think Compile are listed in the game's ending credits?
 
TH: Well, we definitely made it. It's not unusual for the name "Compile" not to be credited.
 
JS: Is that something that's decided as part of the contract, not to mention the name of the company?
 
TH: Well, there are certainly situations where a developer may not want their name associated with something that could cause problems down the line. It's not unusual for our name not to appear in games we didn't publish ourselves, though it usually appears in the end credits.
 
JS: Were there any stipulations in contracts in particular not to mention Compile's name?
 
TH: Maybe not all of the games that we were involved in had that kind of clause, but in the case of Gunhed, the name Compile shows up in the end credits, but in the normal screens you see there's no mention of Compile. So maybe it was something like that?
 
<confusing rapid-fire crosstalk, segueing into technical chat on how PC Engine handles sound>
 
YT: For Devil Crash and Gunhed some of the sound sources may have been shared - because similar types of sounds were played... Did the idea of sampling human voices on PC Engine come from Masaya and Shubibinman? Or am I mistaken?
 
TH: No, I got that inspiration from Namco's game, World Stadium.301 That's why we used sampling in Gunhed.
<at this point Hirono uses his mouth to vocalise and compare the sounds of Famicom and PC Engine, like an intense human beat box - lots of raucous laughter>
 
TH: Just to digress a bit further, the PC Engine was weak with sound. When you see the audio wave pattern, the sound was not reproduced in the way you wanted it. Also the noise sounded a bit lighter, so with the PC Engine, compared to the Famicom, you could only make a sound like: ka-shew!
With Famicom you could have a wide range of sounds, ranging from explosions sounding like pshu to really low zooming sounds. 
But with PC Engine you could only have this very light kind of pash-pash-pash! sound. So it was very difficult to express the sound of explosions. But then I came to learn about the sampling method, so I thought I could incorporate some sounds that are deep, resounding, explosive sounds, like DRA-GRU-GRU-GRAAH!
To give you an example of how light the audio effects on PC Engine sounded, if you recall the level in Gunhed
where you're bursting the bubbles, Area 8, it only makes this light kind of psh-psh sound. And that's all you can do with the PC Engine.
<laughs> So to wrap up what I was saying, with sampling it really broadened the range of ways to express certain things. With PC Engine it was a lot faster in terms of processing speed, so once you incorporated the sampling method, and as long as you know how to use it, you are able to come up with a broader range of audio expressions. So from that point on, thereafter, Compile used a lot of sampling!
Also! Let me add some comments for the sake of protecting the honour of Hudson...
With the PC Engine the sound has a particular pattern to it. If you don't know how to use the hardware, you can only get one pattern of sound, but if you really know how to use it, then you can produce some very good sounds. I was saying earlier that comparatively the sound was not as good, but if you <intense>
really know how to use it, then you can produce decent sounds. I listened Namco's Dragon Spirit and they were producing excellent sound. So if you knew what you were doing, you could come up with rich audio. You really had to do research and learn how to use these machines.
 
JS: Can I record a video of you comparing the Famicom and PC Engine sounds?
 
TH: Should I start? <raucous laughter throughout - Hirono changes height of his hand to represent sound>
The Famicom goes: pash - push - posh - bszht!
The PC Engine goes: psh - psh - psh!
As a result, good explosion noises were difficult to do on the PC Engine. Was that OK?
 
JS: And tell us about the loud explosions with samples.
 
TH: With sampling you could go: DUDUDUDUDU or DGUN - DGU - DGU - DGHUM!!! So with sampling an explosion becomes DGHUM or PSSHH!
 
JS: Thank you - I'm glad I could hear it from an expert!
 
YT:
<laughs> He's always been like this. From 20 or so years ago. 
TH: I have the tendency of trying to express everything with my mouth and sounds.
 
JS: You'd be a good teacher - students would listen!
 
<everyone laughs - we take a break>
 
TH: This Compile-branded envelope just has some of the materials that I brought today. It has the "Compile Letterhead" on it. <laughs> But it's almost in tatters. And these are the labels for filing floppy disks. <laughs> I have like 20 of them at home. 
This envelope has "Script for Spriggan Mark 2" written on it.
 
YT: This is so nostalgic, going through these.
 
JS: Fantastic, you brought the design documents?302
 
YT: That's some of them right there.
 
JS: Awesome. <photographs docs> I noticed a Gunhed book over there. Did anyone see the Gunhed film? It's not really connected to the game...303
 
YT: I think I saw that, but I've mostly forgotten.
 
TH:
<going through papers> This is the script for Guardian Legend. And I think these are all Aleste Gaiden, for Disc Station.      
 
YT:
<referring to papers> This is the design for the Musha Aleste title screen
 
JS: Thank you for sharing. You'd be surprised how many developers just throw stuff away.
 
SF: Well, you're not actually allowed to own things that belong to the company.
 
JS: Better to keep them than the company bin them! Compile released the last ever Sega Mega CD game, Shadowrun, in 1996. Do you know anything?
 
TH:
<surprised> I was aware that we made Shadowrun for PC Engine CD, but I don't know anything about a Sega Mega CD Shadowrun.
 
JS: <shocked> As far as I know, there was never Shadowrun on the PC Engine! This is the first I've heard!
 
SF: There wasn't a PC Engine version. It was Mega CD.
 
TH: Oh, really? Sorry then, that's my mistake. <crosstalk - no one worked on the MCD hardware>

Shadowrun, Shadowrun... I thought you were talking about Sylphia!304 I did hear they were doing Shadowrun, but I wasn't aware it was for Mega CD. I wasn't involved, so my memory's a bit murky. 
 
<even more crosstalk>
 
SF: I remember Mr Niitani saying that we would be making the very last Mega CD game.
 
JS: And in 1994 you left Compile to form Fupac? 
 
SF: I think it was 1992, actually.305 After finishing the Volume 32 of Disc Station for the MSX2, I left Compile, partially for financial reasons. I did some work with publications and worked on Super Famicom titles as a freelancer. I went on to form a small group of people who made Super Famicom games, and we decided to call ourselves Fupac. 
When the PlayStation was coming together we tried to get a contract with Sony, but they said we would need to be properly incorporated as a business. And that's when we officially formed the company. The deal with Sony ended up falling through, though. So I just kind of kept plugging along on small projects, without trying to grow Fupac into a large company.
 
JS: Now we can discuss Rupupu Cube, the PC-FX hardware... <lists all topics>
 
SF:
<laughs> You seem quite knowledgeable already!
 
JS: Wait till you hear the questions! You're a designer on Choushin Heiki Zeroigar306 - and I want to ask all about it!
 
SF: Amazing! <laughs>
 
JS: Fupac produced hundreds of games across a range of systems including PS2, Dreamcast, Saturn, PS1, Sega Pico, 3DO, PC-FX, WonderSwan, and even PC-98.
 
SF: Mm. <nods>
JS: Let's talk PC-FX. You developed Tonari no Princess Rolfee307
and Zeroigar. Did you develop others?
 
SF: Just those two.      
 
JS: Was it easy to program for? Were the licensing agreements more relaxed than other consoles? What did you think of the PC-FX?
 
SF: The person who designed the PC-FX mascot308 asked me if I would make a game with NEC. The project was too big for my company, so we worked together with Winds,309 with us doing aspects of the programming. The PC-FX ended up being overlooked in the PlayStation boom, but personally, I did like the hardware. At the time I thought it was nice.
 
JS: Let's discuss
Zeroigar. At a retro convention I met a collector who brought a PC-FX and Zeroigar. It's one of the most expensive PC-FX games. We played it - and it was quite challenging!310
<laughs>
 
SF: <laughs>
Zeroigar has a variety of modes, including an RPG-like one where you can gradually gain levels, and even the most basic mode has adjustable difficulties. But basically you have to raise the player's level to get ahead. Now, those difficulty levels were set by someone else, so I'm not sure about issues like difficulty balance.
 
JS: Your company Fupac made so many games. Which have special meaning for you?
 
SF:
Zeroigar is a game that people talk about a lot and is certainly the sort of game that I personally enjoy playing. Another one would be Rupupu Cube, which we talked about earlier. 
 
JS: Rupupu was never sold in Europe, but I know it has fans. When is it coming out in English?
 
SF: Hm. <intense laugh> Never! There was an opportunity to discuss or negotiate to sell it abroad, but the agency didn't think it had much prospect to sell well.
 
JS: <flippantly> Agencies! Please describe its creation. 
 
SF: There's a comic artist named Izumi Takemoto. The company Datum Polystar approached us with a vague proposal to make a game based on his artwork, and I presented them with the core idea that would become Rupupu Cube. After that we had a series of discussions with Datum Polystar about securing music for the title and such, and it developed into the game you now know.
 
JS: Are any more instalments planned?
 
SF: There are no current plans, but I'd love to do another.
 
TH: What do you think was the source of the game's acclaim, the puzzle mechanics, or the artwork?
 
SF: It's the music. <laughs>
 
JS: Sometimes when titles come to the West, the cuteness is removed and it's made dark. Fans are concerned this might happen to Rupupu?
 
SF: I think that is a possibility. At one point we were hired to make a Western version of a game called Keeper. It never got released, but we replaced all the cute characters with mechanical, robot-like characters.311
 
JS: Do you own copies of everything Fupac released?
 
SF: Ahh... Not everything. Some of them were never given to me. But I own most.
 
JS: And we're nearly out of time... 
 
TH: I wanted to comment about the yoge kusoge thing.312 Some people in Japan just like to label things. And of course there's Sturgeon's Law, which says that 90% of everything is crap. That certainly holds true for games, and there's plenty of kusoge in Japan as well as from the West. So people may happen to play one of the crap games, and then decide just to generalise that out to all Western games. But when game development was just getting started in Japan, there were all sorts of amazing games coming from the West. Populous was one of them - I loved playing that, loved it, and that's a yoge.
It may simply be that certain so-called "kusoge" were magnified, because it spread by word of mouth, and that notion snowballed. But I think you can never say that all Western games are bad, because there's no way that's correct. There are also many Japanese games that are rubbish. Now, certainly at times I feel that foreign games lack the level of polish I'd like to see. Some parts should be refined more. But I wonder if that's due to things like differences in interface, where common practices in Japan may differ from common practices overseas.
 
SF: I agree. I do not think yoge are generally kusoge. Back in the day, I loved Western adventure games like Zork, and Hirono and I used to play Populous
together all the time; now Toyama and I play mobile games like Candy Crush together all the time. I've been playing a lot more foreign games coming to Japan lately, and really, I like both Japanese and Western games. In fact, Japan's most popular game was a foreign game - Tetris. 
 
<the following answer grew increasingly intense as it went on - what follows is a reasonable facsimile>
 
TH: To comment again on Populous, which I really liked. After you go past the halfway mark, you start to see just one pattern of things. And in the last stage it doesn't matter what you do - your enemy can use all of the powers, but you can't really do much! So there's not many options, and it's way too limited! I wondered if a Japanese developer could have improved it. There are some Japanese software publishers who really suck, but the fact they gave the go-ahead to Populous as it was, is something I'm not entirely happy about! But only because I like the game so much! Could the company not have gone that one step further to make it even better?!
 
JR:
Populous was an Amiga 500 game, and since the AI was so stupid, the real deal was playing versus a human - you needed to connect two Amiga systems. Wasn't this feature available in Japan? Your story sounds like what happened to M.U.L.E. in Japan. The guys who ported it forgot to include the "collusion system" during auctions, and they ruined what made the game fun. If I'm correct, the human versus option is available on PC-9801, but no one seems to have used it. I need to verify this...
 
TH: Was this versus system in Populous an omake?
 
JR: It is a big deal, not just a bonus! I think Japanese players were unable to enjoy Populous at its best. Same as those who could not afford to connect two Amiga. And I won't mention the console versions, which lack the versus mode entirely! It's like Street Fighter II without the 2-player option. Still fun, but you lose something important. Looking at Populous screens on MobyGames I see there's the phone icon, so the versus mode was included. But if it was presented only as omake, no one would have used it. <browses online> The PC-98 version is a port of the IBM DOS version, so it has the versus mode.
 
JS: Any other final comments?
 
TH: I've made a lot of mistakes over the years and looking back, there are things which I now think I could have done better. We made a version of Zanac for the PlayStation recently, called Zanac X Zanac...313

 
SF & TY:
<laughs> "Recently?" That was 10 years ago!
 
TH: Right. Recently! At that time, I created sound drivers for the PlayStation in assembly language, so I could output the same sound data from the Famicom version of Zanac. I knew people would complain if it sounded different. But as a result of that, the audio came out murky. On the 2ch forum someone recorded the sound from the two versions for comparison, and I could really hear how much more muffled it was on PlayStation. It turns out the PlayStation works better with samples than it does at generating sounds. The Famicom emits all its own sounds.314 So if you use the sound generating data from Famicom and run it on PlayStation, the quality actually gets worse, which is something I learned. So rather than going through all the work of creating the drivers, I could have just recorded the original Famicom sounds as samples, with a microphone, and it probably would have been received better! It was completely futile - but I do not regret it! I did everything I could think of. 
Later I came to understand the reason it turned out that way, but it would be extremely complicated to explain! <laughs> So, never mind. To put it simply, when something analogue is converted to digital, there is always an error. That should give you an idea.
 
JS: You stayed at Compile a long time, even after both Mr Fujishima and Mr Toyama left to start their own companies. Were you tempted to join them?
 
TH: The issue is that I wasn't thinking long-term at all! <laughs> I always had my head buried in whatever project was in front of me, rather than looking to future prospects. And that's why I'm still programming games today. I'm not sure if I should be happy about that or not.
 
JS: I'm sorry, where are you working at the moment?
 
TH: Currently I'm working at [inaudible - sounds like Will Entertainment], but our sponsor doesn't want to get too involved with the game business, so apparently our group is going to be spun off into a new, independent company. And that's this one, Sorairo. <points to flier> Give us work! <everyone laughs>
By the standards of Japanese society, at my age I should really be in management. It probably is a little weird that I'm still doing this. Sometimes I think that I should take responsibility and move on, but I certainly don't have the acumen for management that Toyama does. I'm probably what we call a senmonbaka.315

JS: As long as you enjoy it, I don't see anything wrong.
 
TH: It's great to continue to be involved in hands-on pursuits, but sometimes I think that in general, when you reach a certain age it's better to rise to a managerial position that provides some stability. Well, sometimes I think that way, and sometimes I don't. I'm not criticising people that are still in the field. Another thing is, I still haven't been able to produce anything that really has my name strongly associated with it, so I probably haven't been making the most of my time in development.
 
JS: But you're the father of Zanac! Don't worry, your name will be big in the book. Thank you all for today.
 
TH: It must be a lot of work to be putting all this information together!
 
YT: It was good fortune that I could get both Mr Hirono and Mr Fujishima here today.
 
SF: There are many stories that would not be told otherwise, unless we were given another day like today.
 
 
 
 
Masamitsu "Moo" Niitani on Takayuki Hirono
 
From being headhunted in a store, while working for then NTT, Takayuki Hirono went on to become the backbone of Compile, credited right up until 2001 with Zanac X Zanac. Here is a 1993 quote from company founder Moo Niitani, translated by Shmuplations: "Aleste and Zanac are made by one of our programmers who loves the STG genre. They're made to his tastes, and everything in them is the gift of his technical expertise. Although we let the other staff create basic parts of the game, the final cut is always left to him. He's one of our oldest employees - he's the brains behind our vertical STG. That's why if he were      to disappear, we could    not make any Aleste games. <laughs>"
 
 
 
 
Aleste by any other name
 
HG101: "Almost all of Compile's shooters have been overhead. And they move FAST. The terrain is always open, so you concentrate on dodging bullets rather than obstacles. Zanac is one of the best shooters you'll find on NES, eschewing the usual wave-after-wave of enemy patterns. Instead, it has an Artificial Intelligence that throws different kinds of bad guys at you, depending on what weapon you're wielding. The result is one of the most innovative brand of shooters out there, as it's always forcing you to adapt to different situations. Unfortunately only the Zanac and Aleste games use this system. 
"Aleste is basically the sequel to Zanac, with the same AI generated enemy waves and weapon system. But it starts a whole new plot: evil plants taking over the planet. Aleste was originally released for Mark III in February 1988, localised as Power Strike for SMS. The MSX2 version was released July, with extra stages, easier difficulty, and story cinemas. 
"Aleste 2 for the MSX2 gives the original a nice graphical upgrade, while also letting you pick from an arsenal of weapons at the game's start. It also marks the introduction of the recurring series heroine, Ellinor Waizen, daughter of Ray Waizen from Aleste. 
"Power Strike II on SMS takes place in an alternate past, mixing 1930s aircraft with the usual futuristic stuff. Most of the multi-turreted bosses of the Aleste games have been replaced with 'huge battleship' enemies. This seems only to have been released in Europe and Australia - there's no trace of a Japanese version. Power Strike II on the Game Gear (AKA: GG Aleste II) is actually an entirely different game from Power Strike II on the SMS, using a similar outer-space theme as most Aleste games. Gameplay is the same. This got an English release in Europe, although it never made it to America."
Takayuki Hirono drew a chart with the different names. Note that officially there's actually no consistency between "2" and "II" in the series.
 
JAPAN - WEST
Aleste (AKA: Zanac 2) - Power Strike
Aleste 2 - n/a
n/a - Power Strike II (SMS)
GG Aleste II - Power Strike II (GG)
Dennin Aleste - Robo Aleste
Super Aleste - Space Megaforce
 
 
Super Cooks on TV!
 
HG101: "Golvellius never received a proper sequel, but it did spawn a strange parody spin-off called Super Cooks. The game engine is almost exactly the same as Golvellius for the MSX2. Apparently, you're a chef, and need to hunt down a variety of evil vegetables, candy, fruit, cupcakes, and such. It features five completely brand new stages, each with some wacky theme. It's all terribly silly and great fun."
Although Hirono didn't mention the name, a little Googling brings up a NicoNico video stating Super Cooks appeared on Hanamuko no haha VS Hanayome no haha very roughly "Son-in-law's mother VS daughter-in-law's mother". Described as a TV drama, it aired on 6 April 1989. It must have been fairly obscure even in Japan because there's very little online (about 60 results). Note that some places incorrectly invert the title. The story as summarised by interviewee Hiromasa Iwasaki: "The married young couple's mothers are bad, and they decide their victory or defeat via a videogame."
 
The Lost Last Starfighter
Oddly, there were multiple failed attempts at making a game based on The Last Starfighter, all of which were rebranded or cancelled outright. Released July 1984 in cinemas, the film tells the story of Earth teenager Alex Rogan, recruited by the Star League as a combat pilot after breaking the record in the (fictional) Starfighter arcade game. Although reminiscent of Star Wars, the film was notable for its CGI and its very slick looking but fake videogame. This would capture the interest of gamers for decades to come, much like the fake "Ice Cave" game from the 1988 Tom Hanks film Big. 
Initially Atari was planning a tie-in arcade game; screenshots and promotional video were made, a proposal document was written, but the game was cancelled due to immense cost (System16 cites the Atari System IV hardware). Retroarcade1.com has a detailed article, citing the project's members and Atari's desire to create a 3D polygonal arcade system.
Other failed attempts include for the Atari 2600, 5200, and 400/800 systems. AtariProtos.com examines each. A game called Universe was being made for the 2600 by Doug Neubauer, it was reworked into The Last Starfighter and later became Solaris (1986). A game called Orbiter was 35% done before being rebranded The Last Starfighter, and then again as Star Raiders II for Atari XL and XE (1986-87), then ported to 8-bit micros. All were fantastic on their own merits!
The only officially branded game was for the NES, developed by Graftgold and published by Mindscape in June 1990. This, however, is simply a reskin of Andrew Braybrook's original Uridium for the Commodore 64 from 1986.
The cancellations of the Atari versions are attributed to costs, less than spectacular reception of the film, and Atari's struggles during the videogame crash. But it's unknown why Pony Canyon lost the deal. Since 1983 they'd been licensing best-selling games from abroad; were deeply involved in movies, music, and TV; and were about to branch into movie/game tie-ins. One being the excellent Mashou no Yakata Gabarin for MSX1 (1987), based on the 1985 American horror/comedy movie House.
In 2007 a freeware "interpretation" of the game from the film was released by Rogue Synapse for PC, which they also placed inside an arcade cabinet acquired from a documentary on the original film.
roguesynapse.com/games/last_starfighter.php
 
 



 
ARAI, Naosuke
DOB: 1962 / Birthplace: Aichi-ken, Japan / Blood Type: O

~Portfolio Provided by Naosuke Arai~
 
* Backgammon - MSX1 - (1983, main programmer, part-time Tecno Soft employee)
for context, the original Thunder Force on Sharp X1 came out December 1983
 
1985: Graduated university / 1986: Joined Tecno Soft as a full-time employee
 
* Ku Gyoku Den - multiformat - (1986, sound creator)                        
* D' / D-Dash - multiformat - (1987, sound creator, sub-programmer)            
* COMSIGHT - PC-8801 - (1987, main programmer)                        
* Herzog - multiformat - (1988, sound creator)                        
* Feedback - MSX2 - (1988, sound creator)                        
* Shin Ku Gyoku Den - multiformat - (1988, sound creator & sound driver)
* Thunder Force II - X68000 - (1988, sound creator & sound driver)
* Thunder Force II       - Mega Drive - (1989, sound creator & sound driver)                  
* Herzog Zwei - MD - (1989, sound creator & sound driver)
* Thunder Force - Mega Drive - (1990, sound creator & sound driver)                  
* Elemental Master - Mega Drive - (1990, sound creator & sound driver)
* Thunder Force AC - ARC - (1990, sound creator & sound driver)
* Thunder Spirits - SFC - (1991, sound creator - published by Toshiba EMI)      
* Devil Crash / Dragon's Fury - Mega Drive / Gen - (1991, sound creator & sound driver)
* Thunder Force IV - Mega Drive - (1992, sound driver)                        
* Hyper Duel - ARC - (1993, sound driver)
* Starblade - Mega CD - (1994, development direction - published by Namco) 
 
Afterwards, oversaw all titles as head of development, and shifted away from actual, hands-on development
 
* Nekketsu Oyako - PS1/SAT - (1994)
* Kyuutenkai: Fantastic Pinball - PS1/SAT - (1995)                  
* Reverthion - PS1 - (1995)
* Hyper Reverthion - SAT - (1996)                  
* Koutetsu Reiiki ~ Steeldom - PS1/SAT - (1996)                  
* Thunder Force Gold Pack 1 - SAT - (1996)
* Thunder Force Gold Pack 2 - SAT - (1996)
* Blast Wind - SAT - (1997)                  
* Neorude - PS1 - (1997)
* Thunder Force V - SAT - (1997)                  
* Thunder Force V: Perfect System - PS1 - (1998)                  
* Neorude 2 - PS1 - (1998)
* Kumitate Battle: Kuttu Ketto - PS1/SAT- (1998)
* Kaze no Oka Kouen nite - PS1 - (1998)
* Omise de Tensyu - PS1 - (1999)                  
* My Garden - PS1 - (1999)
* Neorude: Kizamareta Monshou - PS1 - (1999)
 
After leaving Tecno Soft - Since 2000
Accepted various PC work under the name Digital Design Works, while also teaching courses in 3D CG and Flash as an adjunct instructor at a technical college. Around this time, game delivery via i-Appli (Java) on Docomo's i-mode service became available in Japan, and I went back to game development in the mobile sphere.
 
Since 2003
Joined the company Interactive Brains. Worked on Java app development for Docomo and J-Phone (now SoftBank).
 
Since 2010
Founder & CEO of Interactive Laboratory. Currently we are making apps for smartphones (Android/iOS) and conducting various technology research.
 
Interview with Naosuke ARAI
4 November 2017, Tokyo & Nagasaki via Skype / Duration: 3h 38m
 
This was an exciting interview given Tecno Soft's important position in game history, and also Mr Arai's encyclopaedic knowledge of the company. Starting in 1981 and working there until its closure in 1999, he was one of the longest serving employees. When I emailed asking about an interview, and mentioning a few key topics of discussion, he immediately replied with photos, magazine scans, and a detailed write-up of his entire career and portfolio - enough material to warrant a standalone magazine article! A lot of the interview questions were based on this initial message, such was its detail, and to improve the flow it has been chopped up and spliced into the real-time conversation. The interview itself was tricky to arrange given Mr Arai living in Nagasaki, the opposite end of Japan to Tokyo. With limited time and my flight home drawing closer it was agreed to conduct the interview over Skype. 
Tecno Soft developed an astounding reputation for shmups and action games, especially on Mega Drive, though its history was rooted in Japanese computers. Outside of Japan Tecno Soft is almost exclusively known for its Thunder Force series. This is unfortunate since the company worked on so much more: it developed a heap of technically impressive early computer games, had its own dedicated telephone-based radio program for a while, and then ended up making super obscure (but very cool!) titles on PlayStation and Saturn. It also has several unreleased games hidden in its archives! In many ways it also exemplifies the Japanese games industry as a whole, and the struggles faced by small developers in the aftermath of the 32-bit era.
Despite trying to cover as much as possible, it still feels like there's so much more to discover about Tecno Soft. If you read Naosuke Arai's portfolio you'll see a wealth of fascinating projects we never had time to discuss. I am however very happy to document COMSIGHT, an astoundingly awesome, genre-busting "code your own robot" title from 1987 - which no one else in the West seems to know about! Also for the sake of consistency I am referring to the company as "Tecno Soft" throughout this book, since while it's also known as "Techno Soft" and "Technosoft", I've seen multiple examples of people mixing it up with Technos Japan Corp (not helped by both companies having games with "Nekketsu" in the title). Plus that's how it's (sometimes) spelled in Japan. If you specifically want more info on the Thunder Force series itself, please visit: http://shmuplations.com/thunderforceiii/
 
JS: Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed over Skype. 
 
Naosuke Arai: Sure, no problem.
 
JS: What's the first game you remember playing?
 
NA: The first videogame which I ever remember playing...  Hmm. Well, I remember there was that old ping pong game, with paddles on the left and right sides of the screen, and players would play against each other. I remember playing it at, like, a bowling alley when I was a kid, not an arcade. 
 
JS: Were you interested in creating games early on? 
 
NA: When Tecno Soft was founded as Sasebo Maikon Center316 back in 1980, I was a high-school student       who regularly visited the shop. Through that I met Yoshimura-san.317 You see, Sasebo Maikon Center was originally a computer store - back in those days we used the word maikon318 instead of personal computer. As a high-school student, I was a regular there; I'd come in all the time to play with the computers on the weekends. At the time Tomio Ozono,319 who would become the president of Tecno Soft, and one of his friends ran the store. It was really small. They taught me how to program in BASIC, and that was how we got to know each other. 
They let me work there part-time in the spring of 1981 after I graduated high-school - in Japan you graduate the end of winter and then there's a long vacation before you start university. At that time, it was still just a store, though. So after graduating high-school I started part-time work, and while handling duties such as sales and catalogue design, I also learned BASIC and assembler, and was responsible for porting software to PC. 
 
JS: A lot of companies started out as stores - Falcom, Hudson, Koei. How did it transition into Tecno Soft?
 
NA: At some point, Sasebo Maikon Center started making and selling software on cassette tapes. In those days, people saved their data onto audio cassettes. And they sold some of the software, including games, via mail order; they'd run ads for them in magazines. And from the very start, they printed the name "Tecno Soft" on the labels of the tapes. The name was inspired by the band Yellow Magic Orchestra, which was a very popular band at the time.320 Their music was described as "technopop" or "techno". In fact, Tecno Soft's first slogan was: "Tecno Soft for the techno era". 
 
JS: Can you remember the date of the change?
 
NA: It was probably 1982... In the spring of 1981 I worked there part-time as a first-year university student, and the staff was just Mr Ozono, myself, another part-timer, and a woman who handled the business affairs. When I came back to work there the next spring, they had a staff of eight. So the company had grown significantly in late 1981 and early 1982. It was probably right around then.


JS: And it became a popular long-running company!
 
NA: In those days the only other company selling games on cassette was Hudson Soft in Hokkaido. It was basically Hudson Soft in the north, and Tecno Soft in the south.
 
JS: Please describe your early games.
 
NA: I actually started off creating simple games in BASIC as a hobby. They weren't anything I could sell at first, but I got better and better at it, and eventually was asked by Tecno Soft to port a game, and that was how I got my start. I think the first one was... I'm not sure exactly, but I think it was a golf game called Golf Island? It was written in BASIC and machine language.321 At the time, new computers were coming out left and right, and publishers were looking for people to handle the ports. At that point I was a university student, I think. I was going to university in Fukuoka, so my period of part-time work at the main Sasebo office was concentrated during the long spring/summer vacation, but for a time I was also lent a PC to do part-time work remotely from Fukuoka.
 
JS: Your first original project was Backgammon in 1983?322
 
NA: I was part-time staff at the time, and the solo programmer and designer of an original backgammon program created while studying the original MSX, which was only an unreleased prototype at that point. Only about 200 MSX prototypes were produced at the time. I had exclusive use of one of such prototype while developing Backgammon. Afterwards, another programmer ported this MSX version to various other computers.
 
JS: How did you or Tecno Soft have this prototype MSX?
 
NA: I didn't have anything to do with it. Mr Ozono, the president, was widely known among game software developers, so he was able to... Hmm... In those days, I think it was ASCII who was working closely with Microsoft? And I believe they were the ones who loaned it to us. I was still just a part-time employee at the time, but when we were talking about what sort of games to make for it, I offered that I'd made a backgammon game previously, and while it wasn't very good, I would like the chance to make a superior version, in machine language this time, and they requested I do so.
 
JS: You converted it from BASIC to machine language? 
 
NA: No, I'd made a backgammon game in BASIC previously. This was to be a new backgammon game, with all the algorithms rewritten from scratch. Any sort of decent AI written in BASIC would result in the game taking far too long to "think", so that was an aspect I could make far stronger if I started from square one in machine language.
 
JS: What happened to that prototype MSX unit?
 
NA:
<laughs> I wonder! Tecno Soft doesn't exist anymore, and its assets are now being managed by a company called Twenty-One,323 in that same Sasebo building. It's possible that the unit is still there, gathering dust in storage.
 
JS: Akira Takiguchi of ASCII showed me his prototype.324  I didn't realise they'd produced as many as 200.
 
NA: You'll have to forgive me, as I don't actually know that for a fact. The 200 number was just what I had heard at the time.
The prototypes were just a vinyl plate with all the components stuck onto it. It was very clearly hand-made. I remembered that number because I couldn't believe they had made so many of them by hand.
 
JS: What did you study at university?
 
NA: Communications Engineering, with a specialisation in Information Engineering. At the time, very few schools had dedicated computer science programs so computers were still sort of a sub-speciality within communications departments. After graduating university in 1985, I briefly distanced myself from computers and worked at a mountain lodge in the Yatsugatake mountain range in Nagano. However, the Tecno Soft company president   Mr Ozono recruited me and I decided to return to Sasebo. I officially joined the Tecno Soft staff in January of 1986. From that point, I stayed with Tecno Soft until their withdrawal from the game industry in December 1999. As a result, I spent a total of 18 years - 14 of them as a full-fledged employee - with Tecno Soft, and was the staff member with the longest history at the company.
 
JS: You worked at a mountain lodge?
 
NA: At university, my Information Engineering studies consisted primarily of learning technical procedures. But throughout middle- and high-school I was also very interested in photography, which inspired something of an interest in computer graphics as well. When I graduated, for a while I became very unsure of whether I was better suited for technical pursuits or artistic pursuits. Since I was unable to choose between them, I decided to take some time away from both so I could give the matter careful consideration before I chose my career path. I figured going up to the mountains, where I'd be away from technology completely, was the best way to do that.
 
JS: It was a retreat in order to find yourself. 
 
NA: Yes, that's right.
 
JS: When you returned you focused on audio?
 
NA: Around 1982 or 1983, Tecno Soft produced some music to be played on a synthesizer under automatic computer control for a television commercial,325 and in my part-time days I did the data entry - we sequenced a Roland System-100M with an Amdec CMU-800 and an MZ-80. This experience of mine in audio was later applied to game development.
In 1986 we didn't have a dedicated sound staff, so programmers would do double duty, or we would seek help outside the company. Although I originally joined as a programmer, sound had become more important, and I became responsible for song composition as a sound creator. In those days, sequence data written in MML326 would be played via drivers created by individual programmers, but I became exasperated with the inefficiency of sound production. I started developing my own driver and editor, and starting with Shin Ku Gyokuden and Thunder Force II in 1988, audio from the sound production environment I had completely created myself was built into our games.
 
JS: You never worked on the original Thunder Force,327 but there is a dramatic difference in quality between the Sharp X1 and NEC PC-88. The graphics, the sound, and...
 
NA: I'm afraid I wasn't involved with the sound in the first iteration of Thunder Force. I started working in that capacity after I joined the company as a full-time employee in 1986, and was the sound engineer starting with Thunder Force II. But Thunder Force just starts with the William Tell Overture, followed by bloop-bloop shooting noises right? I can't imagine what you heard that made you think there was some incredible difference between the two. <laughs>
 
JS: What I'm getting at is, how did you feel about the differences between the X1 and PC-88?
 
NA: Certainly, the X1 was the platform that was clearly better suited for videogames. In a game like Thunder Force with high-speed scrolling, we were able to make good use of the X1's PCG [programmable character generator]. The CPU may not have been quite as capable as the one in the PC-88, but its graphics capabilities were quite strong. We'd made Thunder Force for X1 first, and then it was a really painful process trying to get it working as well on the PC-88.
 
JS: Ironically, despite the X1 being better suited to games, more people used a PC-88.
 
NA:
<laughs> Is that right? Do you mean overseas?
 
JS: No, in Japan. The NEC computers were the most popular for games.
 
NA: If you mean in terms of installed base, yes, you're certainly right. And after the X1 came Sharp's X68000, but ultimately it was NEC's PC-88 and PC-98 that - for whatever reason - sold the best. 
 
JS: For 8-bit computers there was the MSX range, NEC's PC-88, Sharp's X1, and Fujitsu's FM-7, but NEC was seemingly the most popular?
 
NA: I think that's true. But from a game developer's perspective, it was the opposite. The X1 was easy to work with and fun to develop for. And Fujitsu's FM-7 was a little odd in that its CPU wasn't Z80 based, but the machine language for its 6809 CPU was really elegant. A lot of programmers loved the FM-7, because we could write such beautiful code for it. So there was quite a gulf between the machines the public wanted software for, and the machines developers preferred to work with.
 
<we all take a short break>
 
NA: You know, during the break I thought about your question regarding the sound differences in Thunder Force, and I think I figured out what you meant. I remember now that when we released Thunder Force on the PC-88, the hardware specifications at the time were such that it could only emit simple beep beep beep sounds.328 We had to build melodies out of beeps and it sounded really cheap. But the X1 had a PSG sound chip from the start, so we were able to do a lot more with that. So in that time period, there really was a massive difference in the sound capabilities of the two formats.
 
JS: Speaking of Thunder Force, the Japanese Game Preservation Society found the original dev disks in a store - the source code! Any idea how they ended up there?
 
NA: I'd heard something similar, that they'd turned up at an online auction. I think they were supposed to have been discarded when Tecno Soft moved, so if I had to speculate, I'd say someone must have picked them out of the trash.
 
JS: Tecno Soft games from around 1986 contained hidden messages.329 Were you aware of them?
 
NA: Generally, it was the programmers who would decide to do things like that. It wasn't any sort of company policy or anything. I remember being shocked to find out about it when they were discovered long afterwards. <laughs>
 
JS: Can you comment on the atmosphere that led to someone writing those messages? One message complained about poor equipment and... 
 
NA: The message was that there wasn't even development hardware...? Hmm... The atmosphere at the time was... How best to explain... In 1985, when I was in the mountains, Yoshimura-san and a few other employees left to start their own company, Arsys Soft. And the employees who joined after that point were expecting that Yoshimura would still be there, and were disappointed to find out that Yoshimura had left. You know, they were expecting to work with this famous game designer. So I think a lot of the dissatisfaction came from that. Some people join the company wanting to do everything themselves, while others want to study under a great teacher, you know? And those people probably wanted to vent that frustration in a secret way, although of course it came out later.
 
JS: When you rejoined in 1986 Yoshimura-san had left. Originally Yoshimura was known as Katsunori Yoshimura, and after the Millennium underwent gender-reassignment surgery to become Kotori Yoshimura?
 
NA: Yes, that's correct.
 
JS: In Japanese there usually aren't gendered pronouns - you append the neutral word san to a name. But in English we use "him" or "her". How would you like your English transcription handled, given the change in genders? 
 
NA: Well, ideally you would ask Yoshimura that. But if that isn't possible, I would say that since she did change genders, I think she should be referenced with female pronouns. Obviously for those of us who have known her a long time, suddenly changing pronouns is a little jarring, so we all continue to call her Yoshimura-kun330 as we always have, and that still feels natural. But as someone who doesn't have that history, I don't see why you shouldn't refer to her as "her".
 
JS: With the nature of interpreting I wanted to clarify I wasn't misquoting you.331

 
NA: I understand.
 
JS: What was it like working with Yoshimura-san when you were part-time?
 
NA: I was still a university student working there part-time in 1984. And she joined after graduating as well, but was working part-time at that point, I think. She had been going to night school and working during the day since the Sasebo Maikon Center days. She liked programming, and generally did that for us. And then I believe she left the company while I was at the mountain lodge.
JS: Yoshimura-san created the original Thunder Force.
 
NA: Yes, that's right. Besides Thunder Force, I remember her being very passionate about working with 3D. Before Thunder Force... Or was it after? I'm sorry, I don't remember exactly. But she made a game called Plazma Line for the computers of the era.332 I think she may have been the first individual to make a 3D game with actual polygons, not wireframe graphics. Yoshimura-san was something of a genius.
 
JS: Yes! Plazma Line and also Wibarm333 had impressive 3D! I was amazed a computer could do that in 1986.
 
NA: Oh, right. Yes, I recall being very impressed by the sensation of speed she was able to create in 3D. She wasn't working for Tecno Soft at that point, but we were all following her career with great interest, eager to see what she'd make next.
 
JS: In an email you mentioned meeting up not long ago?
 
NA: Yes, that's right. Well, we hadn't been keeping in touch or anything. A lot of the staff from those days were on Mixi - a Japanese social networking site - and we were able to reconnect through a mutual friend. She's from Sasebo too, and when she mentioned that she'd be in town to visit her family's grave, we had a little reunion. And we've exchanged messages now and then since.
 
JS: What's the origin of your "Yunker Matai" nickname?
 
NA: Around 1986, Tecno Soft internally developed a game info telephone service for users. The characters Devil Shigure and his first apprentice Yunkermade appearances as part of this service, and I did the voice acting for the Yunker character. Later, development of the scenario led to me being switched to a second apprentice, Matai So in staff credits and on original CDs, I started going by "Yunker Matai", a combination of the names from these two roles.
 
JS: I have no knowledge of this. Can you explain it?
 
NA: In 1986 a "game information" service was available for a short period of time. Back then, it was the era of there being no internet. Therefore to get any official information on a game, players could only read magazine articles, or inquire by telephone and letter. And at the time, there wasn't much in the way of strategy guides or magazines to give gameplay advice for our software. So users would send letters asking how to clear parts of a game, or call our office and ask us what to do. So, you know, we were getting calls from children and such, and responding to it all was a bit of a problem. <laughs>

But at the time NTT - I don't know if it was called NTT yet in those days - they had a service where you could set up a phone line so people could call in and it would automatically play a tape. Since answering the telephone took time and was troublesome, we decided to provide an automated phone audio service, with the game information being recorded beforehand on a cassette. So we set up phone lines for our games using pre-recorded tapes that were like short radio programs, each about three to five minutes long and updated every week.
 
JS: The Tecno Soft employees made these?
 
NA: In the recorded program two personalities or actors appeared regularly:
(1) Devil Shigure who was played by Toshiya Matsumoto.334
(2) His Greatest Disciple Yunker and later on the Second Disciple Matai and later on the Second Disciple Matai , both played by myself, Naosuke Arai.
Sometimes, there were occasions when a member of the Tecno Soft development staff appeared as a guest interview. The structure of the program, its appearance, music, and the recording - all were produced in-house at Tecno Soft.
JS: And the characters were original Tecno Soft creations?
 
NA: Yes, they sort of played off each other in the style of radio DJs. By the way, the Devil Shigure was a parody of Demon Kogure335 who was a hit sensation in 1986. There was a hard rock musician at the time called Demon Kogure, who performed with a face covered in white make-up, styled after the devil. We ripped him off and called it Devil Shigure, and he'd talk like: 
<deep voice> "I am Devil Shigure!" 
And Yunker would say: 
<meekly> "Eh heh heh heh" 
And they'd sort of host the "program" together. <laughs> We tried to have fun with it. It wouldn't be very interesting for the listeners if we just played it straight.
 
JS: Online I can't find any Matsumoto from Tecno Soft?
 
NA: His name was Toshiya Matsumoto, I think? He worked a little bit on the hardware, and a little bit on the software, but was not directly involved with game development.
 
JS: These tapes provided gameplay tips?
 
NA: Basically, although it was just spoken audio, so we couldn't get too in-depth. But we'd also have previews for upcoming games. It was a little bit like a radio show.
 
JS: And obviously, it was only Tecno Soft games.
 
NA: Yes, of course.
 
JS: It sounds a bit like a precursor to the Nintendo Power Line in America.336
 
NA: I'm afraid I'm not too familiar with that, but possibly?
 
JS: What happened to the tapes? Do you still have them?
 
NA:
<laughs> They're long gone, I suspect.
 
JS: And you updated weekly?
 
NA: Probably every week, I think? We'd skip a week when we didn't have anything to talk about, but I don't think we ever let a month go by.
 
JS: So you'd provide humorous dialogue between two demons and gameplay tips? Could you describe what a message might contain? Strategies to defeat a level boss?
 
NA: Hmmm... I'm not sure.
 
JS: Sadly it's an example of a transient medium: here for a moment then lost forever. Like ice sculptures. 
 
NA: It's been like 30 years. I can remember fragments of, sort of the image of how it was, but I can't remember a concrete example... I'm sorry. I do recall enjoying performing the character.
 
JS: Can you still do your Yunker voice?
 
NA: Oh, that much I remember. <laughs> Let's see, I think we started with a little introduction... <in a high-pitched voice> "This is the disciple Yunker!" 
And then Demon Shigure would introduce himself, in a voice copied from Devil Kogure.
 
JS: Thank you for sharing. No one has ever documented this - if it weren't for you, Westerners would never know.
 
NA: Thank you for reminding me about it! I haven't thought about this in years.
 
JS: When did it end?
 
NA: I don't think it lasted long. Maybe only a year or so.
 
JS: Was it a premium phone rate to call the service?
 
NA: Basically, we would send the tape to Shikoku. I have no idea why it had to be a Shikoku phone number, but people would call from all over the country, and NTT would profit off of it at standard phone rates. 
We didn't have to pay NTT anything for the service, because it was already profitable for them. We did have to put a little time and effort into making the recordings, of course, but it was an opportunity to promote our games, so it was mutually beneficial.
 
JS: Where did you record? In a quiet part of the office? How long would it take to record five minutes of dialogue?
 
NA: I think we would use a conference room when it was available... No, it was a reception room! Matsumoto and myself, and the scenario writer, would go inside and hammer out the script, then hang a sign outside saying "Quiet - Recording" and perform it. I don't recall how long it took. It wouldn't have been that long, maybe an hour or so? We would have to find a time when we didn't have any other responsibilities. 
 
JS: It was pre-scripted - was there much improvisation?
 
NA: There was a script that we followed, but there were a few ad libs thrown in there as well.
 
JS: If Tecno Soft posted tapes to Shikoku, presumably you didn't keep copies?
 
NA: I think they'd send it back and we'd just tape over it with the new one.
 
JS: The surviving tape would only have the final message.
 
NA: Probably, yes. We did these recordings back when we were in the third building, and we ended up throwing a lot of old stuff away when we moved to the fourth building. So it was probably lost at that point. 
 
JS: Sega threw out unreleased prototypes and people stole their garbage, finding incredible items. So I always wonder: what treasures were in those bins?!
 
NA: I guess I can see your point. At the time, it was just junk we didn't need anymore. There were probably also situations where we didn't know what we were throwing away and valuable items ended up getting discarded by accident. In those days, we were just thinking in terms of short-term expediency.
 
JS: You were on D-Dash337 as sound- and sub-programmer?
 
NA: I created the visuals and music that played during the ending, and the display of the credits. Also, I created the system to display Japanese kanji characters. In those days PCs didn't natively display the full kanji table, so I made a system to display the kanji we wanted as bitmap graphics. That sort of thing was a big pain in the ass back in the day. If I recall correctly, we released the game on the X1 and the PC-88, but I'm not entirely sure about that. I know the work I was talking about was for the X1 version. I don't remember working on the PC-88 version, but as per our earlier discussion, I have to imagine Tecno Soft made a version for that platform as well.
 
JS: There was also an MSX2 version.
 
NA: Oh, I think you're right about that.
 
JS: It seems it could be the earliest survival horror, coming out 1987, and it allowed for two players simultaneously! 
 
NA: Hmm... We played it in the office... I don't remember much in the way of details, but I'm sure we had to debug it towards the end of development. How did I feel... Hmm. At the time, a lot of games were taking inspiration from film. Well, I suppose that's still true today. Alien had been a pretty popular movie338 back then, and I remember thinking: "I bet Alien was an inspiration for this."
 
JS: Reading messages in the code it was also influenced by the anime Lily C.A.T., itself influenced by Alien.
 
NA: That could be true, but I'm afraid I don't remember much of anything about Lily C.A.T.
 
JS: Who came up with the strange title? It's a D with an apostrophe after it, but it's pronounced "D Dash". 
 
NA: We call that the dash.339 I believe it derives from mathematics. Like a', and so forth.340
 
JS: Fascinating. Is there a story behind why it was chosen?
 
NA: I wasn't the one who wrote the story, but if I recall correctly, within the game D refers to a biological weapon, which had some sort of spontaneous mutation, resulting in the D' variant. I think the D might have come from "Devil".
 
JS: Do you have any anecdotes from development?
 
NA: Well, I mostly worked on the sound, so I'm not sure how interesting this story will be, but the game had a system where text windows would pop up when your character accessed a console on the map, to sort of give the game an adventure-game style feeling. But with the kanji system I mentioned earlier, there was a bit of lag between when the button was pressed and the window appeared. So in order to hide that, I created a really long sound effect for a window opening, so the player wouldn't feel like they were waiting for something to happen.
 
JS: Nice! If you have other stories, please share!
 
NA: In that case, there's another game I worked on in 1987, which was not on the list I sent you. It was called COMSIGHT, and I was the main programmer, so I remember it much more vividly than D-Dash. I don't suppose you've heard of that one?
 
JS: I've not, but with the magic of the internet... I'm seeing a blue grid?
 
NA: Yes, that's it. The player is on the left side, and the computer on the right. It's a game in which you use a BASIC-like language to program tanks to battle each other. It was only for the most hardcore of players. <laughs> If it were made today, it would be with polygons, but that was the best we could do at the time. It was so hardcore we only ever made a PC-88 version.
 
JS: Did you have direct tank control?
 
NA: No, you program your tank and then watch the battle unfold.
 
JS: Fascinating! There was a game for the PlayStation like that, Carnage Heart,341 where you program a robot to fight. But obviously you did it years before!
 
NA: I suppose that's right. COMSIGHT preceded that by many years. Though I haven't played Carnage Heart myself. The thing is, I can't claim credit for creating the idea. I remember reading a magazine article about a game where you program something to fight. It wasn't 3D, though. The game was on the Apple II, I think, and I didn't have an Apple II.342 But I remembering thinking, "I'd love to play this game... Guess I'll have to create it myself!" 
 
JS: You read an article and drew inspiration from it?
 
NA: That's right. I hadn't played it, but I saw the article and it looked like fun. You could probably read all about COMSIGHT on Wikipedia, although it'd be in Japanese... 
 
JS: So COMSIGHT was developed in assembly language, and players used BASIC to program their tanks?
 
NA: That is correct, yes. The game was programmed in assembly language, and we created a BASIC-like language for the players to use.
 
JS: How well did COMSIGHT sell? 
 
NA: I don't recall exactly how well it sold, but there really weren't that many hardcore players back in those days. It certainly had its passionate fans, though. Players would write programs for their tanks and send them in to us, and then we'd battle them against each other and create a ranked ladder based on COMSIGHT tournaments.
 
JS: When you created these rankings, were they printed in magazines? How did you convey the results to users?
 
NA: Hmm... that's a good question. I can't recall whether we published it in a magazine or just sent out individual letters informing participants of their results. I'm sure we did something to let them know. But the game did come out in the very beginning of the BBS era,343 when the earliest forms of online communication were getting started. And we did devote one of the company's phone lines to a BBS where users of the game could upload their programs to us, and where users could download a program that displayed their ranking. I think the game was a real pioneer in the field of online play, actually.
I'm sorry I don't remember more. Looking back at it now, I wish we had continued pursuing the possibilities provided by online connectivity. We didn't actually do much else with it. But if my game helped to inspire one of the companies that did end up creating new genres of gaming, that would really make me happy. 
 
JS: What kind of AI was successful? Complex, simple?
 
NA: I think what made the game so interesting was that, since you were battling against other players' programs, there was no one dominant strategy, and every battle varied greatly based on the way the two programs interacted with each other. 
 
JS: Did anybody ever submit a super-AI no one could beat?
 
NA: None of them were ever so strong as to be unbeatable, but there were certainly ones that achieved high win percentages in the tournaments.
 
JS: It must have been tough to debug and balance.
 
NA: It certainly was. To test high-level play, we ended up drafting all the programmers in the company to compete in a tournament, with the prize being that the strongest program would be put into the game. The competition to win was quite fierce!
 
JS: Put in as the computer's AI?
 
NA: Well, the point of the game was for players to compete against their friends. But we did have the Tecno Soft programs in there and accessible from the beginning. But they were mainly for training purposes, so players had opponents against which to hone their programming skills.
 
JS: Of all the employees, who was the strongest?
 
NA: Oh... Who was it...?
 
JS: Surely it must have been you, the game's designer?
 
NA: No, I was one of the best, but I know that there were other programmers who were better at it than me! But really, I was so busy making the game that I didn't have much time to practice playing it. But I did put some of my programs into the game. 
<sends URLs over Skype> I just went online to find these. I was surprised to see that there are still people who are playing the game on emulators! I just can't believe that anyone in this day and age wants to play these old games. I was a little surprised how happy it made me to see that COMSIGHT is still being played. The writer of that article I found online just now had written that he used to play the game and had picked it up again out of nostalgia. I'm grateful that he still remembers my work.
 
JS: What do you think about the emulation of older titles?
 
NA: Well, if this was people illegally downloading a recently released game, I think a lot of people would have an issue with that. But preserving these old games doesn't hurt anyone, and I'm happy that people would choose to do so as a hobby.
 
JS: The year after COMSIGHT, in 1988, Thunder Force II came out. It's the series Tecno Soft is famous for.
 
NA: It was really Thunder Force II that changed things. Thunder Force was well received, as a game that sort of brought something like Xevious to computers, but Thunder Force II was a step beyond that. It was so well received that the sequels were very stressful to work on, because there was a strong sense that we can't mess up the momentum of the series. And they ended up consuming a great deal of the staff's time and the company's resources, and so there wasn't much bandwidth left for other titles. It's kind of tragic, really, that after the Thunder Force series became a hit, we weren't ever able to make those sorts of super hardcore games anymore, like COMSIGHT.
 
JS: Ironically Thunder Force was a mainstream hit, whereas now 2D shmups are only played by hardcore fans.
 
NA:
<laughs> That is so true!
 
JS: Too bad we're on Skype - could you sketch the office layout and email it to me?
 
NA: My memories are very hazy, but I may be able to make a very rough sketch... Do you mean when it was still Sasebo Maikon Center, or after it became Tecno Soft? Because they had a larger space at that point.
 
JS: The one where it became Tecno Soft. 
 
NA: When the name was changed to Tecno Soft in around 1982, the company moved to new, slightly larger offices. So this won't be the Sasebo Maikon Center where the company began. And then, after a year or two, the company moved again, to a larger facility. And then finally the company had its own building. So we had four different locations in a small span of time. You're primarily interviewing people who made games in the 1980s, right?
 
JS: Any time. I also interviewed Mr Toyama and Mr Tatsuta.
 
NA: I see. We were in the third office when they were around, so maybe that would be the best one. That's where Thunder Force II, III, and IV were developed, in fact. 
 
JS: Your portfolio has Starblade344 for the Mega CD. The arcade version used real-time polygons. On Mega CD it was streaming FMV, rather than being real-time?
 
NA: The answer to this gets a little complex. The indestructible background elements were indeed streaming off the CD based on the player's coordinates. So it was partially real-time, in a way. Other elements were real-time, but there were no actual polygonal calculations.345
 
JS: I was surprised - Tecno Soft is not credited at all!


NA: No, I don't think so. OK, so this gets a little complicated too. I don't believe we were working directly for Namco; I believe we were working through a middleman who had been contracted to develop the title, and I believe they were the ones who decided not to make our involvement public.
 
JS: In 18 years how many unreleased games did you see?

 
NA: Hmmm... How many... The one I remember well was Thunder Force V. The game actually started development on the Mega Drive. It ended up being released on the Saturn and then the PlayStation, but we'd made three Thunder Force games on the Mega Drive, so we wanted to continue that legacy by developing Thunder Force V on the platform as well. We wanted to make it a little more exciting than previous titles, with pseudo-3D graphics that used something similar to polygons, but it just ended up looking really cheap. After how good Thunder Force IV had looked, we just couldn't release a follow-up that looked like that. Then the Saturn came along and we figured, well, we could probably pull it off for that.
We never finished the game on Mega Drive, of course. I think we only made the first level. It was playable, but no one was happy with it. The 3D graphics were pre-rendered, not real-time.
 
JS: What happened to the prototype - the data?
 
NA:
<laughs> I imagine it's locked away in an archive somewhere. By 1999 we were backing up all our data on CDs, including Mega Drive code, so it's definitely out there somewhere. Probably. I don't know if any data survived from the cassette tape eras, but we were definitely backing things up by the Mega Drive era.
 
JS: And who would have this?
 
NA: Most likely Twenty-One.
 
JS: Any other unreleased titles you can recall?
 
NA: There were titles like Blast Wind and Hyper Duel that we originally developed for arcades but didn't end up releasing, but then we did release Saturn versions of them several years later.
 
JS: Hyper Duel made it to the arcades in 1993.346
 
NA: Oh, you're right. It did come out, didn't it. 
As I recall, the arcade board had the same sound chip as the X68000, so with a little work I was able to modify sound drivers I'd made previously to work on the arcade machine. But other than that, I didn't really have anything to do with Hyper Duel.
 
JS: Are you OK describing leaving Tecno Soft?
 
NA: Well, I don't mind, as I think the reason is publicly known. Sales were dropping dramatically in 1999 and the company announced that after we released our titles for that year we would be leaving the game industry and would not pursue game development any further. Virtually the entire development staff left - not just me.
 
JS: The biggest part of your life was with Tecno Soft. What are your strongest memories?
 
NA: Well, to me, Tecno Soft is the place where I got my start. Back when I was a high-schooler who knew nothing about work or society, I met Mr Ozono, who would become the company president, and he gave me the opportunity to learn how to use computers, to have my first job, and eventually to release something I'd created into the world, which was a very moving experience. Everything I'm doing now at my current job can be traced back to my start at Tecno Soft.
 
JS: Thunder Force VI was developed nine years after the end. Did you ever play it?
 
NA: No, I've heard about it, but never played it.
 
JS: In 2010, you founded Interactive Laboratory.347

 
NA: We do make games, but we aren't really a game-development company. So I don't know if talking about the company would be pertinent to this interview.
 
JS: Well, it's a chapter about you, Mr Arai. If you'd like to share a few words, please feel free.
 
NA: Well, ever since I was a kid touching my first computer in the 8-bit era, I've enjoyed using computers   to create things. In 2003, I joined a company called Interactive Brains, and worked on things like porting  games to other platforms. It gave me an opportunity to again work in small teams of just a few people, and left  me thinking that was the way I preferred to work. So I created a small company where I could relive the thrills of 1980s-style game development, working in small teams with like-minded people, and I am very happy there. 
 
JS: Thank you for your time today. I appreciate it!
 
NA: I'm grateful for the opportunity to recall so many things I'd forgotten!
 
 
The life and games of Yoshimura-san
 
Described by both Naosuke Arai and Yuichi Toyama as a genius, and setting astounding industry precedents, the biography of Yoshimura-san is surprisingly not easy to describe. MobyGames gives slightly varied accounts depending on the page, with Wikipedia actually proving the most detailed (and reliably sourced).
MobyGames: "Born in 1965. Worked at Tecno Soft since its beginning. Left in 1985 and co-founded Arsys. Arsys Software was established 11 November 1985 by a group of former Tecno Soft staff. Their first game, Wibarm, was released in 1986, and in the following years the company produced a number of titles, including Star Cruiser (1988) and Knight Arms (1989), as well as ports of Prince of Persia, Tenka Tohitsu, and Spindizzy II. By July 1996, the company consisted of only Katsunori Yoshimura and a handful of other staff, and the company's name changed to Cyberhead. Contributed to development of several titles, including Gran Turismo and Omega Boost, but in 2001 was dismantled, and Katsunori underwent surgery to become a woman. She is now called Kotori Yoshimura and runs a new development company."
 To fully appreciate the pioneering significance of Yoshimura-san's work, however, one needs to look at each title within the context of its era. Thunder Force achieved fast and smooth multi-directional full-screen scrolling at a time when it was thought impossible. Plazma Line displayed 3D polygons, one of the earliest games to do so. Wibarm featured fully 3D interiors, a transformable robot, and RPG overtones. Reviver implemented a persistent world with day/night cycles that altered the monitor brightness, and had full-colour scrolling. Star Cruiser from 1988 meanwhile could be the first example of a Japanese First-Person Shooter, with RPG elements! Forward a decade and Omega Boost was pushing PlayStation graphics to levels unheard of. There's a lot of games attributed to Arsys/Cyberhead and not all have precise staff credits (like Namco's 1993 arcade game Air Combat), but as shown, everything credited to Yoshimura-san broke new ground or was in some way amazing. As colleagues say, a genius.
 
Abridged portfolio:
Thunder Force - (1983)
Plazma Line - (1984)
Wibarm - (1986)
Reviver - (1987)
Star Cruiser - (1988)
Star Cruiser II - (1993)
Omega Boost - (1999)
 
The "programming game" genre
 
Although I had been entranced by the Carnage Heart series since its PlayStation debut (Dec. 1995), it was only with this interview did I look into and realise there was an entire "programming game" genre. 
Wikipedia gives it a dedicated page, while MobyGames has its own section, listing 20+ games: starting with Silas Warner's mainframe RobotWar in the 1970s (later Robot War for Apple II, 1981) and leading up to Shenzhen I/O (Linux/Mac/Win, 2016). Though since this list omits many sequels to Carnage Heart (right up to the PSP/Vita), plus Robot Construction R.C. for Japanese home computers, Robocode for Java, RealTimeBattle for UNIX, and COMSIGHT itself, it's safe to assume there's probably quite a few overlooked titles out there. As Naosuke Arai says, these types of games are super hardcore. While Carnage Heart streamlines commands into a flowchart of visual icons, you typically need to learn a new "language" just to play them!  
With COMSIGHT releasing mid-1987, it predates the majority of known titles. It's also one of the coolest and most ambitious games produced by Tecno Soft. 
 
~In memory of~
 
OZONO, Tomio
 
1954 ~ 2014 (59)
 

 
I first met Ozono-san in my second year of high school. Ozono-san had opened the first PC shop in the city, housed in the rear of a Sasebo building. They had the newest 8-bit computers on display, like the PC-8001 and MZ-80K, and he would let us use them freely. I was one of the many students who would linger in the store on the weekends, writing code in BASIC and assembly and making our own games. In the following year, I asked my parents to buy me my own PC as a celebration of my entrance into college. Even today, I can remember clearly how Ozono-san kindly helped me add and setup peripherals to that computer.
I soon began working for Ozono-san part-time as a student, and while there were gaps here and there, for the next 19 years until their dissolution in 1999, my life and career were intertwined with Tecno Soft. In the interim, Tecno Soft experienced all the highs and lows of a videogame developer from that era. There were trips overseas, but there were also years of recession when no one got a bonus.1 There were times when we'd hire a bunch of new employees, and times when, out-of-the-blue, a mass of people would quit.
In the midst of all that tumult, the one constant was Ozono-san and his insistence on making good, quality games. He was a highly-capable perfectionist who never just said "it's good enough" or let mediocre work suffice. Because of that, he sometimes was at odds with his employees, and perhaps because of his own shyness, he was not always the best at expressing his gratitude, which I think led to misunderstandings.
However, in times of both feast and famine, Ozono-san bore the responsibility of many individuals' livelihoods, and I have come to understand now more than ever the weight of that lonely burden. And I am sure that others have had the same realisation. Tecno Soft was a mountain of first experiences for me. Through them, I got to sell computers at a store, put together PCBs that we then shipped through the mail, create a catalogue, develop game software as a programmer, do user support, compose game musicc
They weren't a big company, so you did whatever you could do and helped out wherever you could. That being the case, it always felt like more than just a software house; we developed our games with a strong consciousness of what the end user desired because we were closer to them to begin with. When I think back on that time now, all those experiences feel incalculably precious to me. Tecno Soft no longer exists today, but for all the staff that once worked under Ozono-san, I am certain they feel similarly.
My one regret is that I was never able to say all this to Ozono-san while he was in good health, but I will never forget the feeling of gratitude I have. Ozono-san, sincerely, thank you. Rest in peace. 
Naosuke ARAI  (text from a 2014 Facebook post, translation by Shmuplations, checked by Joseph Redon)
 



Athena
 
Founded in July 1987 by Sakae Nakamura, Athena embodies the ethos behind this trilogy of books. It was both developer and publisher, and its more than 70 games ran the gamut from awful to awesome, many copying other more successful titles. But when Athena succeeded it set precedents and even redefined genre concepts. It was not a fly-by-night shovelware producer, nor a one hit wonder, but neither did it reach the triple-A heights of third-parties such as Square or Konami or Capcom. Outside of Japan it was obscure, niche, perhaps even overlooked - in many ways the sort of wonderful middle-tier company we, regrettably, no longer see today. 
If you recognise the name Athena it's probably because of its 2D shmups: the unique Dezaemon series of creation tools, or blasters like Strike Gunner, Daioh, or BioMetal, the last of which famously used the music of techno band 2 Unlimited. Athena's shmup legacy also extends to developer Warashi, to quote MobyGames: "Warashi was established August 1995 by Noriyuki Takasaki and a group of other former Athena staff. Their first title was the 1996 shmup Shienryu, spiritual successor to Athena's Daioh. Today they produce shmups such as Triggerheart Exelica." Athena was also a fostering ground for other developers who went on to bigger things, notably the creator of Corpse Party, Makoto Kedouin, and the main interviewee this chapter, Aziz Hinoshita.
Few of Athena's games were localised, so while you may have fond memories of Castle of Dragon or Sword Master on NES, you'd have to be fairly hardcore to have played the arcade exclusive J. J. Squawkers, or the import-only Crows on Saturn, an homage to Technos' Kunio-kun series. Which is probably why no one outside of Japan realises that Athena was also a leading developer of serious mahjong. Not the simplified one-on-one or erotic varieties, but the kind with advanced four-player AI and endorsements by tournament-level professionals. To appreciate the significance of this you need to understand how deeply rooted mahjong is throughout East Asia - try to imagine a Western developer making a chess simulator with Garry Kasparov's face on the cover. And it wasn't only one mahjong simulator, over the course of 11 years Athena developed at least 26 such titles for a variety of hardware. This rises to over 30 if you count the batch released in 2010 for iOS. The language barrier makes it difficult for Western press to gauge the culture of mahjong, but for a time Athena was a big player.
Sadly Athena's momentum ran out towards the end of the PS2 generation. There was seemingly little activity until around 2010, when the rights to Athena's games were acquired by MonkeyPaw Games which re-released several PS1 titles on PSN. Athena's last game was an erotic adventure for Windows computers released in 2012. By this time it had stopped updating its website. According to an unsourced entry on Japanese Wikipedia: "On 11 December 2013, the Tokyo District Court received a decision to commence bankruptcy proceedings." Soon after the website shut down. 
When I emailed Bill Swartz to ask about Athena (and also Pack-in-Video), he gave a nice summary: "Athena and Pack-in-Video are companies I know really well and I have close, longstanding ties to most of their key people. I could go on all day about those two, especially Athena. Athena went through a bunch of incarnations. For many years they did well as a game company, mostly on 8- and 16-bit platforms. Then yes, they had a bunch of mahjong games that did pretty well. Mahjong games, especially in Japan and especially at the time, were a great place to be. As for the custom AI - maybe, I wasn't involved with that. Or put differently, I'm sure they hacked something together that sort of worked, but like most Japanese developers they were more about effort and creativity than technical excellence. I will say they were one of the first companies to use - I think it was - Java for their mobile mahjong game so it looked really good. They moved sometime in the late 1990s and I wonder if the office diagram you sent is from after the move - it's not the office I knew. I saw that Athena had declared bankruptcy end of 2013. I was shocked... I guess that     Mr Nakamura just kept it as a shell for many years. I can also say that from the late 1990s onwards (98? 97? 99?) he had a few darts bars and was said also to be running 'an image club' which is a kind of adult service."
This chapter stands as the first major attempt to document Athena, featuring interviews with Bill Swartz and Kelly Rogers, both formerly of Activision and behind the localisation of BioMetal, and also Aziz Hinoshita who worked there during the 32-bit era. Enjoy the candid recollections and, looking over the office map, try to imagine this long-gone era in your mind. The titles on the following page are taken from Athena's now defunct website, supplemented by GameFAQs, MobyGames, Wikipedia, and ROM archives. It took an entire day to scan all five lists manually and make this definitive patchwork list - not easy given discrepancies in all of them. Athena itself didn't even list all its games, omitting all arcade titles, and obscurities like Lutter. The dates are only the Japanese releases of each game, US release dates will vary. For example Championship Bowling was originally released 1989 in the US, but only in Japan two years later. Most games never reached the US at all. For dual releases each name has the hardware alongside. Some games also have the hardware in their title. Where dates differ between sources (IE: Family Quiz), the date is omitted. Some games such as Family Block (AKA: Thunder & Lightning), where Athena was only the Japanese publisher, have been omitted to keep this list manageable. So have iOS titles.
1987-12-10      L'Affaire (MSX)
1988-11-XX      Family Quiz 4-nin wa Rival (FC)
1989-06-XX       Dragon Unit  (ARC)
1989-11-24      Lutter 
1990-01-13      World Bowling       
1990-02-27      Castle of Dragon (NES)
1990-12-21      Sword Master (NES) 
1991-04-XX      Strike Gunner S.T.G 
1991-04-12      Championship Bowling (NES)       )
1991-04-12      World Ice Hockey 
1991-08-09      De-Block
1991-09-13      Game Designer Yusei Soft Dezaemon   (FC)
1992-01-31      Twin  (GB)
1992-03-27      Strike Gunner S.T.G (SNES & SFC)
1992-07-03      Super Bowling (SNES) )      
1992-12-18      Quiz Nihon Mukashi Banashi: Athena no Hatena (Game Boy)
1992 / 1993-XX      J. J. Squawkers 
1993-03-19      BioMetal (SNES) 
(SFC)
1993-06-11      Pro Mahj. Kiwame(SFC)
1993-XX-XX      Athena no Hatena ? (ARC)      
1993-XX-XX      Daioh  (ARC)
1994-04-15      Mogura de Pon!  (GB)
1994-04-28      Waratte Iitomo! Tamorinpic  (SFC)
1994-07-XX      Pro Mahjong Kiwame II 
1994-09-XX      Kaite Tsukutte Asoberu: Dezaemon  (SFC)
1994-12-22      Pro Mahjong Kiwame GB (Game Boy)
1994-XX-XX      Pro Mahjong Kiwame (ARC)
1995-06-16      Yakouchuu
(SFC)
1995-06-30      Pro Mahjong Kiwame III (SFC)
1995-12-22      Virtual Bowling  (Virtual Boy)
1996-01-XX      Pro Mahjong Kiwame S
(Saturn)
1996-02-23      Blockids  (PS1)
1996-03-22      Athena no Kateiban: Family Game  (PS1)
1996-04-12      Ring of Sias(PS1)
1996-05-24      Dezaemon Plus (PS1)
1996-05-24      Pro Mahjong Kiwame Plus  (PS1)
1996-09-27      Pukunpa: Joshikouki no Houkago 
(PS1 & SAT)
1997-05-30      Nobunaga Hiroku: Ge-Ten no Yume  (PS1)
1997-08-29      Money idol Exchanger  (Game Boy) 
1997-10-09      Dezaemon 2 
(SAT)
1997-11-10      Pro Mahj. Kiwame  (Win)
1997-11-21      Pro Mahj. Kiwame 64
1997-12-18      Crows: The Battle Action SegaSaturn
1998-06-26      Dezaemon 3D 
(N64)      
1998-10-22      Dezaemon Kids! ! (PS1)
1998-10-23          Pocket Bowling  (GBC)
1998-11-05      Money idol Exchanger  (PS1)
1998-11-26         Waku Waku Volley  (PS1)
1998-12-10      Pro Mahjong Kiwame Plus II
(PS1)
1999-03-19      Pro Mahjong Kiwame GB II (GBC)
1999-03-26         Super Bowling 
(N64)
1999-10-07      Pro Mahjong Kiwame (WonderSwan)
1999-10-22      Yakouchuu GB (Game Boy Color)
1999-10-22      Yakouchuu II: Satsujin Kouro (N64)      
1999-10-28      Pro Mahjong Kiwame Tengensenhen  (PS1)      
1999-12-02      Ide Yousuke no Mahjong Kyoushitsu (PS1)
2000-03-30      Pro Mahjong Kiwame D  (Dreamcast)
2000-03-31      Trickboarder GP (Game Boy Color)
2000-06-30      Ide Yosuke no Mahjong Kyoushitsu GB (Game Boy Color)
2000-07-01      Taisen: Tsume Shogi  (Game Boy Color)
2000-08-03      S1500 V.34: The Quiz Bangumi  (PS1)      
2000-08-31      Pro Mahjong Kiwame Next  (PS2)
2001-02-09      GDT: Shinjuku Tenun-hen  (Game Boy Color)
2001-06-21      Gambler Densetsu Tetsuya             
2001-08-10      Goku Mahj. Deluxe: Mirai Senshi 21 (GBA)
2001-10-26      Pro Mahj. Kiwame Tengensenhen        (Win)
2002-07-19      GDT: Yomigaeru Densetsu (GBA)
2002-08-09      Kiwame Mahjong DX II -The 4th MONDO21Cup Competition (NGC)
2002-11-29      Higanbana(GBA)            
2003-07-03      GDT: Kurouto Choujou Kessen 2 (PS2)
2003-08-07      Gambler Densetsu Tetsuya PC Vers.(Win)      
2003-12-18      Kiwame Mahjong DXII  -The 4th MONDO21Cup Competition-  (PS2)
2004-05-27      Gambler Densetsu Tetsuya Digest (PS2)
2012-27-04       AngelGuard  (Win)      
CANCELLED
Dezaemon DD  (Nintendo 64DD)
Pro-Mahjong Kiwame Final  (PS3)
 
BioMetal
 
Published by Athena, JPN: March 1993
Published by Activision, USA: November 1993
 
Of all the Athena games to be released outside of Japan, BioMetal on SNES is the most significant. For starters it's a beautiful looking 2D horizontal shmup, with transparencies, sprite distortion, multiple layers of parallax scrolling, and contorting bosses made of chained sprites. Unquestionably it's one of the better looking games on the system. It's also a considerable step-up from Athena's rather bland Strike Gunner, featuring fast gameplay and a unique weapons system. You have three varieties of stackable main weapon, three types of sub-weapon, and a selectable shield which behaves similarly to the Option in R-Type. When activated the rotating shield drains an energy bar until turned off, but protects you from bullets and can destroy enemies. It can also be flung in eight directions, for some serious damage, or temporarily expanded like a super bomb. When deactivated the energy bar recharges, with overall victory requiring judicious use of it. The need to constantly switch between on and off produces a pleasant sensation, not unlike pressing the accelerator on a car - you don't do it all the time, just when needed. Above all though, the localised version of BioMetal is significant for featuring the licensed music of popular techno band 2 Unlimited, two years before the original Wipeout wowed audiences and solidified the PlayStation brand through its own licensed techno.
Wanting the inside story on BioMetal's localisation I spoke with producer Kelly Rogers on the phone. He described his joining of Activision: "I saw a job posting on a board at Foothill College in Palo Alto, as a junior in high school taking a course. I was hired as a temporary game tester in September 1989, for the busy rush to release games for the holiday season. Incidentally, I was never 'let go' and was hired full-time in June 1990."
I also spoke with Activision Japan's former Managing Director (and later Activision US' Senior Vice President) Bill Swartz, via email, who was central in the licensing and went way back with Athena. He described the perspective from Japan: "Activision Japan, previously Mediagenic Japan, had been around for a long time. I took it over in 1990 and ran it until 2000, and I'm happy to say for at least 8 of those 10 years it was the first or second most profitable Activision operational unit. Activision Japan did a number of things, including sales of Activison properties, licensing, development, and publishing. But one of its key functions was picking up titles for publication outside Japan - especially right after I took over, when Activision had just transformed from Mediagenic, emerged from Chapter 11, and was in the process of rebuilding."
Towards the end of my contact with both gentlemen I trailed off into non-Athena questions, because it seemed a shame to waste the opportunity! 
 
JS: How did Activision acquire BioMetal from Athena? 
 
Bill Swartz: This was almost a "gimme" since at the time we'd just finished doing a game called Sword Master with Athena and I'd become really close friends with the crew.348
Sword Master was the one title in progress when I took over, so I don't know how the conversation started, but almost certainly by seeing it in the Famitsu "Coming Soon" section and just calling Athena and asking if it was OK to drop by.
For BioMetal I was the person in Japan who identified the pre-release title that later became BioMetal, negotiated for it with Athena, and handled the production / development / localisation. Kelly Rogers was the guy who came up with the idea of adding the techno soundtrack, identified 2 Unlimited, picked tracks and (probably) wrote the manual and some of the marketing materials. I think, I'm not sure, actual negotiations with   2 Unlimited for the licensing were done by Larry Goldberg.
 
Kelly Rogers: Larry Goldberg was our lead counsel; he was the attorney for Activision for many years. Definitely both Larry Goldberg and Ali Lexa were responsible for licensing. So there were two different angles. Larry was responsible for doing the contract with Radikal Records,349 with Jurgen Korduletsch, and actually got the licensing agreement and the terms, and the royalties that would be paid and the upfront fees, that kind of thing. 
Ali Lexa was really more on the creative side - he brought the thing about because he knew Jurgen, and the idea just popped into his head, because we were going to a lot of techno shows, and he just thought: "Wow, this game is sort of screaming for this kind of soundtrack." So he was more on the music composer side, and Larry was the legal side that made it happen.
JS: Did you meet with Sakae Nakamura of Athena? Who were the key Activision staff?
 
Kelly: No, I've never been to Japan. I didn't travel to meet the developers, however I did have many conversations with them. Although I don't recall individual names. Going to Japan would have been great! <laughs> But Bill Swartz is your guy for all those good stories. Bill was point person for the licensing process, selection, and negotiating - so I don't have much to add here. 
 
Bill: The original/Japanese name for BioMetal was "STG", which was an inside joke as it stood for Shooting Game.350 Of course, at the time we acquired STG it hadn't been renamed yet, nor had the new soundtrack been added, and of course it wasn't localised either. So for STG I negotiated the deal, and either Bobby Kotick or Brian Kelly signed the contract on the business side of things. 
 
JS: How and why did licensing the 2 Unlimited music come about? 
 
Bill: 2 Unlimited was, as far as I know, Kelly Rogers' idea. 
 
Kelly: I hired a sound engineer and music producer, Ali Lexa, for several games around that time, and when we licensed BioMetal, it was actually his idea to license techno music as we were very into the early 1990s rave scene in LA. He personally knew Jurgen Korduletsch, the president of Radikal Records which was 2 Unlimited's label. Ali made an introduction and I took it from there. The label and band were very involved in the music production, since the recorded songs had to be broken up into sound banks / patches to be programmed, so as to be played by MIDI sequencers and loaded into the native format for SNES. We would FedEx everything between Athena and Activision, because we didn't really get email until two or three years after that. I know later on we were able to take the files and load them up locally, through our own software loaders. But back then we would have been shipping things physically.
JS: Athena did the programming, not Activision? 
 
Kelly: Right! Yeah, they did it all. We might have taken the original files, but they had to send us some files that were separated. You know, apart from us just having to take the songs and break them up. So there was a bit of effort on the label side, and the producer, to get the drum sounds and the synth sounds separated, and I think because Athena developed it, and they had all the platform tools, it just made more sense. I don't know if it was proprietary, or original, or what kind of software they produced it in. But we sent all those files to them, and the MIDI files. And it came back rather well! Because you really have to chop everything up when you're recreating a song which was originally recorded as an actual song - so you can never be sure how it will sound. I remember having very few tweaks or comments on it, so I'd like to know who the guy that actually did that was. That would be interesting.351

Bill: We got the music - I think they just sent us a CD, but this was nearly 25 or more years ago - and at least some of it didn't exactly fit. So one of the developers, a guy named Shotaro Sasaki352 who also happens to have a really strong music / composition background, just picked up his guitar and banged out at least the rhythm line for some of the levels. It says something that no one - at least to my knowledge - has ever realised some of the 2 Unlimited music was just a talented guy on a guitar at 1:00am in a small-ish office under a freeway, not far from Shinjuku.
 
JS: Did the group play the game and give their approval?
 
Bill: I do know the 2 Unlimited crew thought it was cool, having chatted with them a bit at CES - or was it E3? - right after the game came out.
 
Kelly: Yes, the group played the game and approved the music translation and playback via the SNES, since it had to be programmed into MIDI and sound files. They loved it! The band, label, and tour manager even collaborated with Activision to place a massive 20ft screen behind the band during their live tour and project gameplay of BioMetal while they performed. When 2 Unlimited played LA, at Prince's Club in downtown LA, all Activision employees - most of them, including CEO Bobby Kotick and other executives - all attended the show and met the two members of 2 Unlimited. It was pretty cool. <laughs> We even produced limited edition "rave" jackets with embroidered 2 Unlimited and BioMetal logos on the back.353
 
JS: Was the original BioMetal soundtrack deemed unsuitable? What did Athena think?
 
Bill: Athena's attitude was: "Oh, you think this will help? Yeah, it's cool. Sure. We'll put it in." 


Kelly: The original music was fine, it just sounded very Japanese - if that makes sense. At the time techno culture was very popular in the US, and it seemed like a good fit for the graphics and fast side-scrolling gameplay.
 
JS: How useful was the 2 Unlimited licensing deal? Did it actually increase sales?
 
Bill: I can't speak for everyone, but I do recall one senior executive in the US, after release, saying that if we'd left the music alone we would have sold the same number, maybe more. So personally I chalk it up to: "If you don't try, you don't know." Really wasn't a bad idea, but yeah, I'd agree we didn't get much out of it sales wise. 
 
Kelly: I think it was very useful from an image and branding perspective. Whether it actually sold more games is hard to know, probably not much realistically. It was a central part of the marketing efforts and promotions, because marketing really pushed to have something unique for every game so as to set it apart. Activision had just recently relocated from Silicon Valley to Hollywood to fulfil Kotick's vision of utilising Hollywood talent - which he eventually accomplished quite successfully for the next 20 years! So the cost of licensing the music was considered more an investment in that mission, than a cost that would directly return on its investment through game sales.


JS: Bobby Kotick regarded licensing music as a means of building an image?
 
Kelly: Yeah, he was really supportive of that. To our Chief Financial Officers, they probably would have liked to have seen a return on investment of every dollar spent. But you know, in terms of the music and the marketing, I think it provided value. It was just a little more intangible, as far as continuing the storyline that Bobby was doing in the press. Reaching out to the industry and the talent, and putting out an image where Activision was seen as pursuing the goal of bringing in real music, real actors, and hiring Hollywood screen writers to do some of the storylines and cutscenes. So yeah, we probably spent more than we would have if we'd just hired composers to do some original MIDI music, but they wanted to make a big deal of it in the industry and get noticed. 
 
JS: The colour of enemies taking damage was changed from blue to green. What other changes were made?
 
Kelly: Good observation. You know, very little changes were made to the game itself. As the producer, yes, I made the decisions on what changes would localise it for a US audience. Obviously the title graphics and other minor colour changes, but I can't remember the details. Boy it was a long time ago. I recall something about changing the way the boss levels worked, the logic of movements, and the level of difficulty. They were originally very difficult to defeat, our game testers thought, even the very good ones. <laughs>
 
JS: Were there plans to use 2 Unlimited music for other games? Where other bands licensed? 
 
Bill: Not to the best of my knowledge, though that project did seem to kick off a period where sound design got a lot of attention.354


Kelly: We would have if a game came along, but nothing new in that time period was the right project for             2 Unlimited. Next, we licensed music by the artist Poe,355 a female pop-ish singer, who wrote an original song for the game Apocalypse,356 featuring Bruce Willis as the lead character. Poe was also motion-captured to "perform" in the game. It was pretty revolutionary, but unfortunately was not a big success critically or sales wise. A shame because a ton of effort, breakthrough technologies, and talent went into that game's development and star power! Oh well, making a hit game is part art, science, and good marketing that I guess didn't come together on that one. But again, Apocalypse fulfilled the vision of bringing Hollywood and games together, and I'm sure it paved the way for the following games that were massive hits. Tony Hawk's Pro Skater
being super successful with licensed music. Sadly I decided to leave Activision just before development began, but that's another story!
 
JS: Apocalypse was originally developed by Activision Santa Monica, but they were dismissed and it restarted from scratch with Neversoft Entertainment. 
 
Kelly: Yes. <laughs> Yes, that's coming back to me! I remember that was a pretty big setback. That was a big deal. I don't remember all the details why - it was something we weren't getting produced quickly enough, and the quality... 
 
JS: Were there any unreleased Athena games?
 
Bill: No memory of any unreleased 16-bit Athena titles. There were some developers that approached games as art and were excited to move onto the next thing. Athena wasn't like that; Mr Nakamura was going to squeeze every last penny out of everything he could, and we - by that I mean Activision - showed him very early on that foreign rights were valuable.
 
JS: Any other comments on BioMetal or Athena?
 
Bill: That was an incredibly fun period. Games were selling well but were small enough that 5-10 guys could bang out something really good in less than two years. Everyone was working hard, mostly making money, loving what they were doing. In many ways, especially in Japan, it was a golden age. As for that stage in my career... That was when Activision Japan was really starting to grow. I hugely believed in Activision and was thrilled to be able to make a contribution.
 
Kelly: In general, working with Athena was a very positive experience; they were cooperative, made changes on schedule, and were very technically proficient. I recall being extremely impressed with the first pass at the music MIDI conversion and how close it sounded to the songs. That was really a crowning achievement by Athena, kudos! Bill was a great relationship builder, so much credit goes to him for the smooth development process with Athena. I would like to reiterate Ali Lexa's involvement and credit him with the 2 Unlimited licensing and also Paul Baker for his creative contributions. Paul served as a key gameplay advisor and idea man behind the custom jackets. <laughs> Yeah, it was pretty fun. 
 
Bonus non-Athena questions
 
JS: Activision published Die Hard for NES, developed by Pack-in-Video. Tony Van was the designer and it displayed the 2D levels by line of sight. Any comments?
 
Kelly: Yes, this was one of my first titles as a full-time tester - and I might have been lead tester in fact. I loved this game! It was really fun to play with great immersion in the environment as you point out. It had kind of a "lighted cone" thing, for your field of vision. When you moved it would show in 2D just what your character was seeing. Testers loved Die Hard on NES; it added a level of realism not often used in games at that time, since the First-Person Shooter format had yet to be fully realised.357 Yes, Ton Van was producer. He worked most directly with Pack-in-Video so I didn't have much involvement or anecdotes to add. 
 
Bill: For Die Hard make sure you talk to Tom Sloper. Tom was a producer at Mediagenic and managed that product in Japan for a few months. We actually overlapped in Japan briefly. One of the Die Hard titles - again, this was before me, but might have been Mega Drive? - was slopped together overnight by Pack-in-Video switching sprites with one of their other titles because they hadn't touched it for the year they were supposed to be developing it. 
 
JS: Bill mentioned Pack-in-Video reskinning a Mega Drive game for Die Hard. This actually sounds like the Japan-exclusive PC Engine version from 1990, since there's no record of a Mega Drive release. Ever hear anything?
 
Kelly: I saw everything that came through Activision, because by 1991 I was test manager. We had a room full of every console piece. That sounds familiar - taking the engine basically and putting in bitmap graphics from Die Hard, to put that out there...358

 
JS: Pack-in-Video was a Japanese company,359 but their games have a lot of American staff credited.
 
Kelly: Yeah. I recall the same thing, because when I was working on Die Hard, every time the company was brought up, I never got the sense they were a Japanese company. Or if I did, it was like they were local, since there was US staff we interacted with. I wasn't close enough; like I said, Tony Van was kind of the point person. My memories of that game are mainly just playing it for - you know - 40 hours a week. For a long time. <laughs>

 
JS: Activision published various Predator licenses. Do you know anything about the Predator games by Klon and Pack-in-Video, for MSX2 and NES, both 1988?
 
Kelly: Gosh, I think I was test manager on Alien Vs. Predator for SNES with Tom Sloper as lead producer.360 Anyways, not much to say here, it was part of the Hollywood vision and the gameplay was decent - mainly it was about the licensing of recognised characters.  
 
Bill: Not sure about Predator on NES. I do remember cleaning up a mess when it arrived in the form of Alien Vs. Predator on SNES, which was developed and published in Japan by a long gone company called IGS, working a developer by the name of Jordan.361

These were called "Knight Rider deals" and referred to anything, not just films, we held the IP for. US rights and a US localisation were baked-in from the start, and a required deliverable. These deals gave us zero creative control, and often had other issues as well. They were great for the time, but as the industry and Activision matured, we stepped away from them fairly quickly.
 
Predator and Die Hard in Japan
 
Given that both Activision interviewees were credited on the sublime Die Hard for NES, developed by Pack-in-Video, I naturally asked about Predator on MSX2 and NES - the latter of which was published by Pack-in-Video in Japan, and Activision in the US. Just in case they knew something! All versions were developed by Klon in Japan, which later rebranded itself as Dual Corporation. Predator is a longstanding mystery I wish to solve, since while the two versions share assets and look similar, they are astoundingly different in function. The MSX2 game is excellent and reasonably faithful to the movie, copying the aesthetics of Metroid in places, while the Famicom & NES versions are painfully bizarre fever dreams. I can't comprehend how the same studio, clearly sharing assets and code, could produce such extremely disparate games on hardware similar enough to allow a straight port!
Neither gentleman knew, but producer Tom Sloper was again mentioned. I'd actually contacted him in 2011, via Sloperama.com, and he replied: "I didn't know there was an MSX2 version. I think I had an MSX2 computer in my office for a while. Activision sublicensed the Predator NES rights to a Japanese company, who probably designed their own game without knowledge of any other versions. I joined the project after it had already been started, and my primary responsibility was to make the Japanese game palatable to Western audiences."
This didn't explain the discrepancies, but a fantastic interview with Tom on GDRI sheds more light. GDRI asked about Pack-in-Video, since Die Hard was designed in the US but developed in Japan. Tom explained: "At this time (1988 to 1993), Activision was actively engaged in sublicensing properties to Japan as a way of synergising licenses for games. Instead of spending money to develop the game for North America, we took the rights to Japan and sublicensed them. The Japanese sublicensee would develop the game for the Japanese market first, then we would localise the game for the North American market. It was a way of reducing development cost, but it had some disadvantages in terms of creative control. If you give a Japanese developer a game design document, they don't treat it as a guideline - it's taken literally. Tony Van wrote a design for Die Hard on NES and when I got the game back from Pack-In-Video, I was blown away by how the game was exactly like the design."
Tom also described Alien Vs. Predator on SNES: "I needed a design doc to provide to 20th Century Fox. When I got it, it was just three pages of bullet points. Not spectacular, but reasonable. Fox approved it, but when we got the actual game from the developer, Bill Swartz and Fox and I were surprised - and I don't mean that in a good way. It was a fighting game! Going back to the design doc, I figured this out by reading between the lines. The doc said that when the weapons were gone, you'd have to engage in hand-to-hand combat. It wasn't at all clear that most of the time you'd be punching the aliens. I asked the Japanese side what they were thinking, and they said, 'Fighting games are very popular in Japan now.'"      
This is pure speculation on my part, but having read Tom's interview it seems the MSX2 version was maybe the lead project, and Klon retroactively shoehorned it to fit whatever design brief was given for Activision's NES version. This makes sense, since the "Big Mode" seems hastily tacked on to the FC / NES game. 
 
See the full and amazing GDRI interview here:
http://gdri.smspower.org/wiki/index.php/Interview:Tom_Sloper
 
 
 



HINOSHITA, Aziz (Athena)
DOB: *secret* / Birthplace: Japan / Blood Type: *secret*

Curriculum Vitae
 
University of Ottawa / Université d'Ottawa Computer Science - 1992 – 1994
Chiyoda Art and Industrial Design College Animation - 1995 – 1997
Athena Co., Ltd. 2D Art Designer; 2D sprite and animation design for PlayStation and Nintendo 64 titles
1997 (2 years, 9 months) Tokyo, Japan
 
Pro Mahjong Kiwame 64 (N64) - 21 Nov 1997       - Pixel art
Crows: The Battle Action SegaSaturn (SAT) - 18 Dec 1997 - Pixel art
Dezaemon Kids! (PS1) - 22 Oct 1998 - Sample game "Thrash"
Pro Mahjong Kiwame Plus II (PS1) - 10 Dec 1998 - Pixel art
Super Bowling (N64) - 26 Mar 1999 - Localisation
Pro Mahjong Kiwame Tengensenhen (PS1) - 28 Oct 1999 - Pixel art (possibly)
 
 
 
Interview with Aziz HINOSHITA
14 September 2013, Tokyo / Duration: 4 hours
 
This was the first interview of the project, done mid-September, and was one of the longest. While the audio files totalled just over four hours, we stopped for regular snack and smoke breaks and my recollection is that from initial meeting to farewell at the nearby station, it was roughly six hours. The interview was so long I've split it into two parts - this section covers Aziz's early days and career at Athena. His career at Square-Enix has its own dedicated section alongside Takashi Tokita's interview. 
I only discovered the Athena connection by accident, since while Az's localisation and script-writing work is fairly well documented online, his earlier pixel artist roles are entirely missing. The only clue being a "Special Thanks" credit on Super Bowling for the N64, developed by Athena. I asked about this via email, quite casually, only to discover he'd been entrenched there for a couple of years! He was actually somewhat dismissive of it, but for me this was essential to document. It's the entire reason this book trilogy was created: to document the unknown or untold history of those in games (I also made a discovery regarding the creator of indie RPG Corpse Party working alongside Az). I may have initially contacted him for Square-Enix, because they're big and important and mainstream, but my focus was going to be Athena. To help visualise the anecdotes, please skip to the end of the interview for the office layout sketch!
The scope of Athena coverage has also expanded. I've since spoken with Bill Swartz and Kelly Rogers of Activision, regarding the localisation of Athena's BioMetal and use of the 2 Unlimited soundtrack, and Bill shared a lot of information on the company's 16-bit days. I also spent an entire day stitching together a definitive Athena release list, from five different sources. You won't find this kind of coverage anywhere else - enjoy!
 
JS: I can't wait to get into a deep discussion on Athena. Did you keep any of your old materials or games?
 
AH: Unfortunately, I actually don't have any copies of the older stuff I worked on. I just tended to give away my free copies to friends who wanted them. <laughs> Some readers may dismiss me as not being a real "dev" with only two-and-a-half years in a small company doing graphic design, but... Up to you, really. 
 
JS: Athena is fascinating! Can you recall the first time you saw a videogame? 
 
AH: OK, first game, I'm not sure if the title is correct, but do you remember Circus?362 It was an arcade game back in the 1970s. You had like a see-saw, and it was an analogue to, well, not Arkanoid, but the older one, the original...?
 
JS: Breakout?
 
AH:
Breakout, yes! You controlled this see-saw, and you had two guys on the see-saw, and you launched this one guy and he would... I can't remember what the hell he did, but he would hit something at the top of the screen and come back down, and you were supposed to catch him and launch the other guy on the see-saw. That was at a bar, in Roppongi,363 when I was about five or six. Because my dad took me there. <laughs> That was probably the first game I ever saw. I got to play that a couple of times. But then you know, I guess people of my generation would have played Breakout, for one, and Space Invaders. Yeah, I did not get to play too many games. 
After my family moved to Morocco, because of my father's job posting, the next game I played was Pong. We got them from Ceuta, the Spanish town or city on the very northern tip of Morocco. It's in North Africa, but it's still Spanish territory. So we went there and then for some reason my dad got it into his head that we'd enjoy having Pong. It was back in the day when you had a dedicated device just for playing Pong! <laughs> You had the radial dial controllers, and we played that with a projector which projected the image on a wall. Yeah, it was really old-school stuff. 
 
JS: So you were born in Japan and...
 
AH: I was born in Japan, yes, and I moved to Morocco and then to Canada, <laughs> and then back to Japan.
 
JS: You studied computer science at University of Ottawa?
 
AH: Yes. Computer science for a couple of years. I wasn't a very good student, but yeah. 
 
JS: Was the computer science a result of wanting to develop games - did you have that thought?
 
AH: Yes. So when we moved to Canada, we... I'm wondering if it was back in Canada? We had an Atari 2600. So... <exhales> I'm ashamed to say that we actually did buy E.T. We had an actual E.T. cartridge in the house! It was a crap game.
 
JS: <laughs> I actually agree with Duane Hahn that it's a good game!364 The map was cuboid!
 
AH: It had nothing to do with the movie, but yes, we tried to play it. My sister and I would try to play it, but we couldn't get anywhere with it. <laughs> But yes, we did own the Atari 2600 and we also got a Commodore VIC-20, in a garage sale, which actually opened my eyes to programming in BASIC. You know, you could program games in BASIC on that platform. So yeah, that got me into wanting to create games.
 
JS: You taught yourself BASIC?
 
AH: Yeah, just little stuff really. Just doing some things to animate, for example, ASCII characters on screen with BASIC. Pretty much. I didn't really get deeply into programming back then, but I felt that it was something I really want to try to do. So that was one of the reasons I enrolled in comp-sci at Ottawa U. I actually also applied for industrial art at Carlton at the same time. I had the choice between going either to computer science or industrial design back then. But I felt like I wanted to go to Ottawa U and, yeah, took a couple of years of that. I also got involved in the university paper and drew a couple of comics. <laughs>
 
JS: Do you still have them?
 
AH: Ahh... I have them in my portfolio back home somewhere. But they're not something... They're really, really bad.
 
JS: You wouldn't want them...
 
AH: ...I would not want them published!
 
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: Fair enough!
 
AH: But yeah, that also, I guess that kind of reminded me that I was interested in drawing and art again. 
 
JS: So chronologically, your family moved from Canada back to Japan, and that's when you switched from computer science to art and design?
 
AH: Well, no. My family had to move from Canada, and the rest of my family actually went back to Morocco, and I chose to come to Japan. Because anime was really big back then, as you may recall. Akira came out, it was a good thing, and it was one of the first waves of Japanimation that came to North America. Obviously only a select few things came to the United States and Canada.
 
JS: It was the same in the UK.
 
AH: I really wanted to make games with animation back then, actually. <laughs> I wanted to get into actual animation. Which is what I actually studied, when I came back here. I took Japanese language lessons for a few months, so that I could actually read and write properly. I attended a college, a vocational college actually, not a university. It was a three year program, in a bunch of different disciplines. I took animation; it was traditional animation, nothing digital back then. Just cell animation and stuff.
 
JS: You were practising with hand-drawn cell techniques?
 
AH: We actually did sketching, and anatomy, and went out and painted stuff. Just to have a basis in art. Which was one of the better aspects. From what I recall of the vocational colleges which actually taught animation, the one I went to, as opposed to its main competitor at the time which is still around I think, they actually did teach us sketching and anatomy, and colour theory as well.
 
JS: So you are a genuine, trained artist with all the traditional skills.
 
AH: Yes, I guess. Or I was. 
 
JS: So when you sketch the office layout of Athena, it's going to be excellent!
 
AH: <laughs> Nooo! Please don't, please, no, no.
 
JS: I'm expecting shading, details, not just a bird's eye view but a still life of your colleagues.
 
AH:
<laughs> I wish I had the time to do that. I haven't drawn in a long time. So anyway, I studied that, and after I left Athena...
 
JS: ...You can't just jump to the end of Athena already!
 
AH:
<laughs> Well, just in regards to the whole art thing. I kind of wanted to hold off on doing stuff in that area until, I dunno, until I felt like it. But then again, after I retire I will also be painting again! So I haven't really drawn anything since those days, I have not kept up my skills on it.
 
JS: If it was vocational, presumably animation companies gravitated towards it when recruiting?
 
AH: Pretty much. So they actually do teach you practical skills, not just theory and stuff. We actually did create a short animation movie. As a graduation project. It's not a thesis, but whatever it is you needed to do in order to graduate. We had to make a short film.
 
JS: Do you still have your short film?
 
AH: Naaah! <laughs> Actually, no. We were divided into teams, like six person teams, and we created a short thing. The art director, or the animation director at the time, it wasn't me but it was one of the other animators. But I did actually do the storyboarding and stuff. We did actually talk about it before hand. 
 
JS: Were you given a copy, presumably on VHS tape?
 
AH: Yeah, back then it would have been on tape. No, I don't think so. <laughs> I don't have it anymore. For one thing, one of the reasons I guess I didn't think of keeping it, was because instead of going into actual animation, I went into games. I dunno, maybe it was just that I felt like I had betrayed my colleagues. Or something! <laughs>
 
<discussion on how much time we have>
 
AH: Well, I don't have anything planned, but would like to get home at a reasonable hour.
 
JS: So midnight?
 
AH: I'm not sure the trains are running until then.
 
JS: I'm kidding. We'll see where this goes.
 
<everyone laughs; we pop outside for a smoke break>
 
JS: Let's discuss your start at Athena. 
 
AH: Now, as for my years at Athena... Jeez, how long has it been now? Almost 20 years?
 
JS: You finished vocational college in 1997, and joined Athena April 1997. Did you apply to different companies? 
 
AH:
<laughs> The funny story is, when I came back to Japan it was like a few months away from the start of the school year. Which in Japan starts in April - not September. So I enrolled in a Japanese language school, to brush up on writing and reading. And then I went to the Chiyoda Art and Industrial Design College. Then over three years got my degree. I guess it's a completion degree, for animation. By the time I was looking for jobs, since it was a vocational college, it had a lot of ties with animation companies. But I really wanted to get into a game company. However, their hiring process starts way earlier than animation companies. <laughs> Because animation companies are hiring people throughout the year. 
When it came to game companies back then - it's not the same nowadays - but back then they had a certain window of time when they would take new grads. And I kind of missed that window. <laughs> And the only company that my college could suggest to me was Athena. So it was pretty much my sole choice back then. I didn't really care at that time as to which company I could get into - I just wanted to get some experience in the industry. So I ended up at Athena.
 
JS: You sent a letter of application and...?
 
AH: Yes. You send in your resume, and then you go in there with your portfolio. Do an interview. The usual stuff. Athena back in the day was like many other small studios that sprung up in Japan in the wake of the Super Famicom gaming fad. 
 
JS: You feel the Super Famicom was a fad?
 
AH: Oh, ah! <laughs> I'm not sure if that was the right word I wanted to use. I mean the popularity of gaming was big, it's still big I guess.
Athena was mostly a semi-cloning studio, developing original iterations of popular games. I suppose some indie devs nowadays are like this as well. Crazy times back then. The best example is their "sound novel" or text adventure game named Yakouchuu, which was a blatant rip-off of Otogirisou  and Kamaitachi no Yoru by Chunsoft.365 If you compare the Super Famicom packaging for them, they are strikingly similar.
 
JS: And Athena's other big franchise was Dezaemon.
 
AH: Their other main franchises were, as you mention, the Dezaemon series - a semi-clone of RPG Maker - and the hardcore mahjong series Kiwame. I worked on a couple of iterations of each during my time.
 
JS: The Athena CEO was a Sakae Nakamura?366
 
AH: Yes. <laughs> Yes!
 
JS: Did he start the company in 1987?367
 
AH: Ahhh... You know, I never really asked him. The company itself wasn't very big - I think we were at most 30 people before I left. The CEO was an avid mahjong player, naturally, and this was how we were able to feature actual professional mahjong players in Kiwame. It was pretty much a "one-man" company in the sense that the CEO would be the one who would tell us what to make, and there wasn't that much in the way of original content from your average dev being approved for production. The work conditions weren't ideal - overtime and extended crunch periods being the norm, but that was common back then, and still is.
 
JS: The website is current as of 2010.368
<loads page> A February update mentions a mahjong game for iPhone.
 
AH:
<laughs> The last thing I heard from the people who were still there, is that they had moved to Shinjuku, from the original office in Yotsuya. The closest station to the original offices was Yotsuya. They had moved to Shinjuku because, well, I guess they were having some financial troubles. So they moved to Shinjuku into a cheaper office, and they also downsized a bit, I believe. I also think they were branching out and doing different things aside from games. I don't remember if it was pachinko stuff, or if it was mobile games, or something else. I'm not even sure if they're around anymore, speaking of which...
 
JS: It would be sad if they closed.369 You joined their Yotsuya office - was it the founding office?
 
AH: I had not heard of any moves before that. So I'm guessing it was. <laughs> I'm not up to date on that!
 
JS: Would you be up to sketching a layout of their office?
 
AH: Like now? I could do it a bit later - I'm not sure I can do it while talking.
 
JS: When we take a smoke break. I love office sketches. I once read an interview with Hironobu Sakaguchi describing how they were in a flat, and how he sat back-to-back with the artist. They lived and worked crammed into this living space. I want to picture myself in the Dezaemon office space.
 
AH: OK. Just for the record, I didn't work directly on a Dezaemon game; I did provide a sample game, but I wasn't part of the official dev team. <laughs>
 
JS: I've saved some images on my laptop. Dezaemon 3D for the N64,370 did you do any of the sprite work?
 
AH: A few of us in the office, who were not actually directly involved with the development of Dezaemon 64, were asked to contribute by making sample games. <laughs> For the game itself. Me, and a couple of other people, worked on doing these sample games. <laughs> I made a really crappy game called "Thrash" for it. I'm not sure if it actually made it in - I think it did, I don't recall anymore, but it was just a couple, or I think maybe a one stage thing. Just to show people what kind of things you could do with the editor. Mine was a vertical sci-fi shooter.371
 
JS: Was it one person per game?
 
AH: Ah, yes. One person per sample game. This other guy, who came into the company at the same time I did, he was a programmer. He made a side-scroller, like a horizontal scrolling shooter, as well. And he was really weird! <laughs> His game, actually, your character - I guess whatever you would call that... 
 
JS: Your avatar?
 
AH: Your avatar, yes! Was a face, a disembodied face that shot lasers from its mouth and eyes. <laughs> This was for the N64 I think?
 
JS: You didn't officially work on them?
 
AH: For the Dezaemon games? No, not directly. Just for the sample games. 
 
JS: Here's the Dezaemon page on HG101.372
<shows>

 
AH:
<looks> There's only three sample games on N64?
 
JS: Solid Gear, Usagi-san, and a 3D update to Ramsie.
 
AH: Oh, I'm sorry, maybe it wasn't for N64 then. Can you go back to the other game on the previous page? <looks over> Oh wow! Oh yeah, OK. I'm sorry, it was not the N64 which I worked on. It was one of the 2D instalments. 
 
JS: Dezaemon Kids! then on PS1?373
<changes page>
 
AH:
<sighs - deep in thought> I guess... Oh yes! <laughs> That one - that's the one that my friend made! <points to screen> The face thing.
 
JS: Super-hard Shooting Vexsarsion in Dezaemon 2?374
 
AH: Is that what the name was?
 
JS: That was one of two hidden games on Saturn; another was a vertical shmup, Elfin. There was also another face-shmup in Dezaemon Kids! called Gyakushu no Miyabi.
 
AH:
Elfin was another one that, yeah... So three of us, who came into the company at the same time, the same year, worked on those samples.375 Incidentally, one of the artists that joined the company the same year I did was a finalist in one of the RPG Maker contests held by ASCII at the time. He was pretty good. No idea what he's up to these days, though. I think Elfin is the one that the guy who won one of the contests for RPG Maker, I guess one of the ASCII ones... 
 
JS: RPG Tsukuru?
 
AH:
Tsukuru, yes. Right. He was one of the finalists and he started working for Athena the same time I did. He was actually more talented than I was, I think. When it came to cutesy animation stuff. I think he was the guy who made Elfin. He was still at the company when I left.
 
JS: Athena also held competitions, like ASCII, right?
 
AH: For Dezaemon, yeah.376 Regarding the user-made stuff that was included in retail releases, I do think there were competitions that were held, but I wasn't directly involved with those so I can't really tell you for sure. 
 
JS: Dezaemon Kids! had a CD with 102 user games made with Dezaemon Plus. Did you walk in the office one day and someone was sitting with a pile of PS1 memory cards?
 
AH: Ahhhh... You know what, I don't recall any of that. I knew that they were looking at submissions, but I wasn't really part of the process.
 
JS: For a bit of context, could you describe the RPG Tsukuru competition? It's not documented in English.
 
AH: Ahh, oh God! You know, I didn't really take part in it, but what ASCII did was, I think they put out the game, and people could send in their own games. I'm not sure what the format was. It was for a contest. I'm sure you know more about this than I do, at this point. <laughs> I think they had a contest and finalists who would get prizes, and get featured in subsequent instalments of the game. I think. 
 
JS: I dabbled in the localisations of RPG Maker, love the series, but the Japanese side is completely unknown to me. This is good information.
 
AH: Well, ASCII used to put out - I'm not sure if they still do - put out a magazine,377 where they would actually run these contests. And they would feature them in all the Japanese game magazines, in fact. But yeah, the guy ended up not working for ASCII, he entered Athena at the same time I did.
JS: Can't you remember his name?
 
AH: Ahh... His last name was Kedouin.378
<spells it> It's a really unusual name. He was from the western part of Japan, I mean the Kansai region. He was a funny, friendly guy. I haven't actually talked to him ever since I left. I haven't really kept in touch with those guys.
 
JS: So you started at Athena with these two other guys. I'm interested in how the production of spritework has changed over the years. What kind of computers did you use - PC-98? Windows?
 
AH: It was a Windows based computer. I think we had Windows 95 CE back then? Or was it the prior one? We had dev kits. We had the PS1 dev kits for spritework. Man, I can't remember the name of the tool. I think it came with the dev kit. 
 
JS: It's own bespoke art package?
 
AH: Ah, no. What you got was an editor where you had the canvas, or whatever you called it, the canvas window. And a simple animator within the tool, and also a colour palette on the bottom right. You also had a video out, so you could check out any stills or animations on a television monitor, connected to the PC. So you could check if the colours were right, or how the animations worked. Creating those kinds of effects. Like CRT bleeding and stuff. <laughs> It just looks different.
 
JS: Yes! Pixel art on LCDs today doesn't really match what it looked like on CRT.
 
AH: Back in the day of Cathode Ray Tube computer monitors. And arcades back then, with the black backgrounds and glowy pixels. It's just not something you can recreate - well, you can recreate it on a flatscreen monitor, but back then it was a very distinct experience, with scanlines, and how the pixels would bleed out and mix in. It was projected light. I miss that. Games back then had a very distinct feel, and porting those to a PC for example, or an emulator, which uses these new kinds of LCD screens, just can't seem to recapture it.
 
JS: How it would look on an actual CRT TV.
 
AH: Yes. Well, we also used Photoshop back then. Photoshop and basically that editor were the two tools we used mainly. I don't think we had... Actually, we might have had a scanner. No, actually we did have a scanner. I would scan in a few images for the larger art assets, like backgrounds and stuff. We'd put it into Photoshop, and then drop it into the PlayStation tool, and then colour it. That was for the big stuff.
 
JS: So what was the first game you worked on?
 
AH: I believe it was one of the mahjong games that were getting produced. What was it?
 
JS: Here's a list of Athena games. Do these ring a bell?
 
AH:
<looks over> For N64, for Windows PC... Oh, I actually worked on Crows!379
<laughs> A bit of it. Well, just the title screen actually. I did the title screen background for that.
 
JS: It's got a cult following; it's the Saturn scrolling fighter.
 
AH: Yes, that was it, that was the one. It was panned, by the critics mostly. <laughs>

 
JS: Really?! Because it's loved by import collectors.
 
AH: Because it was a clone of what, River City Ransom?
 
JS: Yes, the Kunio-kun series by Technos.
 
AH: Yeah, Kunio-kun. Pretty much. Well, it was based on a comic, right?380 So the comics were doing OK in Japan.
 
JS: <loads image> So this was your title screen on Crows?
 
AH: Actually... Ergh? Where is the background? Oh that other one! That school image.
 
JS: Did you sketch that and then scan it in?
 
AH:
<sighs> I might have had the template in there. I might have actually worked on a photo, I don't really remember anymore. But yeah, it was my job to make it look OK for onscreen. So as for the cloning aspect, as we've mentioned Crows was pretty much Kunio-kun!
 
JS: That's why importers liked it! 
 
AH: Yeah, the character models, in-game, were in the same 2.5 head proportions. Big head versions. But you know, we were reading the comics in the office at the time, just since we were actually working on the game. We'd get the source material in. I think the CEO, the shacchou, would bring his own copies in. <laughs> So we were into that, and it was a semi-serious fighting, yankee comic.381 One that really didn't lend itself to that kind of art style, used in the game. Well, that's the way I felt back then. Oh, and the character art is also from the guy who did that Dezaemon sample game, Elfin.382
 
JS: The in-game art?
 
AH: No, I mean that one thing, in the background. He was really into anime and was more of that type of artist.
 
JS: You witness it all being made?
 
AH: Oh yeah, yeah.
 
JS: So your first job was the school background for the Crows adaptation?
 
AH: Uh, no actually... <pauses - looks at release list> I don't think I worked on PC mahjong titles, so I guess it's this one. <points> I guess it's Pro Mahjong Kiwame 64 on the N64 then.383 Later on I definitely did Pro Mahjong Kiwame PLUS II on PlayStation.384 That I do recall clearly. It was the hardcore mahjong series Kiwame.
 
JS: You mentioned it had professional endorsement.
 
AH: Right. Professional mahjong players actually featured in the game. 
 
JS: A lot of companies make mahjong. Do these subsidise games which companies actually want to make? In this case it seems the CEO really just loved mahjong! Kiwame had digitised sprites of the professional players - did you have to draw digital versions of their faces?
 
AH: Ah, no. We just took photos and downscaled them, then modified them so they would fit within the colour limitations, or whatever we had to work with. And basically make them look good. So I worked on the photos, and I worked on the splash screens, the fonts, mahjong tiles, backgrounds, all of that stuff.
 
JS: Regarding the professionals, did they come to the office? Did they test the game? How much interaction did you have with them?
 
AH: I personally didn't have that much interaction with them. I know that a bunch of people, especially the game designers and the planners and producers, would go out and... Well, not play tournaments, but have friendly games with them. Because they were lending their likenesses to the game as well, so we tried to cultivate good relations with them.
 
JS: Were they personal friends of Sakae Nakamura? 
 
AH: That's what I believe I heard back then. It was mostly through his connections that we got all these professionals on board with the game.
 
JS: So none of the games were erotic mahjong?
 
AH:
<laughs> Ahh, no! At least I can pride myself on that fact.
 
JS: Do you ever reveal you worked on mahjong? Do people assume they were erotic?
 
AH: Mostly, yes! Because most of the mahjong games, like games on gaming platforms, were of that type back then. I mean, unlike poker, there were not that many serious mahjong games. That was one of the few original franchises Athena had. So it had a hardcore mahjong game, the Dezaemon series, and then Yakouchuu - that was more of a clone, but it was still an original series.
 
JS: Did your programmers code the mahjong AI or buy it? In an interview Kenji Eno said everyone bought mahjong functionality and reskinned it as needed.385 He created a bizarre superhero one on 3DO, Oyaji Hunter Mahjong.
 
AH: <laughs> OK!
 
JS: He said he and his team didn't create any of the mahjong functionality themselves.
 
AH: Well the game series you're describing, especially a lot of the erotic or adventure-type mahjong games, they are a variation on the mahjong rules - where you are playing against one other AI opponent only. Whereas mahjong is usually played with four people. I'm not sure if there was code which went around for a four-player mahjong game, but there were not that many back then. So I think that the four-player pro-mahjong stuff was therefore made by Athena, for internal use. I think it was a proprietary creation. But obviously they reused that for different iterations, with minor tweaks.386

 
JS: Were you the only artist on...
 
AH:
Kiwame PLUS II? Ahh... No. I was sitting next to this veteran artist, but I was pretty much in charge of most of the Kiwame PLUS II stuff. The veteran artist next to me was actually overseeing a lot of other titles as well. So I was under his tutelage mostly. When it comes to the art assets for Kiwame PLUS II, I think I did most of that. Unfortunately! <laughs>
 
JS: Was it quite dull? Were you envious of colleagues on other titles?
 
AH: Well, I really was not into mahjong to begin with. 
 
JS: Do you play it now?
 
AH: I learned to play it while I was at Athena; I totally forgot how to play it now! <laughs> I didn't really get into it. I guess you do what you have to do. It was a job. It was fun working there - and the people I worked for were mostly fun to work with. But I just wasn't into mahjong to begin with. Eh, what can you do? And most of the stuff I drew was related to previous stuff or sci-fi; and at least I got to draw tigers and dragons! <laughs> On the mahjong games, when it came to art assets. Backgrounds, splash screens, menu icons.
 
JS: Earlier you said: "Overtime and extended crunch periods being the norm." I interviewed the director on Super Castlevania IV and he explained they had a nine month crunch.
 
AH: That's insane, yeah!
 
JS: Crunch time probably affects playtesters and programmers most, because they're making continuous changes. How does that affect an artist? Did you have to stay in the office when others were there? Describe your role within the framework of Japanese office politics.
 
AH: Back at Athena, yeah, I'm trying to remember. Well basically, the one thing that Kiwame PLUS II had was... Obviously programmers were required to stay late and over the weekends to kill bugs as well.
 
JS: Saturday and Sunday, or just Saturday?
 
AH:
<pauses> I think we went in both days. But I mean, it wasn't a long crunch period, it was about a month. It was not like a multi-month thing. But the thing is, since it was mostly a port, or a second iteration of the same title, the art assets had to be remade and that schedule pretty much coincided with the entire schedule of the programming as well. Because it wasn't that much new coding to be done, but mostly all the art assets had to be remade. So that's one of the reasons why I had to take part in the crunches as well. Because they just weren't made and done by the time it had to ship.
 
JS: When you say change the art, what kind of changes?
 
AH: Just improvements really. Because I think the first one was pretty much a launch title. Or at least fairly close to launch?387 So I believe they were lower resolution, with less colours than the PS1 allowed it to have or was capable of. So my job was to up the quality of the graphics, give the new visuals a shine.
 
JS: It's the kind of game where you'd just recycle assets. 
 
AH: Yes. And that's pretty much what we did back then. Especially for the PC version, obviously. I might have even worked on that, I don't recall really.
 
JS: Mahjong tiles all look the same after a while?
 
AH: <laughs> They all look the same but they all need to look different!
 
JS: You described Athena as a semi-cloning studio?
 
AH: Yes. Otogirisou and Kamaitachi no Yoru are the original games produced by Chunsoft, and our copy of it was Yakouchuu. <writes on list> Yeah, they were working on that. Yeah, that was the one! What the hell was I thinking of then? <laughs> A different team was working on it, obviously. It was the 1995 one, I guess, for the Super Famicom. So an adventure game. They released a sequel to this while I was there, but I don't think it fared too well sales wise.388 I think the general gaming public had moved on from sound novels already at that time.
 
JS: I've read the term "sound novel" was patented by Chunsoft - and a lot of devs followed with similar games.
 
AH: That genre was gaining in popularity, so yeah, in that sense, Athena wanted to get on the bandwagon, I guess, with Yakouchuu. As this list shows, they released a few of those games. The writer would come in for meetings with the dev teams, occasionally. 
 
JS: They hired an outside writer?
 
AH: They hired an actual writer.389 Who was into mysteries and horror, I guess. I don't recall his name though. He must be in the credits. But yeah, he would come in for meetings, for adjustments I guess. I didn't really take part in that. I knew that he was around.
 
JS: So he produced a script, handed it in, and presumably the programmers went at it? With an adventure game it's text and choices, you don't need a level designer.
 
AH: Just the branching, I guess. Since it was more like a choose-your-own-adventure type of game. There were some sound assets, and the graphics were like silhouettes and backgrounds. Pretty much. 
 
JS: You said it was a one-man company, and the CEO would dictate to the teams what to do.
 
AH: Basically, that's the impression that I got. For example Yakouchuu and its sequel, as well as having two instalments of Kiwame the mahjong game, on a single platform like the PlayStation, that was all pretty much his call. I'm not sure if it was necessary, considering.
 
JS: Because one Kiwame game satisfied market demand?
 
AH: Pretty much. And I was working on the sequel, on the same platform, Kiwame PLUS II. I was brought in only on the sequel itself - so we reused a lot of older assets. When it came to art and stuff, there was only so much you could do to improve on that, and in a short period of time as well. 
 
JS: How many teams were there working on separate projects at Athena? 
 
AH: I think we had at least three teams. Yes. We had at least three teams, and I was always on the Kiwame team. The team that did the Dezaemon 64 game, in 3D, was the team that also worked on the Super Bowling 3D stuff, for the Nintendo 64. I guess the 2D team that did Crows was the team that also worked on the 2D Dezaemon games.
 
JS: So teams were split between 2D, and 3D, and...
 
AH: ...and mahjong! <laughs> Basically yes. From what I recall.
 
JS: So you worked on mahjong while your colleagues...
 
AH:
<strong laughter> ...Worked on an actual game! Yes! Pretty much.
 
JS: Did you work on the graphics for any N64 titles?
 
AH: Ahh, no, actually.
 
JS: The N64 has an unusual way of handling graphics - it's all anti-aliased. Devs say the Silicone Graphics workstations looked sharp on PC monitors, but outputting to a TV made everything smudged.
 
AH: Yeah, it was a bit blurry.
 
JS: Do you recall your colleagues' reactions? 
 
AH: Ah, I'm sorry. Not really. I do remember seeing stuff on screen, and wondering why it was so blurry or smudged. But no, not really.
 
JS: Earlier you said: "Crazy times back then." Any stories?
 
AH: Uhm, just the atmosphere I think. We were a small development company. 
 
JS: How was the atmosphere in the mid-1990s in Japan?
 
AH: Oh, very hopeful. Even though it was after the bubble had burst, and the economy was on a decline.390 There was still a lot of positive feeling. People were still very positive about life in general, I guess. 
 
JS: Were videogames less affected or more secure because Japan exported a lot of games?
 
AH: Well we were still riding, I think we were still riding, the whole big wave of the Super Famicom, and how games exploded back then. It went through the PS1 launch, and there were still a lot of games being released. There were TV shows about games, where kids would play for example Super Mario Kart, and those were like weekly shows. There were a bunch of magazines picking up games; most of them I don't really see anymore. There was a lot of big positive vibes back then.
 
JS: Anything else you wanted to say about Athena?
 
AH: No.
 
JS: Damn it Az, I need more!

 
<everyone laughs>
 
AH: One crazy thing I do remember, was... Well, the CEO and a bunch of other people were smokers. And we were actually smoking at our tables, near our PCs, <laughs> when I came in. That was kind of crazy in retrospect. But then again after a while we were kind of exiled to the kitchen room. <laughs> But yeah, being able to smoke and work at the same time was pretty crazy back then!
 
JS: I still remember when you could smoke on aeroplanes.
 
AH: <laughs> Yes, on planes!
 
JS: Did you play a lot of games in the Athena office?
 
AH: I don't recall playing any of Athena's older titles in the office. We would play Smash Brothers, <laughs> after hours, when we had the N64 stuff. Yeah, that's about it. I don't think we had time to play anything else. But yeah, before I actually started working for Athena, hanging out with the guys who went on to become animators, we would just play King of Fighters and Street Fighter stuff.
 
JS: When I was at Imagine Publishing, every lunch time was Street Fighter III.
 
AH: Well, one of the guys was really big into King of Fighters. So he had the Neo Geo hardware and would bring it over to people's houses and play.
 
JS: Expensive cartridges.
 
AH: Yes, those would be the huge ones. The big ones.
 
JS: Did you sleep in the office a few times?
 
AH: Yeah. Yes we did. We would sleep over for a couple of days, and then go home and take a shower, come back, in the morning. And the lead designer, the head producer actually for Kiwame, would buy these super hardcore energy drinks, with like - I dunno - 200mg of caffeine so that we could just stay up all night and work all night. Those are not very good for extended periods of time, because it makes you paranoid. Seriously, yeah!
 
JS: Did it affect him, were you all taking it?
 
AH: Ahh, yeah. Myself and the planner or the game designer that I was working with, were kind of getting, you know... We weren't getting any visions or anything, but we were getting close to that near the end. And then towards the end, once, our submission to Sony was rejected. So we had to fix up a few things, and then we went by train and handed it over by hand to the Sony Entertainment office. And that was that for Kiwame. 
 
JS: Why was it rejected?
 
AH:
<sigh> Some bugs I think. Something about certification that we didn't actually comply with. I don't remember what the thing was exactly. 
 
JS: I've heard from devs how Nintendo, Sony, and Microsoft have wildly different compliance policies.
 
AH: Yes.
 
JS: Fill everything out in triplicate, make sure your one game conforms to all, and sometimes the policies conflict.
 
AH: Yes!
 
JS: Like the way messages for saving data are...
 
AH: Oh God, don't get me started on those! <laughs>
 
JS: ...Tell me about these messages for saving data! 
 
AH: Well, at least for the Japanese version, it wasn't so bad back at Athena. Because back then we were just only releasing Kiwame for the PS1. But when it comes to localising games for the rest of the markets - this would be at Square - you had to... I guess we should take a break if we're changing topics?
 
JS: Yes. But! One more thing regarding bugs. Who handled quality assurance? 
 
AH: I think we outsourced our QA. And you might have heard of Tose?
 
JS: Yes! WE MUST DISCUSS TOSE!
 
AH: You know, back then, the only frame of reference I have was that they were an outsource QA team. So those are the guys who do the QA and then send us back the bug reports. I've had some more contact with them at Square-Enix afterwards. 
 
JS: So you sent Tose the latest build of your game, burned to a CD-R, which they could run on their debug systems, and they would send you back daily reports printed on paper of what needed fixing?
 
AH: I think it was on paper, yeah, back then.
 
JS: Tose is mostly uncredited, including for actual game development. I've heard figures that the company has developed over 1'000 games. Not just QA, but actual...
 
AH: ...Yes, they also have programmers. They can develop games. They're like, <laughs> well, I'm not sure if the analogue is appropriate, but they're like sweat shops. In the sense that they do all the hard lifting, but they're hardly credited. I mean, they do all the grunt work for a lot of titles. From what I know, I don't think I've ever worked directly with them, that I recall, but yeah a lot of companies in Japan actually do use them for a lot of things. As you know.
 
JS: It's fascinating the number of companies which work outsourcing. They're not credited so suddenly you realise a well known company "ghost programmed" a game!
 
AH: Definitely! <laughs>
 
JS: Do you know anything about the Super Famicom Satellaview work which Athena did? It's obviously before the time you joined, but did you have old dev kits lying around? Did anyone ever talk about it?
 
AH: I don't even know what the Satellaview is, actually, I'm sorry. <laughs>
 
JS: It was an attachment for the Super Famicom, which connected to satellites to allow downloadable games and other special features - video and audio streaming.
 
AH: Yeah, I remember that now. I'm not sure we had anything in the office. The thing is, there was a lot of junk in the office. Like old hardware. So there must have been something there, but I don't recall any specifics.
 
JS: What kind of junk? This sounds good!
 
AH: Dah! You know what, I couldn't even tell! <laughs>
 
JS: Too bad there's no photos. It conjures up a romanticised cyberpunk image in my mind, of mountains of tech-junk piled high, everyone smoking, reading manga, working on mahjong or shooting games!
 
AH: I'll sketch it later, but there was a little table near the windows, where nobody was sitting, and there were all these old monitors, keyboards, as any company I guess would have. And a bunch of boxes with stuff in it, and things I had not seen before, as well as a couple of Virtual Boy units somewhere. Yeah, they had them lying around.
 
JS: Athena developed Virtual Bowling for the VB.
 
AH: You know, I wasn't part of it obviously. I don't remember anymore. 
 
JS: Any unreleased games at Athena?
 
AH: Not really at Athena, not that I know of actually. Because basically most of those title ideas came from up top, and they'd just get made. 
 
JS: Did Athena credit you on all your games? 
 
AH: I honestly don't know. <laughs> It never occurred to me check either. 
 
JS: Your MobyGames page doesn't list many Athena titles.
 
AH: Aside from the bowling game, I guess?
 
JS: It says "Special Thanks" on Super Bowling for N64. Several names are attached to the property - the first on SNES was developed by KID and published by Athena in Japan, while Athena developed the N64 sequel?391

 
AH: For Super Bowling - as you may have gathered from my profile - that was something I worked on back at Athena near the end. That game was developed internally by Athena. I'm not sure who was involved in publishing it in the US, but I assume another company listed was responsible for it. That was also my first localisation gig, even though I was working for Athena as an artist at the time. On that topic, MobyGames isn't entirely accurate when it comes to listing game credits, as you must already know. <laughs>
 
JS: Indeed! Was Super Bowling your first localisation?
 
AH: Pffft! <rolls eyes> Yeah! Well, I did that... I was still officially employed by Athena at the time. I was doing that alongside something else as well. It was something I was doing on the side. But they wanted to release that in the US, because "bowling is big in the US!" Apparently. <laughs> Some marketing results and all that. 
 
JS: So the CEO asked who spoke English in the office?
 
AH: No, the office just so happened to have someone who speaks English: "So why don't you do it?" <laughs>
JS: Your first taste of localisation.
 
AH: Yes! Well, thankfully there wasn't much text in the game itself. And it wasn't a stellar game either, but...
 
JS: How long did it take? Were you give a word doc and...
 
AH: No, ahh... Oh God... Uhh, I did do stuff on a file, which they implemented into the game. Obviously I would just scoot over to look at the implementation on the screen, and see how it looked, and give them advice on adjustments and stuff. The only recollection that I have is that I did it. And I'm not sure how I felt about it really, back then. I guess I could do it, and it was quite a boring game, there's not much there. So Super Bowling was my localisation work, and that's pretty much it for Athena. I contributed to one of the Dezaemon games, and I guess we were working on Kiwame PLUS II before it came out, <looks over list> but that doesn't really feel right... 
 
JS: I assumed if this list was on Athena's website...
 
AH: Yeah, they must know more than I do. <laughs>
 
JS: It could be a mistake! I've got a sensitive question... 
 
AH: It's alright.
 
JS: What were the pay conditions? I won't ask about Square-Enix, because they're current. But Athena in 1997? Obviously the value of money was different, but what was the pay like?
 
AH: Well, in yen? Ahhh... Well, I was a new grad, for one thing, and I was unproven. No experience. 
 
JS: Were you on a probationary period for six months?
 
AH: Yeah, most companies do that. It varies from three to six months. My first monthly pay was... <sighs> Like 165'000 yen, or something? It might have gone up to like, between 165'000 up to 180'000. For my monthly paycheque at Athena. 
 
JS: That sounds tight, depending on how much your Tokyo accommodation was.
 
AH: Yeah, it's pretty low.
 
JS: Did you live in Tokyo or the outskirts?
 
AH: No, I did live in Tokyo. In a really cheap apartment. But in being there, I would have had to do that as something like a rite of passage, I guess. In some respects. I eventually left to re-evaluate my career - one can only draw so many mahjong tiles and oriental dragons. <laughs>
One of the reasons - but not the only reason - I left Athena back then was because of the shift towards 3D. And I wasn't really interested in relearning how to do that. Texture design, texture artists, are completely different from pixel art.
 
JS: So you started as a pixel artist and they shifted to 3D polygons with the N64, and that turned you off?
 
AH: The work itself, yeah. I did it for two-and-a-half years and, yeah, I felt like I wanted to do something different. <laughs> And for some reason I ended up at Squaresoft, back in the day, at localisation.
 
JS: Were you dissatisfied with your role? If they'd put you on Dezaemon or another team, would you have stayed? Or was it purely the shift to 3D?
 
AH: There were a lot of factors, including those two aspects as well. Yeah. I haven't really followed what Athena did after I left, but at the time it didn't really look like we were going to do anything new. We were just reiterating on the same IPs. So that kinda got dull! <laughs> In that sense it didn't look like we would be breaking new ground. And the advent of 3D graphics in the mainstream, yeah, I kind of got a little burnt out. Which explains why I took a bigger break before applying to Square.
 
[For the remainder of this interview turn to the Squaresoft section! Next is a discussion of Athena's office map.]
 
JS: Describe your mahjong team. Was it segregated? 
 
AH: Ah, no. The office plan was actually pretty open. We had flat desks and we had these metal shelves, but we'd sit three on a side, and then on the other side of the shelf would be your colleagues, two or three more people. As for the number of programmers per team... <pauses> We had I think at most like one or two programmers per team, and one planner or game designer, or whatever you want to call them. And one or two artists. So they were really small teams. Five or six people back then, even for PlayStation era stuff.
We had the whole floor of a building, but it was a really small building. <laughs> I think it was on the 4th floor. We had punch cards! For timing, for keeping track of our work days, and overtime I guess. Yes, there was a kitchen room, and there were also bunk beds with I think mattresses that probably weren't cleaned for a year or so. <laughs> They were kind of itchy! So those were the things we had to rest on, during crunch time. Otherwise we would just sleep under our desks and stuff.
 
JS: What was over here? (bottom left)
 
AH: Ahh, nyah, just some junk. These are windows here. (left) I don't remember how many there were actually. And there were a bunch of desks along this window, with a bunch of monitors and shit. And junk! And files. We had one guy, turned this way over here, with a desk.
 
JS: How would you get access to this office? 
 
AH: This one, from this door. And we had punch cards here. (upper right) So we get out the elevator and go over here. (rightside) This used to be the room for, what do you call those people... Ah, marketing people! Well marketing department. (top centre)
 
JS: So you had like a little PR group?
 
AH: Yeah, well, they would go around to sell the games to shops - kinda. 
 
JS: When you say sell to shops, did Athena publish its own games and they had to get stores to order stock?
 
AH: I don't know how those guys worked, too much. <laughs> I know they went around outside, and I think they went to game stores, like mom & pop and smaller ones. See which store would be selling our games there. 
<sketches> Maybe we had more than two, we used to have more than two, probably like three tables? Yeah, the map is not really to scale by this point. Sorry. I'll just add some tables in.
We had a desk and some tables here - this used to be where the big producers were. (bottom of map) The producers were the other side of the office, opposite to where the CEO was.
 
JS: Was the CEO hands on? Would he have meetings to say how he wanted the levels or mahjong tiles to look?
 
AH: Well... No, not in that respect. No, he would meet with the producers most of the time. But most of the time he would be in the CEO room and be sleeping on the couch here. <laughs> Or smoking. Or reading. I think I used to be here. (centre of map, circled) Uh-huh. So these would be like teams, kinda. I think one guy had some more junk here.
 
JS: Crates of super energy drinks?
 
AH:
<laughs> Yeah, stuff like that. And more junk here.
 
JS: You must realise, if they moved office this sketch could become the only record humanity ever has of...
 
AH:
<intense laughter>
 
JS: Why are you laughing? This could be the only record. When the world ends and alien archaeologists visit... 
 
AH:
<sketching> Do you have an eraser? I just want to make this a little prettier - in that case! <laughs> What would aliens want?
 
JS: That's my thinking. Whatever permanent record you leave, it's up to later generations to judge.
 
AH: So there was a little bit more room between the door and... This is the only meeting room we had. (upper right)

 
JS: Daily meetings?
 
AH: Hmm... This was just the big meeting room, like where we would have guests and stuff, I think. We didn't really go there. I think it was the 4th floor in... Yotsuya?
 
JS: They changed offices after you left, to Shinjuku? Which was cheaper and they downsized themselves?
 
AH: Yotsuya Station was the nearest one, and just down the road was the compound of the Japan Self Defence Force. <jokingly> It's like, we'd see vehicles and say, "Oh yeah, that thing is going to transform, right - and become a robot?" <everyone laughs> There were these really gimpy desks. (bottom right of page) And we were like two aside to them.
 
JS: Presumably there was a restroom?
 
AH: Ahhh! I think they were here? (rightside) Bathrooms. I don't recall much.
 
JS: Was it a laid-back atmosphere? Or did you dread work in the morning?
 
AH: Ahh, it was fun at first. Like everything I guess. But yeah, we'd go through one project, and it became less fun, and it became "work" obviously. Since we were just working on titles that other people, well, the CEO would tell us to work on. <sketching desk> There were like two of these sets of shelves, and then we'd put posters over them so we didn't have to see each other across the table. <laughs> It didn't really work that much. Anyway, it's a really bad drawing...
 
JS: And you were all sitting there, smoking?
 
AH: Yeah, actually. All smoking at the same time.
 
JS: Amazing.
 
AH: Kinda stupid. But anyways, here it is. Here we go, it looked kinda like this.
 
JS: Hold it up, I'll take a photo.
 
AH: This was pretty much what Athena looked like. <laughs> Why I am the living record of what happened or transpired at Athena?
RPG Maker
 
Nearly as far back as games have existed there has been software allowing you to build your own; as early as 1984 we had Adventure Creator for Atari 8-bit, a simple RPG creation tool coded by the late Dale DeSharone (creator of the CDi Zelda games). Over the coming years different companies created a variety of tools for most genres. 
Athena's Dezaemon and ASCII's RPG Maker (or RPG Tsukuru) are two of the best known. 
Although Sensible Software's 1987 Shoot'Em-Up Construction Kit for Euro computers predates Dezaemon, it seems fitting if Athena took its inspiration from ASCII - and certainly in the early days the two series were intertwined, with an RPG Tsukuru competition winner joining Athena's staff. The RPG Tsukuru name officially started at the end of 1992, after Dezaemon in 1991, but the series has its roots in older software for LOGiN and MSX Magazine, both published by ASCII - software such as Mamirin and Dungeon Manjiro from 1988. While Dezaemon ended with Athena, the RPG Tsukuru series continues, with a recent release on 3DS.
 
Makoto KEDOUIN
 
Another discovery from this interview was that Makoto Kedouin, the creator of the renowned indie JRPG series Corpse Party, actually first started his career at Athena, as friend and colleague of Aziz Hinoshita. Despite being interviewed multiple times by an adoring press, this topic has never once been documented - until now! In a September 2014 interview with Sakura-Doujin.com, Kedouin described the origins of Corpse Party: "It started 18 years ago, there was this amateur game contest and I took part in it," but said no more.
According to AnimeNewsNetwork he was a graduate of the film department at Osaka University of Arts. The amateur game contest often alluded to was the 2nd ASCII Entertainment Software Contest, and according to Enterbrain's still functioning page he was 22-years-old at the time. www.enterbrain.co.jp/gamecon/a_con2.html
The entry period was between February and November 1996, and in 1997 Kedouin won the "Best Award" prize, netting him a cool 5 million yen (see conversion table) for Corpse Party on PC-9801, made using RPG Tsukuru Dante98. After this he joined Athena in 1997 and, according to Aziz, created cutesy artwork for Dezaemon and also the character art for Crows on Saturn.
Satellaview
* 1996  Dezaemon BS - Sugoi Shooting 
* 1996  Dezaemon BS - BS-X Shooting
 
One of the most intriguing connections to the Dezaemon series are a group of what appear to be titles for the Satellaview add-on. Due to the system having long since closed, and the transient nature of its Japan-only content, very little is known. Most information comes from NicoNico users who upload videos. Satellaview expert Kiddocabbusses explained what he knew:
"Looking at Satellaview news archives, there appear to have been a few standalone Dezaemon games that could be played via BS-X. Three videos were uploaded to NicoNicoDouga with the 'Satellaview' tag, which was the footage of these Dezaemon games, and one of them even stars Satebou as the player! Most of the references to Dezaemon on Satellaview refer to 'BS-X Shooting', likely the Satebou-starring one, and 'Sugoi Shooting', which could be one of the other two,
 



 
YAMANA, Manabu
DOB: 8 June 1965 / Birthplace: Tokyo / Blood Type: *secret*

Portfolio
 
After having worked on MSX and PC-88 computer games during his high school years, Manabu Yamana joined Chunsoft while attending college. He was one of the programmers for the Dragon Quest series. The portfolio is a little confusing, since while he started on DQIII, he would later work on the earlier games during their subsequent English localisation. Hence domestic and foreign releases have separate entries. In late 1992 he founded Heartbeat and led the development of several Dragon Quest instalments. After the company's dissolution in 2002 he went on to found Genius Sonority. 
 
Super Drinker - MSX (1983)
Midnight Building - MSX - (1983)
Cosmo Explorer - MSX - (1985)
Super Rambo - PC-8801 - (1986 - April, according to Japanese blogs)
Super Rambo - FM-7 - (198? - varies between 1986 and 1987)      
Dragon Quest III - FC - (February 1988, programmer)
Dragon Warrior I - NES - (USA: Aug. 1989, localisation re-programmer)
Dragon Quest IV - FC - (February 1990, chief programmer)
Dragon Warrior II - NES - (USA: Sep. 1990, localisation re-programmer)
Otogirisou - SFC - (March 1992, development director)            
Dragon Warrior III - NES - (USA: March 1992, localisation director)
Dragon Quest V: Tenkuu no Hanayome - SFC - (September 1992, director)
Dragon Warrior IV- NES - (USA: October 1992, localisation director)
Dragon Quest VI: Maboroshi no Daichi - SFC - (1995, director, main program)
Dragon Quest III: Soshite Densetsu he      - SFC (remake) - (1996, main programmer)                   
Dragon Quest VII: Eden no Senshitachi - PS1 - (2000, director of programming)
Dragon Quest IV: Michibikareshi Monotachi - PS1 (remake) - (2001, director of programming)
Pokémon Colosseum - GameCube - (2003, director)      
Pokémon XD: Gale of Darkness - GameCube - (2005, director)            
Pokémon Trozei! - NDS - (2005, director)                        
Pokémon Battle Revolution - Wii - (2006, director)      
Dragon Quest Swords: TMQatToM - Wii - (2007, production executive)      
100 Classic Book Collection - NDS - (2008, producer)
Disney Fairies: Tinker Bell - NDS - (2008, executive producer)
Otona no Renai Shousetsu: Harlequin Selection - NDS - (2010, executive producer)                  
Learn with Pokémon: Typing Adventure - NDS - (2011, director)                  
The Denpa Men: They Came By Wave - 3DS - (2012, producer, director)
The Denpa Men 2: Beyond the Waves - 3DS - (2012, producer, director, game design)
The Denpa Men 3: The Rise of Digitoll      - 3DS - (2013, producer, director, game design)
Pokémon Battle Trozei - 3DS - (2014, director)                        
The Denpa Men RPG FREE! - 3DS - (2014, producer, director, game design)
Pokémon Shuffle - 3DS - (2015, director)
Interview with Manabu YAMANA
23 October 2013, Genius Sorority, Tokyo / Duration: 3h 21m
 
A big thank you must go to Michael Tedder for arranging this interview. He is a friend and former colleague of Manabu Yamana and, being based in Japan, was able to liaise via email for me. I was keen to interview Mr Yamana given his prolific involvement with the Dragon Quest series, arguably the biggest and most significant series in Japan, then later Pokémon, plus his meeting of Hiroshi Yamauchi and possible work on the Satellaview system. He also worked alongside other legendary figures, in addition to starting out with Japanese computers before moving on to Famicom programming, so could provide detailed insight into how the hardware evolved. In fact on the supplementary DVD which accompanied these books there is an entire segment where he draws the Famicom programming environment used at Chunsoft. As I discovered, Manabu Yamana also witnessed the creation of some unreleased 3D graphics hardware...
JS: <shows Retro Gamer magazine> In Europe and America there's tremendous affection for old games.
 
MY: This one brings up a lot of nostalgic feelings.
 
JS: Did you play Q*Bert in arcades?
 
MY: Yes, I certainly did.
 
JS: <explains book purpose> I did this. I interviewed the director of Super Famicom Akumajo Dracula.
 
MY: Wow, I remember this game. This was #3, right?
 
JS: It was #4, on the Super Famicom.
 
MY: It looks a little more recent.
 
JS: It's from about 1991. I notice you speak a bit of English. Are you comfortable reading English?
 
MY: Not at all! I don't know much English at all. I mean, I understand roughly what you're saying, but not the particulars of it. I'm not really comfortable speaking it either, so <to interpreter> I'm counting on you!
 
JS: What was the first game you played, and when did you have the desire to make games?
 
MY: It was Pong. And a little later, Space Invaders, which I loved. And games like Block Kuzushi, I liked those. Back in those days, we'd play games at arcades in the city, and all the games were 100 yen to play. And whenever I'd go there, I would start to think that if I could make games like these on a computer at home, I could play them as much as I wanted to. And that was right around the time that they started selling the Apple II in Akihabara, so I decided to start studying Apple II assembler. That was the impetus for me to want to start making games - getting to play them for free. <laughs>
 
JS: Your first game I could find was Cosmo Explorer for MSX.392 Did you program games for the Apple II?
 
MY: I was only 12-years-old at the time, and the Apple II was just too expensive to buy. So on Sundays I'd go down to Akihabara, where there was a store that would let me play with a display model for one hour. All week long I'd write programs in my notebook, and then on Sunday I'd go to Akihabara and input them into the computer. I didn't ever manage to make a game that way, but I did learn a lot about assembler, and programmed a few things, like a music visualizer.
By the time I was finally able to buy an Apple II, I think I was 16. I'd planned to make games on it, but right around that time I got a part-time job at Ample Software that involved programming games on the MSX. So Super Drinker for Ample Software ended up being the first game that I made.393
 
JS: I wanted to discuss Ample Software!394 What computer did you program Super Drinker on?
 
MY: At Ample Software we programmed on PC-88s.
 
JS: What others did you make before Cosmo Explorer?
 
MY: What did I make... Hmmm... I know there was one other game before Cosmo Explorer, but for the life of me, I can't remember... Argh, it's driving me crazy! I do remember that I worked on it for two weeks.
 
JS: How did the creative process work at Ample Software - did someone design the games and you programmed? 
 
MY: No, there was no support at all - they told me to do literally everything myself. So even though I was just a part-time employee, I had to come up with all the ideas and do the graphics, sound effects, character design, and everything else all on my own.
 
JS: Any anecdotes regarding Cosmo Explorer?
 
MY: On Super Drinker, I did every aspect of the game by myself. But Cosmo Explorer was a different story. I was working at a new company, called ZAP,395 and Cosmo Explorer was already in development when I got hired. It was probably about 25% of the way done? But the programmer had abruptly left, so they told me to take what was done and finish the game myself. So once again, I had nothing - no documents, no team - just a game that was a fourth of the way done. I wasn't even sure what the final game was supposed to be like. I just knew that it was supposed to be a space game. So I finished the game, because what choice did I have? <laughs>
 
JS: How did you get the jobs at Ample Software and ZAP? 
 
MY: I saw a report about Ample Software on the news, about how there was a company that let high school students make videogames as a part-time job. It was just a brief segment on NHK. I was so excited about it that I called the TV station to find out where this company was located, and they told me. So I went over there and got myself a job. 
As for ZAP, one of the other employees at Ample Software had been talking about starting his own game company. He established ZAP, and he asked me to work for him.
 
JS: Who started ZAP?
 
MY: Hmm... his name was Yuichiro Itakura.396 He made this game here, actually - Payload on MSX.397 At the time, the company was called Way Limit,398 but they changed it to ZAP almost immediately.399
 
JS: ZAP was where you made the Rambo games?
 
MY: Yes, that was ZAP.
 
JS: You worked on Super Rambo. <states what's in the boxout below> Were you converting an existing game or creating an original one?
 
MY: So what you're asking is, which was the original Rambo? I don't remember all the details, but I do know that when I created Super Rambo, this earlier MSX Rambo already existed. We were asked to make a new wave of Rambo games that would be released on the PC-88, FM-7, X1, and MSX2 simultaneously. The idea was to make a heavily enhanced version of the original Rambo - high-resolution graphics, a bigger map, that sort of thing. Other people at ZAP had made or were making - I'm not sure exactly - four other versions, and I was handling the PC-88 and FM-7 versions. 
The producer at the client company, Bothtec,400 decided they wanted it to be "Super Rambo" and ultimately, I would consider these versions to be a newly developed game. They don't have all that much to do with the original MSX Rambo - they have a few mechanics in common, but on a programming level, they're entirely different titles. 
 
JS: Can you explain how the three companies worked?
 
MY: Pack-in-Video was the publisher, Bothtec did the planning and design, and ZAP did the programming. So we were programming what Bothtec asked us to.
 
JS: Which computers did you do the programming on? 
 
MY: I programmed the PC-88 version on a PC-88, and the FM-7 version on an FM-7.
 
JS: I ask because some developers used a PC-98 to program all the other versions of their games.
 
MY: PC-98 computers were expensive, so I didn't get to use one. I typically programmed PC-88 games on the PC-88. I think I was running CP/M as the OS, and programmed it in macro-88 assembler? For the FM-7 version, I believe I put a Z80 board into an FM-7, making it into a Z80 machine that could load CP/M so I could run my macro assembler. That allowed me to do the conversion to the FM-7's 6809 by hand. So even though it was still fundamentally an FM-7, with the Z80 processor and macro assembler I could make binary objects from the PC-88 version and convert that code to 6809 assembler by hand. Then when I assembled it, I'd have a binary object for the FM-7 version.401
 
JS: This was all self-taught?
 
MY: That's right, yes.
 
JS: Was it simply a job, or did you see games becoming such a large part of your life?
 
MY: Games were my life. I knew they'd develop into something incredible. At that point, they were still small - a little game shop here, a tiny arcade there - but I was confident that a day would come when the majority of the people in the world would be enjoying videogames. They were my hobby, my job, and my life. Don't get me wrong - I did want money too, although there wasn't much of it back then. There were a lot of bad people in the games industry! <laughs>
 
JS: You joined Chunsoft while still at university?
 
MY: Yes.
 
JS: Did you make anything between Rambo and Chunsoft?
 
MY: Nothing that was released, although there was a game that died in development. What was it...? It concerned an alien invasion, playing kind of like the game Aztec for Apple II.402 I made a chunk of the game but when we took it to ASCII to publish, they shot it down. And as a result of that, ZAP stopped paying me! <laughs> At the time, ZAP was reducing their focus on games and getting into making computer graphics boards for the PC-98. They had one that could do some really impressive 3D modelling. So the graphics boards were now their main business, and games were just a sub-business. 
So between the game getting cancelled and the company withholding my pay, I decided to look elsewhere for employment.
 
JS: The boards could do 3D modelling?
 
MY: Yes. They were never released, though.
 
JS: Was it just a prototype? What year was this?
 
MY: Oh, yikes... That's a tough one. 
 
JS: It's a really important fact to document. This is unreleased hardware I've never heard of!
 
MY: 1985. Maybe.
 
JS: I am fascinated by anything unreleased. Tell me more.
 
MY: Well, if that's the case, I could tell you about the circumstances at ZAP at the time. Do you want to hear about those?
 
JS: <intensely> Of course! 
 
MY: The 3D modelling hardware was for the PC-98. At the time, there was nothing like that on the market, so they thought it would be huge for them. So the company president recruited an engineer named Mr Nagayoshi, who made the hardware for arcade shooting games, to create the 3D modelling machine.403
The directive at the time was to keep making games, and use them to fund the new hardware business. So all sorts of games were in development, but none of them sold very well, if they even came out at all. 
After they failed to release the graphics hardware, ZAP quit developing hardware and stopped making games, and refocused the company around a telephone paid-information service called DialQ2.404 It used something called Voicelink on the NTT network to offer voice chat for a fee. I'm not sure what happened to the company after that.
 
JS: What was Nagayoshi's first name?
 
MY: I have no idea.
 
JS: After ZAP you joined Chunsoft; did you work on anything there prior to Dragon Quest?
 
MY: Actually, Dragon Quest III was my first project.
 
JS: English websites credit you on Dragon Quest and Dragon Quest II.
 
MY: Really? I had nothing to do with them.405
 
JS: Could you draw Chunsoft during Dragon Quest III?
 
MY: I don't remember it very clearly.
 
JS: We've got sketches from Capcom circa 1988, the offices at SquareSoft...
 
MY:
<looking through book> Tokita!
 
JS: See? Don't you want your sketch here too? Dragon Quest is one of the most popular, biggest-selling games in Japan. How did it feel to walk into Chunsoft and be part of the DQIII team? Had you played the first two?
 
MY: No, I'd never played them. I did play Dragon Quest II after I joined Chunsoft. But, I knew I'd be working on Dragon Quest III, because that's all that Chunsoft made at the time. I wasn't particularly aiming to work on Dragon Quest. The way I got hired was that when I was looking for work after things went south at ZAP, I contacted Enix, who published the Dragon Quest games. It was just a fluke thing that when I called, it was the producer of Dragon Quest who picked up the phone. They were a very small company at the time - maybe 10 people. I told him what games I'd programmed, and he asked me to come in for an interview right away. And the CEO of Chunsoft came down for the interview, and they explained to me that Dragon Quest was actually made at his company. Anyway the producer at Enix told me that if I was interested, I would be reporting to work at Chunsoft.
 
JS: Wow - easy! The guy who picked up the phone was...?
 
MY: Yukinobu Chida.406
 
JS: How much source code was reused from the first and second games? 
 
MY: We threw away all the previous code and started over from square one.
 
JS: The first four DQ games on Famicom are all functionally similar. Seems a waste to start over.
 
MY: The Dragon Quest III cartridge had an IC chip inside it. The chips used in different Famicom games had a major effect on the graphics and specs of a game. For example the number of colours a game could display, the number of characters that could be on screen at once, and so on.407 Also, the Dragon Quest III cartridge had a battery backup RAM so players could save data.408

Since things like that changed all the time, we were always having to start from scratch. Back then things were different - there was no OS in the hardware, no software drivers, so everything needed to be done by hand. Oh, and the memory mapping changed - the first game was what, 64 kilobytes? Dragon Quest III had four times as much memory - 256 kilobytes - and the IC chip controlled all of that, so all the code had to be changed.409
 
JS: Dragon Quest III was something of a revolution?
 
MY: Well, the programming may have changed in a variety of ways, but it still looked like Dragon Quest, as far as the users were concerned.
 
JS: What was it like programming for Famicom compared to computers? What hardware did you code with? At Hudson they used a modified Sharp X1.
 
MY: It was different for us, because Chunsoft had a ton of money. <laughs - draws picture> We had these machines... The HP 9000 UX, which was Unix-based.410 We had a couple of them networked together, with a shared 500 MB hard drive. We had a bunch of these terminals here. That's an ICE - an In-Circuit Emulator - which you plug into the Famicom and then into a TV for image output.
 

 
JS: Did Nintendo set this up, or did Chunsoft's engineers have to work it out?
 
MY: Nintendo offered setups like this, but they were extremely expensive. This is the high-end development model. But you could also make games with just an X1 and an ICE - it was up to you.411 This was Chunsoft's choice. It was absurdly expensive - I think it cost, like, 60'000'000 yen? It was so expensive. 
We only had one, so everyone did their work on it. This machine here, that's directly connected to the ICE, is the most important one. People would write their programs on their machines, then come and use this machine to test it out. And there'd be a line behind you, so if your program didn't work out, you had to go back to your machine to try again.
Here, this PC-98, this is for the graphics.
 
JS: Did you have a mouse for doing art?
 
MY: No, no. Just a keyboard. Tap tap tap tap. <mimics using the keys>
 
JS: I heard Namco reverse-engineered the Famicom for Galaxian. They took it to Nintendo and got a license.412
 
MY: That's impressive, that they were able to reverse engineer it like that.
 
JS: I think Nintendo was impressed as well.
 
MY: That's a great story.
 
JS: When I send you the book you can read all of these stories! They will be in English, unfortunately.
 
MY: I will try my best to read it!
 
JS: Lots of people have asked me to make a Japanese version of the book.
 
MY: I'll be looking forward to that.
 
JS: You're credited as "director" on the English Dragon Quest III - or Dragon Warrior III. What did that involve?
 
MY: Yes, that is correct. At the time, there was concern that the characters wouldn't be appealing to Western audiences. So we changed the opening, and put in new sections showing more realistically proportioned characters. We tweaked the graphics to make the characters seem taller - but only in the opening. I don't know English personally, but we interacted with the translation team and discussed and implemented issues related to the translation. But most of our efforts were put into changing the opening.413
 
JS: Right, because in-game characters are somewhat "Super Deformed".
 
MY: It's pretty small, the Dragon Quest character, isn't it. <sketches> So this is the head, right? It's actually described in Japanese as ni-tou-shin: the "ni" means two, the "tou" is the head, and "shin" is the body. The head-body balance in Japan is 1-to-1. So you have two parts or halves, or you could say a  "two-head body", or a body made of two heads.
At that time, to appeal to the American public, we thought the graphics need to be more concrete in some way. So we created a new opening. On the other hand there's the problem of the character's size, the balance of the head to body ratio. They mentioned this would be quite difficult to accept for the American market - they wanted us to modify and make it more appealing. So we switched it to this kind of proportion, where the head is between 1/5 to 1/7 of the character’s height.414

 

 
JS: How would you describe the difference between ni-tou-shin and super deformed?
 
MY: Hmm, super deformed is maybe a product name?
 
JS: Generally it's the same idea. Sometimes chibi is used?
 
MY:
<laughs - English> Small! Right, yes, chibi. <Japanese> I'm not sure about super deformed, but I think it's a product name.415
 
JS: Right, a lot of products or games have SD in them. Like Konami's SD Snatcher. Your company's Dempa Men series is the same, with ni-tou-shin characters.
 
MY:
<claps hands - laughs - points to posters behind him> It was like this from the early days.
At the time Dragon Quest was on Famicom, right? And the hardware performance was not that great - well, certainly not compared to what we have now. Your character sprites are 16 pixels by 16 pixels, so this ni-tou-shin style of character is really the only way to do it. Even for the US market, it's only in the opening cinema that you have these more realistic proportions. In the game itself, all the characters are based on this    ni-tou-shin proportion.
 
JS: Dragon Quest's original programmer Koichi Nakamura said: "My programs are created in my own style, and some people have criticised it for being messy. But if it functions properly at the end, if the game is fun, everything is forgiven."416 Was it actually messy?
MY: You know, that may have been true. But by the time I joined Chunsoft, he wasn't too involved in the programming anymore. He was becoming more focused on the management side of the business. So I can't recall seeing much in the way of code that he'd written.
 
JS: I've heard the user interface for Dragon Quest was influenced by the operating system of the Apple II.
 
MY: That may have been true as far as the original Dragon Quest was concerned - it was certainly influenced by the Apple II versions of Wizardry and Ultima. But by Dragon Quest III we were following series standards. So I'd never heard anything about that myself.
JS: What was it like working alongside Kan Naito417 and Shinya Nishigaki?418 They both left to form Climax - were you given the opportunity to join? 
 
MY: My impression of Kan Naito was that he was a very talented programmer, with a lot of good ideas. He loved games, and excelled at coming up with things like game mechanics. As to why he left, I have no idea. And Shinya Nishigaki... He was from Enix, not Chunsoft... Are you sure you don't mean Hiroyuki Takahashi?419
 
JS: Well Chunsoft only made games for Enix then, like a satellite company.420 Kan Naito and Shinya Nishigaki must have met, since later they both ended up at Climax...
 
MY: Ahh... I think I know the situation. At first, it was Hiroyuki Takahashi. Naito and Takahashi created Climax Entertainment, but then they separated, and then it was Naito and Nishigaki who became partners. I'm pretty sure that's what happened. Again, I'm not sure about the reason. I remember there was a Chinese producer who they worked with, and I believe he was at the centre of their activities. But that's all I knew about it. I remember when I heard Kan Naito was quitting to start his own company, I was just shocked.
 
<Yamana confirms from Japanese Wikipedia that Kan Naito's first partner was indeed Hiroyuki Takahashi>
 
JS: Was this Chinese person at Chunsoft?
 
MY: No, no, I've never even met him. His name was Kou, I think? Honestly, I don't even know if he actually exists at all. But I had heard he was behind the founding of Climax Entertainment.421
 
JS: Did Naito try to bring his colleagues with to Climax?
 
MY: I don't think he made much of an effort... I believe he extended an invitation to me once, but I told him I wouldn't do it. I don't know if he invited others or not. He may have.
 
JS: Why did you say no?
 
MY: I just didn't understand what he was doing. Why are you trying to set up a company now? He was always trying to do interviews for magazines and such, trying to get his name out there, and I found that a little... Hmmm. That isn't the sort of thing that I was doing, let's say. I didn't get what he was trying to do. Did he want to be famous, or did he want to make games? I think that was a big part of the reason I said no - I thought, this guy's just trying to get famous! Not that that's so odd, of course. He was a young man. But I didn't care about that. I just wanted to make games.
 
JS: Did you know Shinya Nishigaki while he was at Enix? He passed away in 2004.
 
MY: Ah, I do remember working with him on one of the games - Dragon Quest III or Dragon Quest IV. He was a very diligent guy. To be honest, I don't know what happened with him - I don't know how he could have died so young. He quit Dragon Quest and went to work with Kan Naito. At the time he was a really young and powerful guy - I imagined they would make something great together, something truly new. And when I heard he'd died, I thought it was such a shame that we'd never get to see those games. It also made me sad that I'd never have a chance to see him again, and talk together about old times... I'm getting a little choked up thinking about it.
JS: I played his later games on Dreamcast, Blue Stinger and Illbleed, and they were so original - I thought whoever was in charge had such a free spirit.
 
MY: He loved games, that's for sure. He was a very studious creator of games.
 
JS: Hiroshi Yamauchi of Nintendo also passed away recently,422 and I saw a message you posted on Facebook. What was he like?
 
MY: He was a very powerful man! Very serious about his work. He inherited the leadership of Nintendo from his father at a young age - just 22. And he had to go through a lot to create the Famicom and the industry that surrounds it. And he was so intense about it! Every time I met him, it would be the first thing out of his mouth. <impersonating Yamauchi > "Our Famicom system..." That's always how it began. 
<gruffly> "Our Super Famicom system - why don't you make Dragon Quest for that?" 
So powerful, so forceful. 
<gruffly> "Why don't you make a game for the Nintendo 64 disc system?" 
JS: Was it yourself and other members of your team?
 
MY: It was the principle staff of Dragon Quest, so I think four people - the CEO of Enix, Mr [Yasuhiro] Fukushima;423 the producer at Enix, Yukinobu Chida; the scenario writer, Yuji Horii; and myself.
 
JS: An all-star team!
MY: I was the youngest of the group, so was very nervous!
 
JS: Anyone would be nervous sitting with Mr Yamauchi.
 
MY: I met him three times, and it never got any easier.
 
JS: In 2008 Hiroshi Yamauchi was estimated to be the richest person in Japan, worth nearly 8 billion dollars.
 
MY: I believe that's right, yes. He had an incredible memory, and so much confidence. It was hard not to be overwhelmed by his presence when you met him. Just an incredible man. So powerful. We've drunk together too. <impersonating a drunken Yamauchi> "Here's to Dragon Quest selling three million copies! Banzaaaaiii!!!" 
He took us to this famous tea shop in Kyoto to celebrate, the sort of place where heads of state take visiting royalty, and he would shout things like that at the top of his lungs.
 
JS: You worked on Otogirisou and afterwards Dragon Quest V before leaving Chunsoft...424
 
MY: That's not quite right. I made Otogirisou at Chunsoft at the same time we were making Dragon Quest V. When both titles were finished, I left Chunsoft.
 
JS: Otogirisou led to Chunsoft's highly successful Kamaitachi no Yoru series and copycats. 
 
MY:
Otogirisou came first, then Kamaitachi no Yoru... Chunsoft had been making Dragon Quest games for a long time, but we weren't publishing anything ourselves. We felt that it was high time that we released a title ourselves. So the CEO Koichi Nakamura, and myself, and the lead artist,425 we all set about deciding what to make. Our first idea was to make a new type of game that had elements of Dragon Quest, Sim City, and Populous, but that didn't work at all. Then somebody brought up the idea that it would be interesting to read a novel that also had audio. And the idea of a "Sound Novel" stuck.
 
JS: Who came up with the term "Sound Novel"? Because I believe Chunsoft copyrighted that.
 
MY: That's right, we did copyright it. I have no idea who came up with it, though.
 
JS: How would you describe the difference between Sound Novel and "visual novel"?
 
MY: Who calls them "visual novels"? 
 
JS: Everyone? It's used so often even players outside of Japan have picked it up...
 
MY: I see! It's actually written right here. <browses internet - laughs> It says here that Sound Novel was the original term, but it's given way to visual novel. It was probably a trademark issue, trying to avoid using the trademarked term.
 
JS: Was Otogirisou intended for release on the Super Famicom Satellaview attachment?426

 
MY: I do not remember anything about Otogirisou on Satellaview. That may have been something that came up after I left the company.
 
JS: My next question was Dragon Quest on Satellaview,427 given your involvement with the series. There's a ROM online which fans speculate might be a prototype.428

 
MY: You mean like a debug menu? I recall working on the title, but I'm not sure if it was ever released - you know, actually broadcast over the system. We weren't making an original game, just doing minor modifications. I remember working on it a bit and that there were issues with it not having enough memory... Enix could probably tell you more about it.
 
JS: Any comments about working on the Satellaview hardware? There's so little information in English.
 
MY: I'm looking into it right now... <checking laptop>
 
JS: You can't check the internet. That's cheating!
 
MY: Hold on. It's this one, right? <shows author a webpage> On the Satellaview. This was called BS Dragon Quest. The Satellaview version of Dragon Quest was [based on the remake of] Dragon Quest I. That was not me - someone else made this... Yes, this is the Satellaview.

<back and forth looking at the pages> 
Actually, I was not involved with Dragon Quest on the Satellaview at all, but I was interviewed for a TV show about it. I've forgotten what the interview was  about though... 
 
JS: You left Chunsoft to form Heartbeat in 1992?
 
MY: Yes. I left Chunsoft when the company quit developing Dragon Quest in order to focus on creating original titles like Otogirisou. There was still more that I wanted to do with the Dragon Quest series, so I created a company at which to do that, and at Heartbeat we were able to create Dragon Quest VI and VII.
 
JS: That seems ironic; in your company message you say one shouldn't stick with ideas just to meet expectations. Did you change your mind?
 
MY: I have. I finally realise how Mr Nakamura felt when he decided he'd had enough of Dragon Quest and wanted to develop original titles. At the time, I felt there was still more I wanted to do with the franchise, so I started my own company to take over development of Dragon Quest. But now, 20 years later, I've awakened to the same realisation. Don't get me wrong - I think Dragon Quest is a fantastic series, but it was more important to have a brand of my own.
 
JS: You're now CEO of Genius Sonority. Ever think you'd run your own company?
 
MY: No, absolutely not. Not only did I not expect that, but I didn't even want that. Eventually I ended up in a situation where I had to step up and become a CEO if I wanted to continue making games.
 
JS: How would you describe yourself - as a manager or a creator? What advice would you give to someone concerned about losing their role as a creator?
 
MY: There's no getting around the business side of games. Games are a form of enterprise - they tend to want a lot of money and a lot of people, so it's no surprise that creators inevitably end up forming companies. The leader of a company can't just be thinking about the game, they also need to manage their staff well, and if they don't, the game probably isn't ever going to get finished. I think that's why the industry is the way that it is now. As for advice, well... Look, if you can't do it, you can't do it.
Let's use musicians as a comparison. If you can sing and play guitar, then you don't need a guitarist, right? But there are lots of people in the games business who know games and know how to manage people. So if you don't want to lose your role as a creator, don't. You might not be cut out for it. Instead, join a place that's more like a factory for whatever it is you do - churn out lots of programs, draw a lot of graphics, day after day, every day. You will grow as a creator from that, and there will always be a place for you in other people's games.
JS: That question came from a dev I know. He works in a creative role and doesn't want to move to managerial.
 
MY: It's true that the more managing you do, the more it crowds out the creative aspects of the job. In a way, I made exactly that same mistake. The larger your staff, the more managing you have to do. So I would suggest your friend restrict himself to a small project with a small team - maybe 20 people. Like I said, 20 people.429
 
JS: Do you miss the old days when it was just you and a few guys, making a game with your own hands?
 
MY: I miss doing programming, certainly. I don't do that anymore. But I like coming up with new game designs and new products, directing my staff on how to proceed - I'd say that I'm still quite hands-on with the games we make.
 
<shows framed art from Shigeru Miyamoto, May 2008>
 
JS: Was this to commemorate something?
 
MY: He came to give us a presentation about his philosophy of game design. That's what he wrote on this picture - a reference to one of his principles of game design, and signed it. 
 
JS: So how long has the company been in this office?
 
MY: This office opened in August 2008.
 
JS: So this was drawn in your previous office.
 
MY: That's correct. 
 
JS: What do you think of recent Japanese games? Some say Japan's best days are in the past. 
 
MY: Are you asking from the perspective of old people playing games they remember, or of young people today?
 
JS: It's more about whether Japan is still making great games. I think it still makes the best games.
 
MY: In the past, games really competed on substance alone. For example, there were no movie scenes, barely any storylines - nothing like that. Games today have all sorts of stuff - elaborate stories, movie scenes, tutorials, fancy character designs. What the games are fundamentally doing hasn't changed that much, there's just all this other stuff attached to that now. I mean, Mario had nothing. No storyline, no explanation. Now the game loads, then there's the title screen, okay, now the tutorial, now it's telling us who this character is and what they've done, and so on... There's so much beyond the substance of the game, and players pick what games to buy based on the graphics. I do kind of miss the old days. There was a lot more room for originality. 
 
JS: Is there a greater challenge from foreign countries these days?
 
MY: That is a factor. But the biggest problem is simply that new games don't sell.
 
JS: New games made in Japan?
 
MY: No, anywhere in the world. If you publish 100 original titles, you're lucky to have one of them be a hit. In the past, there simply weren't that many titles released. But nowadays - <pantomimes turning on his phone, and it exploding with content>
 
JS: And also there's a race to the bottom in terms of pricing; the new buzz term is "free to play". It's an impossible situation.
 
MY: Free to play really is something... Invest a ton of money into making a game and release it for free. That's going to be the business model for the industry going forward.430 Even Nintendo's consumer software division is releasing free-to-play games these days. On the 3DS and Wii U marketplaces.431 It's only a matter of time now.
 
JS: And what is your goal for the future?
 
MY: Well, in terms of me personally, looking back at my history, I've made lots of games in existing franchises, like Dragon Quest and Pokémon. The environment right now is a difficult one for releasing a game with an original character, but despite that, I would like to create something new, that isn't a part of any existing property. And I'd like to keep making games like that until I die. <laughs> But that's an extremely difficult thing to do!
 
JS: I hope you get to create something like that.
 
MY: Thank you. I will do my best.
 
JS: Would you say Genius Sonority working on Nintendo-licensed products offers you a degree of protection? Nintendo helps fund development, and its games are guaranteed a certain degree of success.
 
MY: Financially, the money is adequate. But the hurdles that we need to jump through to get a game approved are extremely high. Nintendo has extremely high standards for the software they release. If anything, I think working with them is more stressful! <laughs>
 
JS: Is there anything else? 
Any final message?
 
MY: I feel like there's so much more to say, but we're out of time... I had a lot of fun, though.
 
JS: Thank you very much! 
 
<lengthy parting chitchat>
 

 
 
Did Aztec beget Metroid?
 
This has nothing to do with Manabu Yamana's career, but if the programmer on Japan's leading Dragon Quest franchise knew of and was influenced by Datamost's ambitious Apple II exploration platform-adventure from 1982, then maybe Metroid creator Yoshio Sakamoto was too? Aztec plays so much like Metroid you'd think Nintendo ripped it off wholesale. It was also released in Japan circa 1984~5 on PC-88, FM-7, and X1, so Japanese devs would have seen it. Metroid came out two years later (1986) on the Famicom Disk System. Both games feature players wandering a subterranean maze, using bombs to blow up walls and the floor, while searching for items and collecting weapons to defeat strange enemies. Metroid's Ridley is even a copy of Aztec's dinosaur enemy (above). No one has ever asked Yoshio Sakamoto about this - maybe they should?
 
Rambo - the most confusing license ever?
 
The early Rambo games are a fascinating and confusing mess of multiple international licensees, publishers, and developers: in America the Apple II and DOS versions were text adventures(!), developed by Angelsoft and published by Mindscape (1985). Sega also licensed the Rambo name and reskinned Ashura / Secret Command for the US Master System.
In Europe on the 8-bit computers Ocean Software handled the publishing (they were buying up a ton of movie licenses), while obscure company Platinum Productions handled C64 and Spectrum development (making a Commando clone), with Choice Software on the Amstrad port. 
The remaining Japanese licenses were handled by publisher Pack-in-Video, with Anabasis Investment and Carolco International listed on the MSX and MSX2 versions respectively (the film production company founded by Mario Kassar and Andrew Vajna). The 1985 MSX version was developed by CCS, who didn't make much else. It was a fun, difficult, but very simple top-down  Action-RPG resembling Hydlide. In early 1986 (the copyright screen claims 1985) there was Super Rambo Special for the MSX2, apparently developed by Pack-in-Video itself. Although extremely difficult this is a great Action-RPG; it predates by over a year though plays very similarly to Metal Gear on MSX2. Also in early 1986 (some sources claim April) there was Super Rambo for PC-8801 (no "Special" on the box, while in-game there's no "Super" either), programmed by Manabu Yamana, who also handled the identical FM-7 release. There's also a Sharp X1 version, presumably ported by a colleague. These look and play akin to the previous MSX2 game: a similar inventory and top-down perspective, but a different map and structure. According to Yamana, Bothtec designed the game while ZAP programmed them; none of these versions have either Bothtec or ZAP credited anywhere, only Pack-in-Video!
Finally there's the FC/NES game from late 1987, a bizarre Zelda 2 clone, credited to Pack-in-Video and published in America by Acclaim. In all likelihood it was a sub-contractor(s) who designed and coded it. See BioMetal chapter for a boxout on how Pack-in-Video handled movie licenses with Activision.
 
 
~In memory of~
 

 
YAMAUCHI, Hiroshi
 
7 November 1927 ~ 19 September 2013 (85)
 
President and Chairman of Nintendo (1949~2002)
 
 
"He was a very powerful man! Very serious about his work. He inherited the leadership of Nintendo from his father at a young age - just 22. And he had to go through a lot to create the Famicom and the industry that surrounds it. And he was so intense about it! He had an incredible memory, and so much confidence. It was hard not to be overwhelmed by his presence when you met him. Just an incredible man. I met him three times, and it never got any easier."
Manabu YAMANA, Chunsoft programmer
 
"I had many meetings with Yamauchi. I always scheduled them to be his last appointment for the day, so we could play Go afterwards. During business meetings there were always underlings in the room, but when we played Go, it was just me and him. I may have been the only person in the industry who had a one-on-one relationship with Yamauchi. I liked him. He liked me. We were friends.
"One of my favourite Yamauchi memories happened on an aeroplane. I was flying coach on Northwest Airlines to Seattle. The curtain to first class opens and in walks Yamauchi. I had no idea he was even on the plane. He walked over and joked about the lousy service. He called the airline 'Northworst'. We laughed. He had a sense of humour.
"Yamauchi was as sharp as anyone I had ever met. He ran his company like he played Go, never giving up a single point. In the end, Yamauchi became something of a recluse. I did not see Yamauchi in the last 10 years of his life. In fact, I'm not sure anyone did, besides his family. I wish I could have seen him one more time. He was my mentor, although I knew I would never be like him. There will never be another Yamauchi in the game industry. Goodbye Mr Yamauchi. You will always be my friend."
Henk ROGERS (source: www.wired.com/2013/10/hiroshi-yamauchi-henk-rogers/)
 



SHIBAO, Hidenori

DOB: 12 December 1962 / Birthplace: Kitakyushu, Fukuoka / Blood Type: B
Portfolio
 
Given the complexity of Hidenori Shibao's career, and quantity of projects involved with, even his online portfolio admits to leaving out various things! Here is just a tiny selection taken from his website: www.lennus.com/profile.htm

 
Game Center / Arcade Clerk: part-time job while at college
 
Gekkousha: The "Moonlight" building, joined during college; editing and writing of strategy books and magazines, also planning of Paladin's Quest. Formed by members of Waseda Mystery Club.
 
Magazines: Multiple publishers including Shogakukan (children's), Kodansha, Gakken (educational), Takarajimasha (guides), Akita Shoten, Kadokawa Shoten, and T2 Publishing. Worked on far too many magazines to list, but including: Comic BomBom, Hippon Super, Famicom Hisshoubon, Famicom Champion, GB Press, Game Walker, and Ge-mujin.
 
Strategy Guides: According to online portfolio, over 100 strategy guides by multiple publishers. Including (in no particular order) for Terra Cresta, Ultima, Super Monkey Daibouken, Zoids, Doki Doki Panic, Mystic Defender, Super Metroid, Super Mario RPG, Super Mario Chou Waza Zenshuu (specialist guide covering all titles in Super Mario All Stars), Family Boxing, The Goonies 2 (multiple), The Earth Fighter Rayieza, Getsu Fuuma Den, and so many more!
 
Books:
Nihon no mei teitaku (A Japanese mansion), Game Designer Nyuumon (Introduction to Game Design), Super Mario Game Book (a choose-your-own adventure style book) / Lennus: Prelude to Destruction (in 1993 he wrote a prequel novel set 10'000 years before the game's events)
 
Movies:
Otogirisou (aka: St John's Wort), horror movie, screenplay collaboration
 
Games:
* Sharp electronic organiser software
* Pioneer Carrozzeria car apps "Quiz Navigator 1 & 2" 
* Lester the Unlikely (text translation into Japanese, SFC, 1994)
* Momotaro Dentetsu 11, 12, USA (PS2, 2002~2004; 11 & 12 also on GameCube)
 
Lennus: Kodai Kikai Kioku (Lennus: Memories of an Ancient Machine) / Paladin's Quest - SFC, 13 November 1992
Unlike anything the RPG genre has seen. A pastel-coloured world of geometric trees, strange humanoid races that live in eggshell houses, and ravenous beasts, from bug-eyed rabbits to dinosaurs, with ladybug men in between. It gives the distinct air of 1970s French sci-fi. Concept art was by award-winning illustrators Hiroyuki Katou and Keisuke Gotou, with monster designs by Shuji Imai, illustrator for Nintendo Power. These three, under the guidance of writer/director Hidenori Shibao, created a world that stood apart from its contemporaries. The music is by Kouhei Tanaka (Gravity Rush, The Granstream Saga). Mechanically it's also unusual: instead of MP magic is cast from your HP, and in addition to the main characters there are 16 mercenaries you can recruit! Battle commands meanwhile are positioned around cardinal directions and body parts. 
-Robert Fenner, http://www.hardcoregaming101.net/series/paladins-quest-lennus/
 
Lennus II: Fuuin no Shito (The Apostles of the Seals) - SFC, 26 July 1996
Sometime between 1995 and 1996 developer Copya Systems would find itself restructured as Shangri-La Corp., with a mass exodus of staff. Key members of the Lennus team moved to Fill-in-Café and produced a sequel. Released in July of 1996, Enix America had long closed its doors and Western support for the SNES was winding down. Eventually it was fan-translated by Dynamic Designs in 2008, with a script that largely stuck to the mood and feel of the original.
 
Legaia Densetsu / Legend of Legaia - PS1, 29 October 1998
Multiple YouTube users all agree, and certainly after watching the "underrated PS1 masterpiece" video by Clemps it's easy to see why - this is one of the JRPG gems of the 32-bit era. Beautiful graphics (all new armour is shown on polygon models!), rousing music, and an original story are all combined with one of the best combat systems in the genre: you can chain directional attacks to perform special moves like in a versus fighter, while enemies can be collected to be summoned later as spells. All round, stunningly original.
 
the FEAR (sic) - PS2, 26 July 2001
By the time this four DVD epic was released, devs in the West had pretty much abandoned the FMV genre. Thank goodness for Japan then! A group investigate a supposedly haunted mansion and are gruesomely killed off, one by one. Incomprehensible yet amazing.
 
Interview with Hidenori SHIBAO
02 November 2013, Tokyo / Duration: 3h 30m
 
I first became aware of Hidenori Shibao's work after reading an article by Zack Wood on Gamasutra, regarding Paladin's Quest and its world setting, which was unlike any other in RPGs. We spoke via Facebook and when I launched my Kickstarter campaign, to fund these books, Mr Shibao was my first backer! It's worth visiting his online portfolio to see precisely why he was such an important interviewee:
www.lennus.com/profile.htm
Hidenori Shibao has worked not only as a game developer, but also as a non-fiction author, fiction author, magazine journalist, manga writer, screenwriter for movie adaptations of videogames, writer of choose-your-own-adventure game books adapted from videogames, and writer of videogame strategy guides, including for Super Monkey Daibouken, one of the worst and most difficult games on the Famicom. Of the games he's worked on, Paladin's Quest, its sequel Lennus II, plus Legend of Legaia, and the FEAR, are all significant for different reasons. Perhaps more so than any other interviewee, Mr Shibao stands on the crossroads of Japanese pop-culture and media, encompassing an extremely wide range of topics which are of particular interest to me. The nature of game-to-film adaptations in particular is something warranting further examination (or in this instance, game-to-novel, and then novel-to-movie).
As someone who has both made games and documented the games of others, much like Hiromasa Iwasaki, he is expertly poised to describe the inherent dichotomy between the media of games and games journalism, while also describing the evolution of both within Japan. There was a fair amount of back and forth, given how complex his career is, but I've attempted as much as possible to edit all topics of discussion into the order they chronologically occurred.
Be sure to check out his website, there are some fun anecdotes of Mr Shibao anonymously chatting with fans of his games on IRC, without revealing his true identity. Plus the many design notes which he showed me during the interview. Due to both our surnames starting with "S", the interviewer will simply be "J".
 
J: What's the first videogame you recall playing?
 
HS: Well, when I was a kid, we didn't have the Famicom yet. So I think the first game I ever played had to have been Atari's Pong? Then Breakout - or Block Kuzushi - that was all I played for a long time. I think that was right around my third year of middle school.
 
J: What was the first console, or computer you owned?
 
HS: My first system wasn't a console, or a computer - it was a programmable calculator. You could program it with a language close to BASIC... BASIC and Fortran. It could only run very small programs. They made games for it, like a moon-landing game that used only numbers.432 For example, you adjust the ship's orientation and propulsion to land successfully. I remember there was another programmable calculator that came with a boxing game pre-installed, and that was it. And then there was a small game machine made by Sharp, the PC 1200, I think?433 And I programmed on that a lot when I was in high school.
 
J: Did you keep any of these programs?
 
HS: No, they're all gone. They died with the hardware they were programmed for.
 
J: You were born in 1962, so would have entered university in 1981... Rather than games, you studied law at Waseda University?
 
HS: I think it was 1982. <laughs> That would be an extremely long story! When I was in high school, I was playing war simulation board games by Avalon Hill and SPI. I believe they were first imported to Japan at around that time, but there were no translations for the rules. So I did all the translations myself so I could play with my friends. That was probably the first time that I became deeply involved with games. Looking back on it now, that experience turned out to be a valuable education in two different ways. One, it got me thinking about rules and game mechanics, and what makes games fun, which I found fascinating. The other was that the rulebooks, particularly of the SPI games, were very well made, and I learned a lot about how to explain rules and mechanics so that they'd be easy for others to understand. 
In terms of programming, I've actually never worked as a programmer. But I don't think I'd be able to create games if I didn't understand the basics of programming. So even after that, I learned more BASIC, and Fortran, and a little COBOL, and dabbled in things like CP/M and mnemonics. But despite all that, I never had a programming role in any commercial software I was involved with. What I did typically involved creating lots of design and specification documents like these. <shows various papers>
 
J: Wow, what game is this for?
 
HS:
Legend of Legaia.434
 
J: You kept all your design documents!435
 
HS: Accidentally. <laughs>
 
J: This is valuable history! <flips through> So you were working on these in a freelance capacity? Legaia was developed by Contrail Production?436
 
HS: Contrail, yes. It's disappeared now. I was a contracted employee. Actually, Contrail was a fully-owned subsidiary of Sony. The CEO was a Sony employee.
 
J: A subsidiary... Like a firebreak in case the company went bankrupt due to poor sales?
 
HS: Not exactly. Sony Computer Entertainment actually created about five of these subsidiary companies, like independent branches, and gave them each a certain measure of freedom. The creator of Gran Turismo was another one - each of them was directed to specialise in a certain genre, like racing games or RPGs. So a lot of the staff at Contrail were actually Sony employees. I think they did it more for reasons of financing.
 
J: We've jumped ahead a bit. Did you specifically want to study law, or did your parents encourage you? 
 
HS: Actually, when I got into Waseda, I wanted to study literature. But I failed the entrance exam and couldn't get into the literature program. The law program is harder to get into, but I did manage to get into it, and thought learning about lawyers and the law would be interesting. But once I was in the program, it could not have been less interesting! <laughs> So I studied the law for my first year, but by my second year started to get more interested in writing and editing, and was spending most of my time in part-time jobs related to that. I was also working on books myself - the first one, which was connected to my work, was about famous mansions in Japan, and I travelled all over the country getting materials.437 None of that had anything to do with law, of course.
It was around that time the Famicom came out, and I was playing that a lot. In my later years at the university, more and more writing work was coming in, and I ended up focusing on that, so I really only ended up learning bits and pieces on constitutional law and civil law.
In Japanese colleges, you join a circle - like a club. I joined the Waseda Mystery Club, which was focused around detective and science-fiction novels. The senior members there would graduate and go to work for major publishers and get on various editorial boards, and they were able to send a lot of work my way. I had contacts at Shogakukan, Shueisha, Kodansha - all the big, famous Japanese publishers.
At that time there was a huge Famicom boom. Let me find a picture of that... <looks up a picture on Facebook> So this is a magazine that I worked for, for Shogakukan. It was mainly for kids.438
<laughs>
 
J: You did this as a part-time job, while at university?
 
HS: Uh... yes, at the time I was still at the university, but while I was there, I was barely attending any classes. My work would take up about half of each day. It was in my sixth year at university that my lack of credits became a problem, and that was when I decided to focus on my work over my degree. 
Before that, in my second year, I had a part-time job at an arcade. I figured that working there would teach me a great deal about videogames, although of course it didn't actually do that at all! I guess that I was a pretty big fan of videogames even before that... I'd played a lot of Mario, I'd played Dragon Quest. But I think the roots of my career date back to high school, when I translated those Avalon Hill games, and I saw a bunch of influential movies, like Star Wars, and read lots of science-fiction novels. And I think those novels especially inspired me, in terms of the types of worlds I wanted to build in my games.

      Also, in my second year at university, I bought my first PC. A Sharp X1, model CZ-800. And I was on that thing all the time. I programmed on it, I bought the games that were available for it. It only had 64 kilobytes of main memory, but there was a lot I could do with it.
 
J: I know the Sharp X1.439 Is the CZ-800 a specialised model?
 
HS: It's the original model, the first one out. I had it in silver, there were three colours available. It was an interesting concept, being able to connect to a monitor or a TV. It was fairly barebones, but very easy to use. NEC and Hitachi were releasing various computers, but the Sharp models were more user-friendly.
 
J: When did you start writing strategy guides? I wanted to talk about your Super Monkey Daibouken guide.440
 
HS:
<laughs> When I was looking for work as a writer, games were coming out at a very fast clip, and the idea of writing strategy guides was a very appealing one. When I did that book, I was working out of a strategy guide production studio in Iidabashi. They produced them one after another - I think I did three strategy guides in two months. Super Monkey Daibouken was one of them. One interesting thing about that time was that the teams had both writers, like me, and "gamers" who analysed the games. One of the gamers I worked with went on to become a Pokémon designer, designing graphics for the series. A lot of the "gamers" from those days went on to make games and even run videogame companies. Game Freak's CEO Satoshi Tajiri got his start as a gamer too, crunching game data for magazines.441
 
J: Can you remember the name of the Pokémon designer?
 
HS: Give me a second here... <very long pause>
 
J: The Monkey Daibouken guide was by Tokuma Shoten?
 
HS: Tokuma Communications.
 
J: Because... That game is terrible!
 
HS:
<laughs> Even I can't beat it!
 
J: But you wrote the guide?!
 
HS: Yeah. <laughs> The way it usually worked is that I'd get the ROM data from the company and I'd put it in and play around with it a bit, and then just give it to a gamer. I did do work as a gamer myself, but I've never been able to beat insane titles like that one! The gamer would play through the entire thing and write out the strategy and data for me, and then I'd write it up. We had to take pictures too, and this was before we had modern technology, like digital printers, so we'd have to use a dark room with no reflection to take photos; taking photos one by one, getting them developed, and pasting them into the book by hand.
 
J: You said "ROM data". Was this a cartridge to plug into the Famicom, or "data" you'd play on a computer?
 
HS: In the early days, we'd receive an EPROM, which is a rewritable game cartridge, but without the outer case. And we'd play it on a Famicom.
 
J: So the circuit board was exposed. 
 
HS: Yeah.
 
J: Was there a risk of electrocuting yourself with it?
 
HS: The terminals were exposed, so if you touched them it would really mess things up. But it was just the terminals, so there wasn't that much electricity flowing through them. But yeah, it would cause problems if you touched something you weren't supposed to touch. They were actually quite sturdy, though.
 
J: I could not find the Daibouken guide in Akihabara. But someone made this map - does it bring back memories?442
 
HS: I've mostly forgotten! <laughs>
 
J: That game is so weird, because the map is enormous, and there's invisible transports that warp you around, and you get into battles, but the battles do nothing...
 
HS:
<intense laugh> Walking, walking, more walking. Yeah, it was a terrible game. 
 
J: A kusoge, as people would say.443

 
HS: Oh, it's a kusoge all right. That's why I'm surprised that it's known in England.
 
J: It's infamous outside of Japan. A friend said it's almost as if aliens saw other games, and tried to make their own, but without knowing how to. There's lots of strange ideas. I also watched a play-through on GameCenter CX. 
 
HS: At the time, the story of Saiyuki and the character of Son-Goku were well-known throughout China and Japan, and the game was based on that, so it makes sense they'd want the flavour of a long journey.444 I think everyone in Japan knew the basics, that it was a monk with a monkey named Son-Goku, or Sun Wukong, on a journey from China to India to receive Buddhist texts, and if you know that, the game sort of makes sense. But if you lack that context, the objectives of the game make no sense at all. For example, even Dragon Ball follows the basic plot of Saiyuki.
 
J: Have you heard there's a secret message in the code?
 
HS: I barely remember anything about it at all! This is a game I played 20 years ago, for a strategy guide I made in two weeks... I don't remember anything about it.
 
J: Wow, in two weeks!
 
HS: Well, the gamer had done the groundwork for me. I just wrote it up and took pictures. When we did the strategy guides, we didn't dig that deeply into cheat codes and stuff. Generally in the EPROMs there are cheat codes that aren't in the final production copies of the game, which allow you to go anywhere. Those codes enabled us to take pictures and get the data we needed. But we didn't do much involving Easter Eggs and stuff hidden in the game code itself.
 
J: Because there's a vulgar message. He also put his name, date of birth, and prefecture. I was thinking it should be easy to track him down - a mystery to solve! 
 
HS: Well, it's interesting, but we didn't have time for stuff like that. We just had to keep writing the books!
 
J: You also did the strategy guide for the Goonies II? Because that game was also huge.
 
HS:
<in English> Ahhh, but Goonies II was a very nice game, I think!
 
J: Much better than Super Monkey Daibouken.
 
HS: Much, much, much better. <laughs>
 
J: At some point you were also a manga writer?
 
HS: I did do a little work on original manga, but only a little. I worked with the manga writer Hiroshi Takahashi a number of times,445 like on this combination manga strategy book. <holds it up> I've worked on manga related to games - I have a lot of friends who work on manga, and co-workers, and I've collaborated with them on coming up with ideas, sometimes as credited work, sometimes not. 
But you know, when I write design documents like these, sometimes I have to draw little pictures, and then I just want to kill myself. <laughs> I'm so bad at it.
 
J: Did you do the drawings in this?
 
HS: No, we hired an actual artist for that.
 
J: You started working as a writer while at university; can you recount the chronology you started writing for strategy guides and magazines, and designing games? 
 
HS: I worked on strategy guides consistently, from the time I was 23 until I was around 35-years-old. As for games... Huh, what year did I write Lennus? <looks at portfolio> Looks like it was 1992? So I was around 28 years old. At that time I was writing all sorts of proposals... When it was published I was 30. 
But I did work on a game before that. When I was 26 or 27, Pioneer had the Carrozzeria Car Navigation System,446 and there was talk of using it for things beyond navigation, like maybe some sort of voice-based game you could play as you drove. I gave a presentation for a game idea, a quiz game I designed that you could play as you drive, similar to Trivial Pursuit.
 
J: And this would be controlled by speech? 
 
HS: No, it wasn't that advanced. The navigation system's voice would ask the questions and whoever is in the passenger seat would press the buttons.
 
J: So from 1986 onwards you started on strategy books.
 
HS: Before books it was magazines... I think the first strategy guide I did was for Terra Cresta in 1986. 
 
J: The arcade shooting game?
 
HS: The Famicom version of it.447 After that was the Carrozzeria thing I did with Pioneer, and also Sharp had a sort of digital notebook thing... Like a digital address book, basically, that had software on small card-style cartridges. It was very limited in functionality, but I designed some software for it, like one that told fortunes, and a very simple English conversation tool. And that led to me getting the job with Asmik, who published Lennus. My in with Asmik was, once again, a friend who was a fellow member of the Waseda Mystery Club. He had wanted to start a game studio and he asked me if I had any ideas, so I created a bunch of proposals for him.
 
J: So when did Gekkousha or "Moonlight" start?448
 
HS: In college... Gekkousha wasn't ever a real company, in a legal sense. It was like an office where we could work-share whenever someone had a job. It was named after the English word "moonlighting". 
 
J: Prior to Lennus you worked on magazines such as Famicom Champion, GB Press, and Game Walker?
 
HS: Correct.
 
J: I wanted to discuss Japanese magazines. How were screenshots taken?
 
HS: Ordinarily it was with a camera, in a dark room. But the technology was always improving. A little later there was a video printer from Toshiba... No, wait, at first there was a Sharp video printer. You'd press the button to take a picture via a heat treatment in 20 or 30 seconds.449 The next evolution was a Toshiba video printer, which we called the Toshiba-kun, which could take pictures on 35mm film. It took 15 or 20 seconds, though.
 
J: And you pointed these at the screen and they captured the light from the TV?
 
HS: At first we did that, in the dark room, pretty much throughout the Famicom era, but after that came the Sharp video printer, which would print off of the RF signal. You'd connect the console to the printer and then out to the TV. 
 
J: Then you'd hold a button on the printer for 20 seconds, and it would capture the image?
HS: Capture and print the image. And you just have to press the button for a second, like a normal button. The problem is that you need to pause the image, but sometimes when you'd pause a Famicom game it would go to a separate screen, or the word "pause" would appear and mess up the image, right? But the Famicom also has a reset button, and when you press that, the game freezes. And in particularly extreme cases, we'd have to use that to take the pictures.
 
J: Wow! So you'd reach a boss and then hold reset to freeze the screen, quickly hit the button to capture it - and then you'd have to start all over again?
 
HS: Yes, exactly! It could take two or three hours to get back there. And that's if it works! A lot of times it wouldn't even freeze on the image you needed. But eventually, for Super Famicom games like Super Mario RPG, we were able to capture the videos digitally on a Macintosh, run it through an app, and extract exact RGB images in Adobe Premiere. We would record an entire movie of the gameplay, and then just take out the parts we wanted.
 
J: The older printer, it printed out a physical photo in colour?
 
HS: Yeah, colour. That's right.
 
J: And the magazine designer would glue these onto a large board? The page layout would literally be a large, physical board before the advent of computers.450
 
HS: Yes, that's right. Take for example a Mario map, which are horizontally extremely long. You would print and cut out each piece of it, glue them together, and end up with a ridiculously long map pasted across all these printing plates, which you'd then have to take to the printer and copy it over and over again, reducing the size each time until it was small enough to use in the layout, which you'd have to arrange by hand.
 
J: With magazines, did you do reviews where you had to give a score, or just strategy and maps?
 
HS: I did everything!
 
J: Did publishers put pressure on you for higher scores?
 
HS: Oh, of course, but I wasn't really that good of a player, so rather than aiming for high scores, I would look for secrets within the game itself.
 
J: Sorry, I meant like a review score out of 10 for a game. For example, when I worked on magazines, Konami pulled all advertising when Winning Eleven scored less than an 8. And after that, Winning Eleven always got a high score.
 
HS: Not at the magazine where I worked... 
At Famitsu that happened, that magazine's scores were tremendously influential to videogame sales. Highly-ranked games tended to sell well, and there was a lot of talk about that back in the day. But nothing like that happened with me.
In the Famicom era games were released on cartridge, which had to be ordered three or four months before the release date. So you had to know how many copies your game would sell three or four months in advance... And then if you didn't get good scores in Famitsu, you'd be stuck with lots of copies you couldn't sell. And you couldn't just wait and see, because a second printing would also need to be ordered months in advance. But now games are sold on CDs, which can be produced quickly, or via online distribution, so I don't think anyone feels that sort of pressure anymore.
At the time, Famitsu was a major magazine, and I think they were largely giving their honest impressions, but there was certainly some shady stuff going on. That said, I don't think it was that pervasive back then. I suspect you see a lot more of that sort of thing nowadays.
 
J: Certainly in England and America, there's been scandals and corruption. A publisher sends free games to a magazine to review, and they also advertise in the magazine. So there's an inherent conflict of interest. 
 
HS: As someone who has been both a journalist and a creator, I can appreciate both sides of this. You know, I was hoping the internet would provide more diversity of opinions, but it's really been quite the opposite. 
I really only know about Japan, but games in Japan are quite expensive, and the users here are extremely concerned about getting ripped off... So they just end up focusing in on the scores and ignoring the textual part of reviews that would potentially give them a better idea if they'd like it or not. I think that's really become a problem.451 It's definitely a different world than it was back then, in terms of that sort of information, and it's hard to say which was better.
 
J: You know Metacritic? It averages scores from English magazines. One infamous example, Fallout: New Vegas, the developer missed receiving a publisher bonus because their average was short one point.
 
HS: Food is a great analogy for that. Some people like spicy foods, and some people hate them. But if something was truly delicious, yet spicy, it would lose points on Metacritic because of all the people who dislike spicy things. Movies have the same sort of issue, with Rotten Tomatoes, so I guess that's just how it is nowadays.
 
J: Shall we take a break? <shows Retro Gamer>
 
HS: You know, back when I was making Famicom and Super Famicom games, the size of the market in Europe was miniscule compared to what it was in the US. So it seems kind of bizarre to me, looking at this magazine now! I remember people talking about how European children had very different interests. 
 
J: How long did you work at the magazines listed here?
 
HS: Until I was 35, I worked at a number of different magazines. I've written all sorts of things. For example, this is a magazine called "New Worlds".
 
J: So you've worked continuously for magazines.
 
HS: Yes, I've always been working on some magazine or other. This is from 2006, I wrote this, and this... <lots of magazine articles; various topics> I work with games, but I look at words as the interface between people.

 
J: Lennus was the first console game you worked on? 
 
HS: Yes.
 
J: Please describe how it all came together.
 
HS: I was working at Moonlight and at Asmik. I wrote the scenario and made the maps and such at Moonlight, and then I'd go to Asmik and have meetings there. Also, later in the project I would go to the offices of Copya Systems, the programming team that developed the game.
 
J: I was fascinated by Lennus, or Paladin's Quest, after reading Zack Wood's article on it and "sekaikan".452
 
HS: I was one of the early developers to really prioritise sekaikan. Nowadays in Japan, though, the term is considered something of a cliché, and I'm a little reluctant to use it! Mechanically, this game, Lennus, has things in common with other RPGs of the time, but I wanted the world to be one that players wouldn't have experienced in any other game... 
When it came to Legend of Legaia, we had a big fight about this. You know how there's signs in front of, say, an inn, right? But Japanese and English don't exist in that world. I guess you could rationalise it as saying the sign said "inn" in Legaian and it's been translated into English, but I wanted the sign to show a bed, or a moon, or a lamp or something. But the staff just wrote "inn" on the sign in English letters. I fought hard to get that changed, and to this day, I wish I'd put my foot down. When I'm creating a world, I'm really a stickler for avoiding familiar words and concepts when writing character names, or monster names and such.
 
J: Did you know Lennus II was fan-translated into English?
 
HS: Yeah, I know.
 
J: I printed out a little story they wrote about it. It took 10 years, a big group got together and they changed the font, and were looking up kanji...453
<explains all>
 
HS: They did an incredible job. The game actually had some pretty serious bugs, ones that could stop you from proceeding through the game, and they actually fixed them. Officially, of course, we can't recognise or legally approve of this sort of thing. But personally, I was hoping that someone would do it. 
Honestly, I'd rather the game be in the public domain at this point. So I was very happy to hear about it. From a corporate perspective, it presents some challenging issues regarding the rights to the game, so while I can offer that as my personal opinion, I cannot officially acknowledge this.
 
J: Some publishers have officially licensed fan translations. Companies like XSeed did it with Ys. But I'm not sure who owns the rights to this.
 
HS: Asmik. And myself.
 
J: Would you be happy for an English language version of Lennus II, using the fan translation, to be sold for example on the Virtual Console? 
 
HS: That would be a wonderful thing. Having studied English and done fan-translations myself, for those Avalon Hill games, I understand how culturally important translation is. Translating from such disparate languages as Japanese and English enriches cultural understanding, which is something I very much want to see.
The problem with Lennus is that Asmik - now Asmik Ace Entertainment - may not make games anymore, but it still exists.454 It's now a film production company that has nothing to do with games. So there's no one there who's in charge of rights like these. The producer who made this game is no longer with the company. So no matter how good of an idea it may be, no matter how much I may want it to happen, there's no department there to handle it. You mentioned Ys, but Nihon Falcom is still a working company that's actively managing its properties. At Asmik, there's no one who's even in a position to consider something like this. The rights to the game are just stuck there.
 
J: That's unfortunate... I've heard that Lennus was actually meant to be a trilogy, and there was going to be a third game. What happened to it?
 
HS: The problem was that Lennus II, which was supposed to have a two-year development cycle, ended up taking four years to finish. It was like the entire project was cursed! We knew how hard RPGs were to make, so we turned in a scenario that was actually shorter than the first one, but the new programmer they hired to make it wasn't very good, and the producer wasn't really up to the challenge, so the game fell way behind schedule. The project was poorly managed, the staff was demoralised - honestly, it's something of a miracle that it came out at all! But despite all the challenges, they worked hard and managed to get it out the door. 
Unfortunately, by then the Super Famicom era was at its end, and the game didn't sell at all. The first Lennus sold 100'000 copies in Japan and 100'000 in the US, but Lennus II came out on a nearly dead platform and didn't even sell 10'000 copies.455 It was a huge bomb, and the last thing anyone wanted to hear after that were the words "Lennus III". And at that point I was already working on Legend of Legaia, so Asmik had neither the staff nor the will to make a sequel. 
So Lennus III only ever existed in my head, where I had a strong sense of what the concept would be, and that's where it'll be locked away forever.
 
J: Would you prefer not to talk about ideas you had for Lennus III? I'd like to document them for the world.
 
HS: No, I don't mind discussing it. I had a setting in mind but it's hard to know where to begin explaining it! Okay, "Lennus" is actually the name of a satellite of planet Raiga. Lennus II tells the story of Lennus' opposing satellite, Eltz. The setting for the third game would have been Raiga itself. The story would have provided the background for why the people of Raiga built the two satellites in the first place. It seems a little silly to be telling this story now, 10 years after the fact, but... Let's see... Each of the satellites had a copy of Kormu,456 and were created as part of a field test... Now, how should I explain this... Okay, why were they doing these tests at all? Well, the Raigans, as a people - do you know what telomeres are?457
J: I do not.
 
HS: It's a part of the DNA in our genes that limits how many times a chromosome can reproduce, and the Raigan people are running out of time - they only have about 15 generation left. And then even if they reproduce, their children will just die. And when the people of Raiga learn that the end is near for them, one of the things they do is build these satellites, Lennus and Eltz, to experiment with new races. And that would explain why there are so many different races on these worlds, and why they're at odds with each other. Anyway, that's the background story of the series that would be uncovered during the characters' adventures in Lennus III. There were a lot more pieces that would tie it all together, of course... I wanted to deal with some issues of racism and such as well.
 
J: Did you keep any notebooks on Lennus III?
 
HS: All my printed documents from those days are long gone, but I still have a few files.
 
J: Back them up! It's so easy to lose data. Someday you might be able to make Lennus III for a modern system! 
 
HS: I will, I will. <laughs>
 
J: Which office layout are you drawing right now?
 
HS: The Lennus II development space in Iidabashi. I also believe I have a photo of this I can send you later.
 
J: Awesome! I'll put the photograph in your chapter.
 
HS: Of course. This took place at a very large apartment in Iidabashi. Here was the planning staff, while here was the programmers and CG designers. The producer was here in the middle, and I was over here, writing the scenario. This part here was just a conference room.
 
J: It sounds like quite a stressful project - to stretch from two up to four years.
HS: What was really bad was that before that, when I was writing strategy guides for Super Famicom games, I was 26-years-old and making 20 million yen a year. But once I switched to working full-time on Lennus II, my salary for the last few years dropped to 2 million yen a year. That really hurt! <laughs>

 
J: Quite a difficult chapter in your life!
 
HS: Not quite as difficult as my divorce. <laughs> But when we finally finished Lennus II - and we weren't sure that we ever would - it was extremely satisfying. One of my favourite film directors is Terry Gilliam, but watching his movies fail one after another really comforted me at the time. Like, "this is no big deal!"
 
J: It took you much longer to finish it, and when they were fan-translating, it took 10 years. Almost sounds like Lennus II might be cursed! <laughs>
 
HS: Well, I'm very grateful that they stuck with it.
 
J: You mentioned Legaia earlier, tell me about it.
 
HS: Another regret I have with Legend of Legaia - maybe my biggest regret - is the anime-style voices in the battle scenes. I despise them! But I was told that we needed it for marketing purposes, or something like that. So whenever I would play the game to debug or balance it, I'd always turn them off. I really hated them. The text I don't mind so much, but the voices... 
This is an aspect of Japanese game development I'm not fond of. There are so many things you "have to have". You have to have battle voices. You have to have a moe character.458 It makes it hard to create anything original. There's always a lot of: "Well, this is very popular, so you have to have this." It ends up feeling like everything's a copy of such-and-such anime, or such-and-such game, and I find that terribly disappointing.
 
J: Fans praise both the unique battle mechanics and the progressive story of Legaia.
 
HS: When I started writing the scenario for Legaia I had several goals. One was the elimination of "legends". Now, there may be people who think, "What?!" Because the game is called "Legend of Legaia", but this title was not my idea. The final decision was made by the producer when the release date was concretely decided. Personally I think there's a phenomenon called "Nausicaä syndrome", as in Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind.459 In other words... A legend or prophecy is introduced suddenly at the opening of the story. Because it's an absolute story transmitted into the world, it can't be denied. At the game's end, after various twists and turns, the hero who was at the mercy of fate ends up as a form of legend themselves. It's a common theme, right? Using a fixed form of story, such as fulfilment of a legend, I know it's convenient but... Don't you get bored with it? So I wanted to avoid it. In other words, everything is explained as it progresses, the hero lives in the "now".
And another thing, because I want to believe in humanity, there is no traitor Legaia. It's a technique that was frequently used in RPGs - "being betrayed from one's inner circle". The character who I thought was my friend turns out to be sleeping with the enemy. Certainly it seems shocking, but betrayal is a cheap selling point in stories. So the three main characters, Vahn, Noa, and Gala, never break apart.
 
J: Were you involved at all in Legaia 2: Duel Saga?
 
HS:
Legaia 2 was developed entirely by the studio that did the program development for the first game. We didn't get along too well because of issues like the ones I mentioned before - writing "inn" instead of pictures, adding in the anime voices - so ultimately I did not end up working on the sequel at all. I ended up on bad terms with the producer at Sony Entertainment, too. I remember I was in America working on some stories for Game Walker magazine, like covering the E3 show, and he contacted me to tell me he needed to talk to me, and when I returned he told me I was off the sequel, and I was like, "Why would you call me back from America to tell me that?" And we got in a big fight over it. <laughs>

 
J: Have you played Legaia 2? 
 
HS: No, no, no. <laughs>
 
J: It must feel strange to see a sequel by someone else. 
 
HS: Well, Legaia 2 isn't really much of a sequel. The developers never understood the world of Legaia to begin with - they didn't even use the most important part. And the game barely sold 1/10 of what its predecessor sold. The original Legaia sold very well in Japan. Sony pushed it quite heavily, with lots of TV commercials and such, but they didn't run any advertising for Legaia 2 - maybe just a few print ads in Famitsu. 
The focus of the first game was the mist - I know Stephen King's The Mist is quite popular now, but the idea of a world isolated by mist was a novel and interesting concept at the time. But nearly all of that is gone in the sequel. It just turned into sort of a fighting-game RPG. It doesn't have anything to do with my Legaia at all, so it's hard for me to see it as a sequel and not just a knock-off that uses the same branding. 
 
J: Right, the mist was a key story point in the original.
 
HS: However, at the beginning we didn't have the idea of using mist. In many RPGs the "final boss" is attempting to bring about the destruction of a peaceful world. Ultimately, after the success of the "hero" the crisis is avoided. In other words, there's no destruction brought to the world. But isn't this a weak motivation for the hero? Of course, I think the motivation to save the world from ruin is strong, and a story that doesn't have a sense of crisis is also a problem. So I wanted to make a story that started with a ruined and already dead world. 
Hence the story about the mist was born. Though with the specifications of the PlayStation it was difficult to express the mist. The PlayStation expresses everything only with textured polygons, and so the mist also had to be expressed with polygons. But if the number of polygons increases, the processing speed will be lowered accordingly. Thanks to our amazing programmer, however, the mist problem was gradually resolved.
 
J: Your next game project was the FEAR on PS2. I saw an advert and thought, "FMV on four DVDs!" So I bought it! 
 
HS: Thank you. the FEAR took about two months to shoot, and it was quite a challenge. At around the same time I worked on that, I was working on an actual movie, doing the screenplay for a film adaptation of the game Otogirisou.460 Yet the budget for the FEAR was actually several times larger than the budget for that movie!
 
J: With the FEAR, were you working at Enix?
 
HS: That was even more complicated! I was working from home, I was working in conference rooms at Akasaka, I was travelling to the shoot at Toei Studios over in  Oizumi-gakuen... With the FEAR we were making both a game and a movie at the same time, so I was constantly going back and forth between the two. 
 
J: At the end... The guy who was always smoking turns out to be the bad guy, and turns into that monster!
 
HS: Well, the basic plan was already completed when I joined the team, so the idea wasn't mine. A friend of mine who was working on the animated scenes asked me if I could come help, and I became one of the three writers on the project. And I started contributing to the game side of things, and writing the story, and gradually became one of the main people on the project. I ended up working with the director on the overall framework to integrate all of the story segments together. So I had the team doing the story segments while I was making the flowcharts that would keep everything straight.
What was so difficult about doing an FMV game is that everything is shot like a movie. Sets had to be made, and then everything has to be adapted to the finished sets. We had a two month shoot and the idea was to build the first set, shoot on it for one month, then break it down and make the second set, and shoot on that for the second month. But then there was a casting director who would force us to change all of our plans because such-and-such actress wasn't available on that particular day, and so on. The biggest problem was that right before production started one of the actresses had a scheduling conflict and could only do one month of shooting, so in the span of a week I had to change the entire plan so that we were shooting all of her scenes first, across both sets!
 
J: But you weren't directing it, you were...?
 
HS: Yeah, I was not the director. Technically I was just a writer on the project.
 
J: It seems the game only came together because of you?
 
HS: Yes, well... I don't mean to complain. It was a lot of fun to do!
 
J: Did Sony's content policies force any censorship?
 
HS: I don't remember much concern about that at the time. I wasn't very involved in the latter half of development, after the shooting, which is when Sony would have been more involved. So whoever was in charge then would have been the one to deal with that sort of thing. The actresses were all TV idols and didn't have much experience with gore, but... It wasn't a big deal.
For me personally the scariest parts weren't the gore and death scenes, but when you would turn around and that woman would be moving behind you... That was really scary!
Other stories... I remember doing the joke endings... I remember when a member of the cast had a birthday we had a little party and worked that into the story... One of the funny things I remember was that my work on the FEAR overlapped with my work on Otogirisou, and when I went to a shoot for that, it was the same assistant director, and we were both like, "Hey, what are you doing here?" <laughs>
J: Tell me about the screenplay adaptation of Otogirisou.
 
HS: Strictly speaking, I was involved in the story development, and the credit was for screenplay collaboration, I think?
 
J: That's only for the film adaptation of the original game?
 
HS: This gets quite complicated. First, Otogirisou was a game, written by Shukei Nagasaka, who was a very famous TV writer. And then he wrote a novelisation of it. And then the movie was an adaptation of that novel, and with each adaptation it was getting farther and farther away from the original game. The game and the novel and the movie tell radically different stories. The head of the film studio had originally been told to create a film similar to Paranormal Activity,461 and then figured that they had the rights to Otogirisou, and maybe that would work? But Otogirisou was a horrible fit for that style of film-making, and I hated that they shoehorned it into that. They hired me because I wrote for games, but... It was a total mess.
 
J: Were you a fan of the original game?
 
HS: Oh yes, it's a very nice game.
 
J: I interviewed the programmer on the original Otogirisou, Manabu Yamana.
 
HS: Ah, I know him well.
 
J: I believe on a lot of projects you weren't credited?
 
HS: An example of a game I'm not credited on is Toro Station, which is a download-only game for PlayStation platforms, featuring the character from Mainichi Isshou.462 As a writer on it, I wrote the scenario, and some of the news that Toro conveys. It's probably okay to talk about that. The service has been discontinued now, but you can still see videos of it on YouTube.
 
J: Did you work with Mr Akira Sakuma?463 He's very ill at the moment. He had a stroke in January...
 
HS: Yeah, since Konami absorbed Hudson he lost all his projects, and ran into some problems of his own. I don't think he's getting much work these days.
 
J: Momotaro Dentetsu is a long-running series, but it's never been released outside Japan.
 
HS: Yeah, it's one of the most popular series in Japan, and completely unheard of in America. Some of the Momotaro Dentetsu games are set in America, but the rest are set in Japan, and very focused on local things like regional foods that wouldn't translate well. Even the ones that are in America are based on a Japanese person's view of America, which would seem weird to Americans. But everyone plays it in Japan, and there are lots of children who say they've learned all of Japan's prefectures by playing it.
 
J: Have you seen any unreleased games in your career?
 
HS: There was a role-playing game called Metal Max: Wild Eyes.464 It started development in 1998, for... The Saturn, I think? No, the Dreamcast. It was an entry in a very famous series, a fully-polygonal RPG in which you rode around in tanks. Kind of like a science-fiction version of Red Dead Redemption, to use a modern comparison. It had a huge budget but everything about the project fell apart.
 
J: I know Metal Max, by Hiroshi Miyaoka.465 He's a close friend of yours?
 
HS: Yes, he was one of the senior students in the Waseda Mystery Club. He's working on a new title right now, so he's quite busy, but we actually went out to drink together just last week. I can introduce several of my friends:466
Tomisawa Akihito - lots of games, including Pokémon
Kazunori Nanji - CEO of Bexide.
Tadashi Takezaki467 - my best friend. He did public relations at Sega and is famous as a collector of Sega games - an evangelist of the Mega Drive and Dreamcast. Responsible for the direction of the hardcore homage game Segagaga.
Ryutaro Ito - main writer of Shin Megami Tensei. Familiar with myths, sports, and history, and made many games.
 
J: Thanks! What percentage of Wild Eyes
was done? 
 
HS: When I joined the project I was one of four people working on the story, events, and map design. Mr Miyaoka created the overall plan, and we divided up the various towns and dungeons among members of our team, to flesh them out. We were probably just under 20% of the way towards finishing our work. Well... The main programming was complete, the graphics were about a third of the way done, and very little of the script programming was done. But we were nearing the limits of our budget, and the Dreamcast market was shrinking rapidly.
 
J: What happened to the unfinished material? 
 
HS: I don't think much of it remains! At the time, the company had 25 employees, but now it's just the president and one employee - just two people.
If you want to know more about Metal Max, you can send me questions and I can get the answers from   Mr Miyaoka... If you send it in English I may be able to handle it. My English is quite bad but it's the speaking and hearing that are much more difficult for me.
 
J: Thanks! Any other unreleased games? 
 
HS: Hmm... Nothing really comes to mind. 
 
J: With games, a player interacts. There's debate about whether games should be for storytelling, like books and film, or if it should create its own unique interactive language and not worry about other media. Having written a movie screenplay and developed games, your thoughts?
 
HS: When I was in second grade, there was a World's Fair in Osaka.468 When people ask what videogames are like, particularly role-playing games, I always think the World's Fair is the closest comparison. We never encountered foreigners in our normal life, but at the World's Fair, there they were! And there are all these little pavilions you can visit, and each one is like another country, offering a completely different experience... Meanwhile in role-playing games you travel the world, visiting a variety of towns, and dungeons, and having adventures. And I think those are very similar experiences. At the expo, you're asking, "What can I get to eat in here?" and in games you're asking, "What sort of magic can I get in here?"... 
When I was making games I would go to Disney theme parks in Florida and Anaheim, and I learned a lot from that. They're visited by lots of people from all over the world, revealing what sorts of experiences have universal appeal and can be universally understood. There's a system to everything - maybe certain attractions have particular rules, but they're all fairly similar to each other. In a way, videogames are doing the same thing, just offering it via computers. 
A popular idea in this industry is that a good game is one in which every player is able to complete its challenges, but each of them is left feeling that they were the only person clever enough to do so. That's one of the secrets of game design, and something unique to games. But achieving this ideal requires very careful level design and management of the player's motivations.
Nowadays, the idea of "freedom" is a very popular trend in games. And while there are games like Grand Theft Auto which we think allow us to do anything, in reality they do not. We don't really want true freedom. Freedom is a good thing, and it's certainly something unique to games that does not exist in books and film. But the ideal is, through clever design, to provide us with that feeling, while guiding us onto the path that will give us the best experience. 
 
J: So would you say you're sceptical about the current trend of open-world games?
 
HS: In Japan, we talk a lot about "otsukaigata",469 particularly in regards to classic RPGs. You visit a town, you talk to the king, he sends you to get the golden sphere, you get the golden sphere, then onto the next town, where you talk to the next king, and so on. I've heard people call it the "seeing-eye dog era" of RPGs. But the appeal of it to creators is that you can make your players experience what you want them to. 
To answer the complaints of players who don't like otsukaigata, we add more freedom to games. But then you end up with games that are so open-ended no one knows what to do. Then you have Super Monkey Daibouken, with a giant map and nothing to do on it! I think proper level design really is necessary. But I certainly agree that within that, it's good to have things that the player can discover for themselves.
 
J: Where is the Japanese games industry heading? 
 
HS: There are a lot of layers to that question. One is that, right now, smartphone games are extremely popular, and posing a major threat to Nintendo. So everyone's copying that, coming up with new ways to monetise them. But the business model isn't based on Nintendo; it's based on pachinko games, which are very popular in Japan. It's all about keeping customers playing, getting them to put in as much money as possible. Console games have been on a very different path. Should we be adding social features and using their monetisation models? Personally, I love traditional console games, and that's what I'd want to play, but realistically, it isn't practical to make something like this nowadays.
The other hurdle is that Japan lacks the budget and production resources to make games at the scale America does. I'm talking about games like Grand Theft Auto and Red Dead Redemption. There just aren't many companies left in Japan which could realistically create something like that. 
As a freelancer, most of my work nowadays involves unifying social games with networks like Facebook, and I get some enjoyment out of using what I've learned in game development in crafting new social networks. Additionally, I may be getting an opportunity to work on a role-playing game scenario along the lines of these older ones, <points to his games on table> although that's not confirmed yet.
 
J: Good luck! Any final message?
 
HS: I can't think of anything in particular... I wonder... I feel like I said everything I wanted to say. <flips through papers> I believe we covered everything... If you have any follow-up questions for me, you can always contact me over Facebook. Thank you for your time. This was a lot of fun! <laughs>
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Aliens: Alien 2 - (MSX, 1987) - Graphics
Rad Racer - (NES, 1987) - Graphics
Cleopatra no Mahou - (FDS, 1987) - Graphics
Final Fantasy - (NES, 1987) - Graphics
Nakayama Miho no Tokimeki High School - (FDS, 1987) - Graphics
Hanjuku Hero - (FC, 1988) - Graphics
Square's Tom Sawyer - (FC, 1989) - Graphics
Final Fantasy Legend - (GB, 1989) - Graphics, Character Design
Rad Racer II - (NES, 1990) - Sound Effects
Final Fantasy III - (FC, 1990) - Sound Effects
Final Fantasy IV - (SNES, 1991) - Lead Game Designer
Hanjuku Hero: Aa, Sekaiyo Hanjukunare...! - (SFC, 1992) - Director
Live-A-Live - (SFC, 1994) - Director, Scenario Writer, Event Designer
Chrono Trigger - (SNES, 1995) - Director
Dynami Tracer - (Satellaview, 1996) - Producer
Final Fantasy VII - (PS1, 1997) - Event Planner
Parasite Eve - (PS1, 1998) - Director, Scenario Writer
Parasite Eve II - (PS1, 1999) - Special Advisor
Chocobo Racing - (PS1, 1999) - Director
The Bouncer - (PS2, 2000) - Director, Dramatisation
Hanjuku Eiyuu Tai 3D - (PS2, 2003) - Director, Producer
Egg Monster Hero       - (NDS, 2005) - Director, Producer
Hanjuku Eiyuu 4 - (PS2, 2005) - Director, Producer
Final Fantasy I & II: Dawn of Souls - (GBA, 2005) - Game Designer, Producer
Final Fantasy IV Advance - (GBA, 2005) - Supervisor
Musashi: Samurai Legend - (PS2, 2005) - Producer
Final Fantasy IV DS - (NDS, 2007) - Director, Executive Producer
Nanashi no Game      - (NDS, 2008) - Producer
Final Fantasy: The 4 Heroes of Light - (NDS, 2009) - Director
Ikenie no Yoru - (Wii, 2011) - Co-Director
Final Fantasy IV: The Complete Collection - (PSP, 2011) - Supervisor
Final Fantasy Dimensions - (Mobile, 2012) - Producer
Demons' Score - (Mobile, 2012) - Producer
Final Fantasy IV for smartphones - (Mobile, 2012) - Executive producer
Final Fantasy V for smartphones - (Mobile, 2013) - Executive producer
Final Fantasy IV: The After Years - (Mobile, 2013) - Producer
Final Fantasy VI for smartphones - (Mobile, 2014) - Executive producer
Final Fantasy Legends: Toki no Suishou - (Mobile, 2015) - Director, designer, writer
Holy Dungeon - (Mobile, 2015) - Writer
 
Interview with Takashi TOKITA
27 September 2013, Tokyo / Duration: 3h 23m + extensive email correspondence
 
This was one of the higher profile interviews of the trip, and I'd gotten in touch via Facebook of all things. A colleague had interviewed Takashi Tokita for an article in GamesTM magazine, and so we were all connected through social media. Tokita's major claims to fame outside of Japan are of course Final Fantasy IV, Chrono Trigger, and Parasite Eve; three highly acclaimed RPGs which, each in their own way, broke new ground upon release, and are still loved by Western audiences. For these he'd already been well interviewed, so a lot of my questions were based on his prior answers.
While I made a point of gleaning some information on these bigger hits, I wanted this interview primarily for the things he is seldom - if ever - asked about: Square's licensing of 20th Century Fox's Aliens property and the unreleased Famicom version; the infamous Tom Sawyer game for Famicom, with uncomfortable rendering of black character Jim; the multi-chapter RPG Live-A-Live; and various other esoteric oddities. Sadly, at the time, I was unaware of Tokita's role as producer on obscure Satellaview game, Dynami Tracer. Although many questions were later answered via email, this fresh topic seemed a bit too large to cover suddenly. Something for future interviewers to ask about! (He's also a super cool and fun guy to chat with!)
Furthermore, he joined Square during its ascendance into what was the company's first golden age, moving beyond poorly selling computer games and focusing instead on major role-playing hits for consoles. During this time he worked alongside all the greats, including Hironobu Sakaguchi, Nobuo Uematsu, Nasir Gebelli, and Hiromichi Tanaka.
Takashi Tokita's entry into the industry was somewhat unconventional, since he originally wanted to be an actor. Hearing his description of those early days proved fascinating; I brought an old issue of Comptiq magazine, with photos from 1987, while he brought his portfolio and set it out on the table before us. It's unfortunate we only had four hours! Also, for the first half of the interview we had a Square-Enix PR rep, Ayako Ikuta, monitoring the conversation...
 
JS: <notes objects laid out on table> This is amazing!
 
TT: In terms of specific titles, there may legal issues that make an open discussion difficult... So rather than discussing specific titles and features, I think it may be more interesting to have a general discussion about how the game industry has changed, and how the work I do has evolved over the years.
 
JS: There's an entire chapter on you. 
 
<discussion of Nico taking photos and lunch> 
 
TT: On the 20th floor of our building we have a lounge space, which is a selling point for us right now. We host a lot of things there, fairs and industry events, that sort of thing. Perhaps we could take the photographs up there?
 
JS: Fantastic, though we have to leave by 2 o'clock...
 
TT: I too am only available until 2 o'clock.
 
JS: We both have busy days! What was the first game you remember seeing?
 
TT: Like, a modern game? Or a board game?
 
JS: A videogame.
 
TT: The first one... <thinks> Well, it was probably one of the game machines at the top floor of the department store. I remember ping pong and Gunman. The ping pong game was Pong, which was very famous in Japan. But the one I really liked was the gun game that came after it, but used a similar program, in which you shoot at moving gunmen.470 After that, well...I remember a lot of arcade games, but there was a home console that let you play a variety of Block Kuzushi games on your TV.471

 
JS: How did you get involved in games - initially you wanted to be an actor?
 
TT: Yes, that's right. At the time, I was very into anime and manga, like Space Battleship Yamato,472 and that was how I first discovered voice acting. So I started performing in hopes of becoming a voice actor. I was actually a trainee in a theatre group when I was in high school, but after I graduated I moved to Tokyo in hopes of getting solo work. It was when I was looking for a part-time job to support myself that I found a company that was recruiting videogame designers. I had wanted to do something creative for my part-time job, and I really enjoyed drawing, so I thought making games would be interesting, and went in for an interview.
 
JS: That was in Roppongi?473
 
TT: Yes! You know a lot about me already. <laughs>
 
JS: I've read several interviews. You didn't mention the name of the developer - it wasn't Square. 
 
TT: They're no longer in business, but it was called "ZAP Corporation". We were mainly contracted by ASCII, to develop games for MSX and PCs.474
 
JS: Do you mean the PC-88?
 
TT: Yes. I'd barely had any experience with computers before I started that job, so I had to learn how to draw graphics on a PC-88 Mark II.
 

 
JS: Did you use a mouse or a light pen? Sega developers describe an enormous machine called a "Digitizer" they had. Please describe your set-up.
 
TT: Back in those days, none of those devices or software tools existed yet. I was just using a keyboard to draw, and pressing the space bar to change colours. At the very beginning of my career, we could only draw assets as 8x8 pixels, so we'd sketch things out on paper like this, and then divide then into small objects. But the horizontal and vertical ratios would differ for each PC platform, so like, we'd draw a woman that would look good on one platform, but then she'd look fat on another. <laughs>

 
JS: Can you recall any of the games you worked on at ZAP?
 
TT: My first project was an original puzzle-action game called Fairy for the MSX.475 We'd work in a team consisting of one programmer and two graphic designers, and when we were finished, the lady from accounting would compose the music. <laughs> The company itself was actually founded by the members of a band. The president was the guitarist, the drummer was the sales manager, and the accountant was the keyboardist. It was a pretty interesting company.
 
JS: How long did you work there, why did you leave?
 
TT: I was at ZAP for two years, starting as a part-time employee and eventually becoming full-time. The company was growing rapidly, and had started getting lots of contracts to do ports of arcade games and such. But that was gruelling work, and I was rarely able to create anything original anymore, so I was feeling a little stifled. 
Around that time I saw a commercial for Square's King's Knight for the Famicom,476 and I was really impressed with its graphics, so I decided to take an interview with Square.
 
JS: Were you nervous?
 
TT: Not at all. I had two years of experience at that point, so I was pretty confident. One of the programmers I worked with at ZAP was Manabu Yamana. Kan Naito was also a programmer there - he's now at Climax477 - I believe he was a student and freelancing. It's quite a funny coincidence that just as I was leaving to join Square, they were both joining a company called Chunsoft, to make Dragon Quest on Famicom for Enix.478
 
JS: The rival to Squaresoft, founded by Koichi Nakamura.
 
TT: Yes. I also went to a job interview at Nihon Telenet. It was the same year as my interview with Square.
 
JS: I interviewed Kouji Yokota, also an artist at Telenet.
 
TT: Yeah, yeah. <nods> But they needed a more anime style of art. Where is Nihon Telenet now?
 
JS: It does not exist anymore.479
 
TT: Oh really?
 
JS: Hmm... Do you still act in the theatre, for fun?
 
TT: Yes, sometimes! I will be doing some new acting, maybe next year?
 
JS: With a local acting community?
 
TT: Yes, with my friends.
 
<chit chat about author being a yachtsman, hobbies>
 
JS: You started doing graphics at Square around 1986... There's not much info for your earliest games - Rad Racer and Cleopatra no Mahou.480
 
TT: Actually, my very first game was this game here, Aliens: Alien 2. <picks up box>
 
JS: I've played this on the MSX. Square was porting it to the Famicom Disk System, but it was never completed. 
 
TT: I joined Square and I think one of the reasons why they decided to recruit me was because they wanted to develop this title for the MSX, and I had experience doing graphics for MSX. At that time, the planner for the game was Hiromichi Tanaka,481 the designer on Final Fantasy II and III, and also producer for Secret of Mana and Final Fantasy XI. The music and sound effects were done internally by Nobuo Uematsu.482
We were actually working on the MSX, Famicom Disk System, and a PC version, but we only completed the MSX version. What happened was that the MSX version was programmed in-house, but we used contracted programmers for the Famicom and PC versions, and they really weren't up to the challenge. I think ...PC-88, PC-98 and... FM-7?483
 
JS: So besides the FDS version, there's an additional three which went unreleased!
 
TT: That's right, I think so.
 
JS: May I have a look? Is this your personal copy?
 
TT: Yes, it is.
 
JS: Do you keep copies of every game you work on?
 
TT: Yes, I think I have copies of most of them.
 
JS: You did all the sprite work? 
 
TT: Yes.
 
JS: Looking at this screen, the alien is very detailed. Did you have the film, which you could pause, to look at?
 
TT: First I went to watch the film, because I had not seen it. Then I got some highly-detailed model kits to use as reference materials. I kept them on my desk and referred to them from time to time as I worked. 
 
JS: You weren't directly involved with the unreleased computer versions?
 
TT: No, I was just creating the graphics for these computer versions. Also, I did the "graphic comic". Due to the different specifications, the graphics needed to be redrawn for each version. I did the MSX version first, and then had to start over from scratch on the Famicom and PC versions.
 
JS: <rummages through Alien 2 box> You've got a T&E Soft disk inside your MSX box...
 
TT: That's a graphic design tool called Pixel 2. We used it to create MSX graphics data.
 
JS: Does this have the original graphics data on it?
 
TT: No, that's just the disk that the software program was on. It doesn't have any of my data on it.
 
JS: I was talking to a preservationist, and these old disks tend to develop mould. 
 
TT: That's awful!
 
JS: I'm not sure if Ikuta-san will say we're not allowed to discuss this, but the FDS version of Aliens was completed. 
 
TT: I think the Famicom version reached a stage between alpha and beta version, however the quality was quite poor. The programmer just... Didn't really have the skill to pull it off. He was holed up in the office, working at it night and day, but... Unfortunately, it didn't turn out the way we had hoped.484
 
JS: Someone sold the blue dev disks on Yahoo! Auctions; a collector named Yuki bought and put them online.
 
TT: Wow, so that leaked? Huh!
 
JS: Any interesting anecdotes from this first project?
 
TT: Well, it was a very famous film, and we had a lot of freedom to develop the title. I was only 20-years-old, so that was quite exciting for me. As for the project team, Hiromichi Tanaka was the director, and I was responsible for graphics, and Nobuo Uematsu was responsible for sound, and there were three programmers. So the team was only six people!
 
JS: Do you know how Square got the license?
 
TT: Oh, I couldn't have cared less about how they got the license back then. <laughs> But I think they only got the license for use in Japan.
 
JS: I think Acclaim had the license for America... You worked on graphics for other games, including Square no Tom Sawyer.485 There were a few artists on that, right?
 
TT: For Square no Tom Sawyer I was only involved in the early stages. In addition to myself there were two more graphic designers, so in total three.486
 

 
JS: <totally deadpan> I brought this screenshot from it.
 
TT: Oh no! Dangerous!487
<laughs> Looking back on this now, yikes, that's just awful! Did I do these graphics? I do not think I did these... I did design the Tom Sawyer character. This is just... wow.
This would be an issue today, but we didn't even have a legal department in those days, or any sort of standards and practices. Back then, companies weren't very concerned about social norms. The entertainment industry especially was very "anything goes". You're right, though, this is awful!488


JS: A different era. A colleague wrote an article on how the graphics on old games were traced from films. Everything is now more strict.489
 
TT: Mmm. <nods>
 
JS: When you worked on Cleopatra for FDS, were there a lot of technical differences compared to the Famicom?
 
TT: The actual output of the graphics was fundamentally the same, but the one big difference was the limited memory capacity of the Famicom Disk System. So we needed to get a little creative in crafting each scene.
 
JS: <shows Comptiq with company profiles on adjacent pages> It's Square and Enix! <everyone laughs> This is from 1988, so around the time of Hanjuku Hero.
 
TT:
<pointing to the picture> This is Nobuo Uematsu! And this woman worked as a planner on Cleopatra no Mahou.490 This is Kazuhiko Aoki, the producer of Chrono Trigger. It's incredible that they're all lined up like this. This turned out to be quite the prophetic picture! Where did you get this?
 
JS: A friend has an archive of old magazines. He gave me this because it's got all the old companies featured.
 
TT: Can I take a picture of this spread?
 
JS: I don't know - is it okay with your PR department if you take a picture? <everyone laughs>
 
TT: These photographs are incredible! It feels like destiny! <snaps picture> I'm going to send this to Nobuo Uematsu later.
 
JS: Must feel nostalgic seeing these.
 
TT: It sure does. What stands out to me is that everyone is in their 20s. In today's game industry, it's mostly the mobile games that are being created by people in their 20s. I think people of that age, who have the freedom to make whatever they want, create the most interesting games - the games that set the tone for each era of gaming.
 
JS: You're credited on Hanjuku Hero; tell me about that.
 
TT: Director Kazuhiko Aoki was the only one with a formal planning role, which was typical for the Famicom era. But really, everyone on the team contributed ideas to games. And we would often work together with the programmers to implement those ideas, make the effects for them, and so on.
 
JS: You were also involved with later games in the series.
 
TT: Yes, that's right. After we finished the Famicom version, we made a sequel for the Super Famicom. Aoki took the role of producer for that title, and I worked under him handling the scenario and battle direction.
 
JS: It's unfortunate none of them left Japan. Did you want to comment on the series?
 
TT: Well, the impetus for the series was that RPG games like Dragon Quest and Final Fantasy were becoming big hits, so we thought it might be interesting to see if strategy/tactics games could become the next breakout genre. We played a lot of Western PC games, but figured that for the Famicom, a graphical game would naturally be preferable to a text-based title. One game we encountered was The Ancient Art of War,491 which had incredible real-time graphics, and that was a major inspiration for us. We figured something like that could work quite well on the Famicom.
 
JS: I read an interview with Hironobu Sakaguchi, who said Square rented an apartment and everyone worked close together. Were you there?
 
TT: Generally the titles I worked on were developed in the office. However, the main programmer of Hanjuku Hero was actually a freelancer,492 and for the last month of development, we worked out of his house. We lived there throughout the week and only went home on weekends. That may have been the last title we ever developed in such a fashion. 
I remember cooking meals for the team - there were times when we needed to wait for the programmer to complete something before we could proceed, so I'd make everyone chilled ramen or something. We were all so tired of eating take out!
 
JS: Did anyone have any particular food cravings?
 
TT: Hmm, I don't think so. We were all young, and so busy with the game's development, that no one really cared what they were eating. But I do remember that when I joined Square I wasn't making much money. So I would go next door to Hoka Hoka Bento,493 where every day they had a rotating item for 280 yen - Nori Seaweed Lunch, Salmon Lunch, Friend Chicken Lunch - and eat that every day.
 
JS: In 1990 you're credited on SFX for Rad Racer 2 and Final Fantasy III. Bit unusual to go from graphics to audio? 
 
TT: It wasn't that I wanted to change my career path or anything. I guess I did get a credit for the audio in Final Fantasy III, but that wasn't my main job. I simply had some free time so they asked me to help. Back then Nobuo Uematsu was single-handedly composing for three or four different games, so they asked anyone who had free time to try their hand at making sound effects and gave us the tools to do it. The tools were very simple, we just experimented with different combinations and lengths of waveforms until we ended up with the sound that we wanted. And for graphics in which I had done the animation, I already had a strong sense of how I wanted it to sound. In addition to graphics I wrote down ideas, drew up images, and took part in every aspect of it, whenever I had a spare moment. Having the graphics teams do things like game testing and sound effects once they were finished with the visuals was a very efficient way to make games.
 
JS: Were there long crunch times at Square?
 
TT: In those days, it was expected that the staff would stay overnight working on their projects. However, we were paid hourly, so these sorts of crunch times were a great way to make money. We didn't have a QA department back then, so at the end of a project everyone in the company - everyone, not just the development team - would stay late playtesting it.
 
JS: A really small, close-knit team. It's so different today where everyone seems to work in isolation.
 
TT: That's very true. Even though we were a small team, we were all able to do better quality work since we had so much help from each other. I think small teams working together like this also helped give the company's output a very distinctive and cohesive flavour. It's like The Beatles, where you have John songs, and Paul songs, and ones where Ringo sings, and each of the members is so different, but you put them together and you have something that strikes a really fascinating balance of individual talent and collective style. And that's how I think about the Square of those days.
 
JS: I heard a rumour. Is it true Final Fantasy I and Final Fantasy II were developed at the same time?494
 
TT: No, they were developed separately. Although I think it is possible that ideas we weren't able to implement in Final Fantasy I ended up later becoming the genesis of Final Fantasy II. 
 
JS: Given your start date, you would have witnessed the birth of Final Fantasy at Squaresoft?
 
TT: The team was driven by a strong desire to go beyond Dragon Quest. Of course earlier than that there were games like Ultima and Wizardry, which a lot of the team had played. In a way those two are the origin of RPGs in Japan; Dragon Quest borrowed from them, adding in a Japanese manga art style, and Square set out to do something not yet seen in Dragon Quest.495
 
JS: I take it you were a fan of Dragon Quest?
 
TT: I wasn't really into RPGs at the time, but my friend Yamana-san, who I mentioned went to Chunsoft, started programming on Dragon Quest, and so I got into them. The first RPG which I completed was actually Dragon Quest II, and it showed me the potential of story in games. It's also when I became interested in RPGs.
 
JS: How does it feel always being asked about Final Fantasy? You've worked on so many different series...
 
TT: Well, I've worked on a lot of projects over the years; some big, some small, some successful, some not. And maybe I had a lot of those opportunities because of Final Fantasy. I think I was blessed to have both sorts of opportunities, to be able to work on a series as big as Final Fantasy, but also to be able to make smaller games as well. 
 
Ayako Ikuta: Please excuse me. <makes to leave room>
 
JS: Now we can start on the REALLY dangerous questions!
 
<everyone laughs>
Ayako Ikuta:
<laughing> Be careful!
 
<PR rep leaves; general chit-chat about the old games laid out on the table>
 
JS: Where's Live-A-Live in this collection?
 
TT: At home. The company's copy I gave to someone else, but my personal copy is at home. <laughs> Actually, my own copy of Live-A-Live was bought online, off Amazon. When did you play Live-A-Live?
 
JS: I used to import Japanese RPGs. I used my dad's drill to widen the American SNES cart slot.
 
TT:
<laughs> Take a look at this. It's called "Choro Q Chocobo Racing".496
<laughs> I think I was doing some sort of supervising. There was a collaboration with Choro-Q497 when we were working on Chocobo Racing.
 
<short break; discussion about rights issues>
 
JS: Can you recall working with Nasir Gebelli?
 
TT: Yes... He was the main programmer of Final Fantasy I, II, III and also Rad Racer, all on Famicom.
 
JS: Also Seiken Densetsu II on Super Famicom.498
 
TT: Yes.
 
JS: He's a mysterious character. He retired and lives in America, but is difficult to track down.
 
TT: Hmm. I believe he's the son of a very wealthy family. Like, from Saudi Arabia or something. Programming was basically just his hobby.
 
JS: He appeared at an Apple II Reunion.499 He's sort of a legendary programmer, and John Romero shot this incredible video interview.
 
TT: He was a very inventive programmer for his era. He didn't just sit down and diligently write out programs. Instead, he would exploit bugs in the hardware to get the results we wanted.


JS: Using glitches in the system to achieve a new effect.
 
TT: Yes, that's right.
 
JS: Can you recall examples?
 
TT: Back in those days, screens weren't divided into layers the way they are now. So to create the effect of moving along a road, he changed the display timing of the scanlines in a way that created a road-like effect by causing images to flicker in and out. 
 
JS: Producing a pseudo, or pretend, 3D effect.
 
TT: Correct.
 
JS: Let's discuss Final Fantasy IV; the years leading up to it, you weren't full-time staff but...
 
TT: ...a part-time employee. It was from Final Fantasy IV that I became a full employee, working as a game designer at Square.
 
JS: And your first task was helming the flagship series!
 
TT: I know! It was a bit surprising that the series director, Hironobu Sakaguchi, gave me so much responsibility. It was a big task, suddenly being given the role of game designer. I was involved in the script writing and my job was to bring the whole game together; building event scenes, joining up the maps, and so on. The main planning, scenario plotting, and overall structure. 
There were lots of staff on the project, and my role was to tie everything altogether. Our aim was to make it more dramatic, more focused on story, than the usual story-map-battle structure of RPGs, going back and forth between the overworld, towns, dungeons, and bosses.
 
JS: Were you nervous? This was on new hardware.
 
TT: As I mentioned before, our aim with Final Fantasy was to surpass Dragon Quest, which at the time was the biggest selling game in Japan. We wanted to beat that, so planned on taking the best parts from the previous Famicom titles, Final Fantasy I, II, and III, and balancing it to develop the strongest Final Fantasy yet - defining what the series is.
 
JS: Yes, pre-made characters like II, plus the evolved mechanics of III. 
 
TT: For the characters, each had their part in the story, and players could relate to them as they learned their backgrounds, or how they originated. 
I handled all of that, while another team member focused on battles or maps. Everyone was sharing ideas, with a sort of friendly rivalry that made the game better. 
JS: <nods> Right. I also read that Hiroyuki Itou500 was watching Formula One and that's how you came up with the Active Time Battle concept?501
 
TT: You know a lot! <laughs> He was seeing all the cars pass each other as they went around and around, and so we came up with the gimmick of different characters having different speeds to perform actions.
 
JS: I also read 75% of the script was cut?
 
TT: Yes. Originally the script was very long with a lot of dialogue and in the end, after trimming it, we only used around a quarter of the scenario - big sections were removed, but we kept all the important elements, so this made it stronger.
 
JS: Trimming it even though you had much more cartridge memory on Super Famicom compared to Famicom?
 
TT: Right, in fact the biggest difference between the Famicom and Super Famicom was the memory - both the cartridge size and the CPU memory. You could also have more sprites on-screen and new hardware effects.
 
JS: I read in a GamesTM interview that staff couldn't shower during the testing phase?
 
TT:
<intense laughter> Back then I was only home once a week! I had left the game running and gone home to shower, and when I returned it had frozen. There was a bug in the sound files, which would keep looping. Up until then we'd have one piece of music per area, but for Final Fantasy IV we'd have the music play at specific moments, to heighten emotions. So we needed to use a collection of TVs and go through each of the songs to find the problem. So yes, we weren't able to go home to take a shower whenever we wanted! <laughs>
 
JS: Between Final Fantasy IV, in 1991, and Live-A-Live in 1994, there's a three-year gap. During that time, were you working on Live-A-Live exclusively?
 
TT: In between there was Hanjuku Hero on Super Famicom. I'll put these game boxes in the chronological order here. <arranges table>


JS: Online English records are sketchy for Japanese devs.
 
TT: Japanese wikis aren't any better! <laughs>
 
JS: Let's discuss Live-A-Live. I could ask questions all day.
 
TT:
<laughs> But I have to cover a 30-year long career in one day! 
 
JS: Of course, we need to focus...
 
TT: This could take three days! <laughs>
 
JS: You described it as your eldest child because you were so involved.
 
TT: Yes, that's right.
 
JS: I felt a little sad, since Western journalists focus on Final Fantasy rather than your other titles.
 
TT: Yes, but it's thanks to Final Fantasy that I was able to do all of this. If you're going to be staying in Tokyo for longer, maybe I can adjust my schedule to talk about this some more.
 
JS: Live-A-Live is a masterpiece: it contains all the expected elements of an RPG, but in a very unusual way.
 
TT: Thank you. We had just completed Final Fantasy IV, and RPGs had become a massively popular genre. And   the other factor was the increase in memory size. We'd added in some elements of various movie genres to Final Fantasy IV and V, particularly from sci-fi films and westerns, and I thought it might be interesting to isolate each of those genre elements and make a little story around them. Also, doing it in an omnibus format would be a way to really emphasise the strengths of each genre.
We were developing Chrono Trigger more or less concurrently, so it was a time when we were experimenting a lot with how to take advantage of additional memory, as well as how best to approach long-form storytelling.
 
JS: The two games were developed in parallel?
 
TT: That's right. After Live-A-Live was completed, I joined the Chrono Trigger team for the latter half of its development period.
 
JS: Was there any resistance from management on the "select any chapter" structure of Live-A-Live? 
 
TT: Not really, no. The company had already made Romancing SaGa games with the "free scenario" system, in which you choose a character and begin the game from his or her section of the world. But one thing they did push back on was our original plan not to display the hit points of characters in battle. The idea was that characters would fall to their knees or look weakened to reveal the extent of their damage; we thought that would be more exciting than showing damage in terms of numbers. But management said no to that. I had the same idea for Hanjuku Hero - while games may need to use numbers internally, at the time I believed that games are more fun when the numbers don't appear on the screen.
 
JS: How forward-thinking - today lots of games do that!
 
TT: Yes, the idea is to keep the parameters hidden so they don't distract from the game's visuals, the way it's generally done in more action-focused games.
 
JS: Did you write the scenario for all the chapters?
 
TT: Not all of them, no. The scenarios for Genshi (prehistoric) and Kinmirai (near future) were written by the battle director, Nobuyuki Inoue,502 although I did the event design for those.
 
JS: Do you have a favourite chapter?
 
TT: Each of them is in a different genre, so picking a favourite is difficult - it's like picking a favourite child! But the Far Future chapter, in which we challenged ourselves not to include any battles at all, may be the most dear to my heart. I think we managed to capture something like the Resident Evilstyle real-time adventure games of today in an RPG framework with that one. 
I mentioned that exploring the various genres was an inspiration for the game, but another major inspiration was shattering the story-map-battle structure of RPGs. We wanted to have each chapter break that structure in different ways.


JS: When you say Resident Evil, you mean Biohazard?
 
TT: Yes, yes.
 
JS: My favourite chapter is also Far Future. As a kid I'd get frustrated with random battles slowing a game down.
 
TT: Yes, on the Far Future chapter we made the storyline the main focus.


JS: Were you influenced by films such as Alien for that?
 
TT: Yes, Alien, as well as 2001: A Space Odyssey. The common element of those two films is the fear that comes from being isolated on a spaceship. Between the very limited number of people you can relate to, and the themes of survival, it's a situation that's very rich in drama.
 
JS: Were there any planned but cut chapters?
 
TT: Hmmm... I believe we had planned to do those eight chapters from the beginning.
 
JS: Also, the Masaru chapter... Street Fighter, am I right? 
 
TT:
<laughs> Yes, the concept for that chapter was that we focus solely on battles. And getting Street Fighter II composer Yoko Shimomura to do the music for it only made it feel all the more like Street Fighter! <laughs> And the idea of defeating characters and then gaining their abilities, in order to defeat other characters, was very much like Mega Man, so you could say that was an inspiration as well.
 
JS: I get the feeling you were a fan of Capcom games.
 
TT: I guess you could say that. In those days, Capcom was the king of action games. Do you know the World War II arcade shooting game, 1942? And Commando? I liked those games. When I was at ZAP I worked on the computer ports, so I was playing a lot of Capcom games back then. 
 
JS: Really? You did the graphics for the PC-88 versions?
 
TT: That's right, for the PC-88 versions - well, wait... Commando... <slight confusion as we confirm the Western name of Senjou no Ookami>
I know I worked on the MSX version of that, and I think other versions too... 
 
JS: That's a difficult game - what was porting like?
 
TT: In those days we didn't even receive the original assets, so we got the arcade game, and had whoever was best at it play it while we made sketches, and that's how we'd do the graphics! <laughs>
 
JS: It happened in the UK too. For computer conversions they'd hire one or two guys, who'd play the arcade game while filming with a camcorder, then copy it.
 
TT: It was ridiculous, but in a way, having to copy games like that made me a better graphics artist, in the same way that cover bands become better musicians by copying other bands' songs.
 
JS: Was there talk of releasing Live-A-Live in English?
 
TT: At the time the Japanese release wasn't very...
Well, I think it sold about 270,000 copies. I think that would be considered a hit nowadays, but at the time they were comparing it to Final Fantasy, and deemed it a failure.
 
JS: Live-A-Live is unique. It's regrettable it didn't sell.
 
TT: Timing was a factor. I think it would have sold better if we released it before Final Fantasy... VI? If I recall correctly, I think the plan was to release it before FFVI, but we had a delay, and the release order got reversed.503
 
JS: Do you know about fan-translations?
 
TT: I have heard rumours about that.
 
JS: Several of your games have been fan-translated, including Live-A-Live. <shows screens>
 
TT: Oh, this is incredible. I've never seen this before.
 
JS: Some publishers work with fan-translators. XSeed purchased fan-translations for example. Might Square-Enix consider working with fan-translators to bring something like Live-A-Live to Nintendo's Virtual Console?
 
TT: Hmm. Well, I've been thinking about ways that we might be able to do more collaborations with fans on mobile platforms and the like. And I would certainly love for people to be able to buy Live-A-Live one day. I was hoping we could to do something for the game's 20th anniversary, like a remake or something, but considering that we've never attempted anything like that before, I'm guessing we don't even have much of the game's source code anymore. <laughs> But I think it would be fun to, like we were talking about before, work with fans to create a remake from scratch by just copying and copying from the original game.
 
JS: A lot of people work on fan-translations in their spare time because they love the games. Making use of them might be a way of bringing games to a wider audience.
 
TT: You know, with things like crowdfunding, I think we're entering a new era where fans who love something can get together and get something made that's for the people who already love it. It's almost the exact opposite of what traditional publisher-based marketing does, and I think that opens up a lot of new possibilities that I'm quite excited about. But this is a 20-year old game, and when you play it, it really shows. <laughs>
 
JS: What? The 2D pixel sprite art is still fantastic!
 
TT: I guess that's true. We made the characters quite large for the era. Personally, I'm quite a fan of it myself. Now that 3D graphics have evolved to a point where you can create film-like visuals, in a way, it's pixel art that feels more distinctly game-like. I wonder if younger users might find it especially interesting?
 
JS: If I understand the chronology, Live-A-Live was meant to release before FFVI, but ended up releasing afterwards, and after Live-A-Live you moved to Chrono Trigger? 
 
TT: As I recall, I think development on Chrono Trigger took something like two and a half years? It started after Final Fantasy V and Hanjuku Hero on Super Famicom, but was released after Final Fantasy VI and Live-A-Live... <laughs> So yes, right!
 
JS: I've read it came together by accident. Hironobu Sakaguchi, Yuji Horii, and Akira Toriyama, all famous by then, casually chatted about collaborating - a dream team?
 
TT: Exactly. It was a dream team combination of Final Fantasy and Dragon Quest. Of course bettering those two was not easy, as everyone's expectations were so high. <laughs> Ultimately it was able to stand on its own, distinct from both Final Fantasy and Dragon Quest.
 
JS: It started out for the eventually abandoned SNES CD add-on, the same as Secret of Mana,504 and you had to switch from a 24- to 32-meg cartridge?
 
TT: You are correct, yes. Chrono Trigger shifted to cartridge. Even so, we put a lot of effort into making detailed graphics for the game, and it was upgraded to a bigger cartridge, so it's almost like being on CD-ROM. <laughs>
 
JS: How did the creative process work?
 
TT: The creative process went like this: Hironobu Sakaguchi would compile Yuji Horii's scenario work while integrating ideas from the team, then I would take that and build event scenes. Before all the scenarios were even written, some character designs by Akira Toriyama and some of the sekaikan [world lore] had already been done. This in turn inspired us further. 
I was fond of the setting and I really enjoyed the humour. I mean, fans liked it because of the humour, right? The game's writing was still serious though, and Toriyama's art style could be both serious and funny as needed; his characters add a bit of whimsey and they're also full of energy. Of course we had to make sure the tone was always consistent.
 
JS: There seems to have been a shift towards comedy.
 
TT: If you compare all the various games at Squaresoft from that period, the Final Fantasy series is fairly serious, whereas already with the early Hanjuku Hero games, there were a lot funny characters being shown. For Chrono Trigger, the ones showing off are the villains. In RPGs it's the main characters who take the spotlight, right? But here even the bad guys get to shine, through Toriyama's art and funny dialogue.505 It was very amusing. <laughs>

 
JS: All the characters, not just bosses, were distinctive.
 
TT:
<nods> There were less characters than in Final Fantasy VI, so each had more screen time which I feel allowed everyone to be portrayed more strongly.
 
JS: I liked Frog; in the localisation he spoke like Shakespeare! Your favourite?
 
TT: Oh really? <laughs> Frog's backstory is quite dark, but his character design is very amusing. My favourite... Hmm... <pauses> Probably Ayla. Other games at the time were quite serious, and had characters struggling with complex issues. So I wanted someone that's taken at face value - something maybe a bit more simple. This would also allow us to play around with some more humour.
 
JS: Yes, in the Japanese she likes sake! Each has a distinct personality.
 
TT: Right! <laughs> Today games have voice acting and CG cinemas, but sometimes you should just let the player play it, rather than showing everything. You know? If you don't keep the story moving with interesting supporting characters and plot development, the scenario won't be memorable. Some big scenes can be conveyed through cinemas, but other things should be left to the imagination. <pauses> So in a way, I think having the main character speak only through his actions was a good decision.
 
JS: Right, Chrono is mostly silent. You've compared him to the "everyman" characters in Gundam and Evangelion.
 
TT: Having a main character speak will immediately predefine what kind of person he or she is. I've always felt it was a good thing the main character was just a regular person. As you point out, look at the heroes in popular anime, such as Shinji in Evangelion, or Amuro in Mobile Suit Gundam.506 As a viewer you care about them, and it should be the same in games - players should empathise with or feel for the struggling hero. But both styles are valuable and have their place.
 
JS: A lot of commentators just focus on the story, but mechanically it's also inventive. There are no random battles, for example.
 
TT: With the battles the screen doesn't shift over as a battle starts, so it was quite different to Square's other games back then, like Final Fantasy. Creating all the different situations that would initiate a battle took a lot of time - as much as the narrative scenes - and we really put a lot of effort in for those.
 
JS: You've previously described how the minigames were made, including the bike race.507
Can you repeat it?
 
TT:
<laughs> One of the coders developed a type of 3D display, and after spending a lot of time refining it he wanted to make a racing game - so the bike race came from that. He really worked hard on it. It was detailed and maybe could have spun-off into its own racing game. 
 
JS: This Live-A-Live office sketch has a lot of staff, but I've read that Chrono Trigger had more?
 
TT: Up until then, most of Square's games only had about 20 to 30 people. After the teams had finished FFVI and Live-A-Live, lots of staff went over and helped out, so yes... We had about 50 or 60 people involved, and I'd say at the height of development there was over a hundred people contributing.508

It was an exciting time! <laughs> I think we all had fun doing new things we'd never tried before. In terms of memory it was the biggest game at Square. At least regarding graphics, Chrono Trigger really pushed the Super Famicom's capabilities. 
 
JS: You made Parasite Eve in the PS1 era, when Square was experimenting; fighting, racing, shooting, plus a book adaptation. Did management encourage unusual ideas? 
 
TT: I think with Final Fantasy VII and Parasite Eve coming to the PlayStation, we suddenly had access to CG graphics and 3D gameplay that made for much more cinematic games. The company's main focus was still RPGs, but there was interest in seeing how these factors would work in other genres of games.
 
JS: Right, Tobal No. 1 and Ehrgeiz, plus Einhänder, and also Chocobo Racing. It feels like a second golden age, because Square were trying so many different things.
 
TT: Indeed. I think the first PlayStation was pretty much the peak of the games industry here in Japan. 
 
JS: Did you read the Parasite Eve novel by Hideaki Sena?509
 
TT: Yes. We read it and brainstormed what the best game we could make from it would be.
 
JS: Having played Parasite Eve I & II and The 3rd Birthday on PSP, I decided to read the book! I could only get about 30% of the way through. It's veeeeery slow.510
 
TT: The book was regarded primarily as a horror novel in Japan, but we felt the best path was just to take the essence of it and use that to make an Action-RPG with cinematic elements. At the time, Japan didn't have the level of 3D artistry we wanted in order to do the CG graphics, so we established a studio in Los Angeles with 3D artists from the film industry, and even hired game designers from the West. You could say Parasite Eve ended up being our first real worldwide production. Looking back on it now, we were really the only studio in the industry working at the cutting-edge like that.
JS: I'm impressed you created a game so well paced. The book's first 30% is so dull, whereas instantly <snaps fingers> in Parasite Eve there's the opera house where everyone explodes into flames! I want to understand the pacing differences between the game and the book. 
 
TT: Actually, my first pass at the script was much closer to the book - it was set in Japan, and followed characters who were involved in the medical industry. However, Hironobu Sakaguchi, who produced Parasite Eve, wanted to make a more fast-paced, Hollywood-movie style game. And I think that was the right choice. Having the Statue of Liberty in the game was very symbolic, and impactful, and easy to understand.
 
JS: Right, the location switched from Japan to New York. Was this to appeal to Americans, or did you feel it would be conducive to the game?
 
TT: Well, we were using American staff to make the game for the first time, so Parasite Eve was a real collaboration between Japan and Hollywood. That was a very big deal for us, and I think the biggest reason we changed the setting was that we wanted that symbolism reflected in the game itself.
 
JS: Revising it due to Sakaguchi-san, it became a very different style of game.
 
TT: That was a part of it, but I also think it was because we wanted the Western staff to be able to put their own stamp on the game, for it to be something they could be proud of as well. We worked on the game together 15 years ago, but I'm still friends with the staff on Facebook, and get together with them when I visit Los Angeles. Those who were working on Parasite Eve were all fans of Final Fantasy IV
and had grown up on it. <laughs> I know my English is far from perfect now, but it was much worse back then. Nevertheless, we were able to work together to create a game, and that gave me a lot of confidence that people from different backgrounds could collaborate together on big projects successfully. 
 
JS: You've said it was hard work because you had difficulty conveying details, even with an interpreter. You relied on drawing sketches, gesturing, and so on.
 
TT: It was certainly an experience that made me glad to be working in graphics, and not something that would have been harder to communicate. And I was glad that I was able to incorporate their ideas as well. It really ended up being a two-way street. It's harder to do in a large-scale project with high expectations, but one of the things I learned from that experience is that you don't always have to focus on hitting milestones and proceeding according to the original script and design documents. It's important to listen to the ideas of your staff and give them the opportunity to express themselves in their work too. 
In Live-A-Live, breaking the game up the way we did caused the teams assigned to each chapter to get a little competitive with each other, and I think that ultimately resulted in a better game. There was a similar dynamic in Parasite Eve, where we broke the new staff into teams to work on different scenes of the game, inspiring a friendly rivalry that ultimately made for more interesting results.
 
JS: Something which players noticed is the maternal themes in Parasite Eve. 
 
TT: Right, sure. One of the inspirations of the game, and of the original novel too, is how you can trace back the mitochondrial DNA of our entire species to a single woman. That led us to a female protagonist, which was quite unusual in those days. And since we all have mothers who loom large in our lives, as a powerful presence, we thought the maternal theme would make for a game that's interesting to both male and female players. 
 
JS: Only a few games had a female lead. Nintendo's Metroid, though it was hidden, Valis, Phantasy Star... Care to comment on why?511
 
TT: Well, that's because 70% of game players are male. But Japanese audiences tend to like female characters - cute female characters, that is. Like, Final Fantasy XIII has a female protagonist, so there might be more openness to that these days. Right now in Japan there's a manga and anime called Shingeki no Kyojin,512 and when I watch that, I'm struck by how there's absolutely no difference between how they depict the male and female characters. And that seems very popular among young Japanese now.
 
JS: How did Square acquire the Parasite Eve license? Why did they choose to adapt a book?
 
TT: I don't know the backstory, just that Producer Hironobu Sakaguchi suddenly brought in a copy and said, "Let's make a game out of this book." <laughs> I know that he read the book on an aeroplane, since he was going overseas a lot in those days. It was published by Kadokawa Shoten, which was publishing a number of videogame magazines in those days, due to the videogame boom, and I think that it may have been a part of a collaboration with them. For example, Live-A-Live was part of a collaboration with the publisher Shogakukan, who was launching a new game magazine at the same time. Game publishers and magazine publishers worked very closely together in those days.
 
JS: You directed The Bouncer two years later, for PS2. One of the earliest PS2 games, but critics were disappointed. Was the new hardware difficult?
 
TT: Indeed, compared to PlayStation 1, there was certainly a marked increase in difficulty working with the PlayStation 2. As for The Bouncer itself, it was already well into development when I joined the project in the latter half of its production cycle. I remember that it took a really long time to make.
 
JS: I'd like to ask about Square and Enix merging.513 Were you concerned, excited?
 
TT: Nobody had any idea it was happening until it was announced, including myself. So my first reaction was just... "Huh?!" <laughs> But it was a time when development budgets were growing dramatically due to the PlayStation 2, and I think it made sense to us that we would be in a better position as a company with two strong IPs - Final Fantasy and Dragon Quest - so in that sense, I was very excited that it might put us in a better position to pursue other projects.
 
JS: A former employee told me that when Square-Enix merged, a lot of games were cancelled. Over your career, how many have you witnessed? 
 
TT: I think in my career it's actually been a surprisingly rare occurrence. The most I remember was from the transition from PlayStation 1 to PlayStation 2, which was a difficult time for the company and for the industry as a whole. I think in that time we had two games that didn't make it out of pre-production. But losing a game in pre-production isn't really that big of a deal. I think it's much more traumatic to have a game cancelled at the beta stage. And I have had a little experience with that, but I understand why it made sense for the company at the time. I don't think it's necessarily a bad thing to cancel games before they're totally finished. I think when you try to push through a game despite resistance, you run the risk of making a bad game. In fact, at times I've been the one who decided to terminate projects of my own, and dissolve their development teams.
 
JS: Are you allowed to describe these?
 
TT: I can't really talk about specific titles, but the reasons often involve having to work with outside contractors, as opposed to internal staff. Maybe it no longer made sense to renew a contract with a group connected to the project, or maybe the timing just didn't work out to get the particular contractors capable of realising my vision for the project. The PlayStation 2 transition was certainly a time when a lot of hard decisions had to be made. 
 
JS: Any unreleased games at ZAP?
 
TT: ZAP... hmm... Yes, there were quite a few.
 
JS: Can you describe any of those? If they're unreleased, your words might be the only record...
 
TT: Well, I wasn't involved in the planning side of games at ZAP, so I didn't feel any particular attachment to the projects. When a game got cancelled, my attitude was like, "Sure, whatever." <laughs> I do remember a driving simulation game - well, more of a driving game, really - that got cancelled. I have a hard time recalling these cancelled games, though, unless they were very far along in development.
 
JS: We mentioned crowdfunding, and Keiji Inafune used it. Are Japanese developers talking about crowdfunding? 
 
TT: In this day and age, the internet gives people access to everything, new and old, whether the original, physical version of it is still available or not. Personally, I would love to see crowdfunding make it possible for old games like Live-A-Live or Chrono Trigger be remade. One of the challenges of making new games is that they're created with current marketing data in mind, but it's hard to know how the market might change after a year or two of game development. So as someone in traditional game publishing, I find the possibility of using tools like crowdfunding to stay engaged with the desires of the audience to be very interesting. 
In terms of the greater industry, I think we'll see more positive impressions of it once we start to see some major success born of crowdfunding.
 
JS: Would you want to propose a project?
 
TT: Well, I do believe that we always need to challenge new things in order to grow as developers, and it's hard to generate big hits that aren't born from something new. And I think crowdfunding may offer those possibilities. This is true for all forms of entertainment, not just videogames, but I think it's important to have systems that allow creators with more distinctive, less-mainstream visions to reach audiences who share their interests.
 
JS: The other benefit is it shows you the result in advance. It's not people trying to guess what others like. Some of your projects have been halted due to focus groups...?514

 
TT: That touches on the difficult question of what should a publisher be investing in? Because investing in game development is ultimately a publisher's purpose, right? Should it invest in what the customers want, or what the publisher wants, because the differences can be pretty significant.  And there's the larger question of who a company belongs to: Its investors? Its employees? Its customers? I'd like to see the possibilities of crowdfunding be a part of this debate. 
 
JS: I meant Nanashi no Game. Your inspiration was GDC, seeing a first-person shooter, and you wanted it released outside Japan, but a focus group put a stop to it? 
 
TT: The focus group...? <pause>
Nanashi no Game actually was released.
 
JS: But not in English, according to an old interview.
 
TT: Oh, that's right. Well, the game was strongly set in Japan. Unlike, say, Parasite Eve, the whole concept was a game based on modern-day Japanese horror, like the film The Ring.515 I don't think we could have released it in the West without extensive localisation. And, actually, that wasn't something that I ever seriously considered. 
 
JS: Does it have a special meaning to you?
 
TT: Well, the release of the PlayStation 2 and the Xbox made console development much more challenging. But I think it also created an opportunity again to create smaller, more experimental games for the Nintendo DS. Working on the DS was reminiscent of the era when we had the PlayStation 1 and the Super Famicom - I think more limited hardware ultimately drives developers to come up with unique and more creative ideas. The start of the Nintendo DS era was also when internet penetration was rapidly spreading worldwide, and I think we were focusing less on releasing big, worldwide hits and more on smaller, localised hits that incorporated aspects of regional culture. And I think that's part of the reason you don't see as many big, worldwide hits today. Although this isn't limited to just the game industry.
 
JS: Did you know in 2011 there was a fan-translation of Nanashi no Game?516
 
TT: I didn't know that.
 
JS: It's unfortunate the focus group said it wouldn't work outside Japan - it has fans.
 
TT: This is the first I've heard of it!
 
JS: If you're interested, I'll send you a web link.
 
TT: Okay, great. <laughs> I'm surprised, but more than that, I'm very happy to hear it.
 
JS: I wanted to ask your views on the future of videogames, and where Japan is heading.
 
TT: Well, let's see... Today in this interview we've relived around 30 years of history, and that's really reinforced for me how the fields of manga, anime, and videogames are unique within Japan, as being industries that were formed by young people getting together and creating whatever they wanted. By which I mean, just as manga and anime were created by young people putting their own spin on the existing art forms of novels and film, I think games are a new form of entertainment born from young people building off of manga, anime, and film. Yes, maybe these things existed before, but it was young people who came together and built them into major industries. 
Up until the era of the Famicom and Super Famicom, we had a shocking degree of freedom to create things. The company wasn't listed on the stock exchange, and we didn't have to worry about legal issues or focus groups, so we were able to work with total freedom. Now, 30 years later, everyone has access to PCs and the internet, and the barrier to making games is so low. There are as many apps out there as there are stars in the sky. I'm struck by what a new era it is, in which anyone can make games.
 
JS: Recently you've been credited as a producer. Do you miss the days of being hands-on?
 
TT: Well, being a producer doesn't necessarily mean I'm strictly in a supervisory role. Depending on the project, it may include hands-on work like directing the game or writing the story. That said, I definitely do miss the days of my youth, when everyone was working closely together, excitedly sharing ideas in an atmosphere with a lot of freedom, making good games that were well-received. That's an experience that I'll never forget.
 
JS: Is there anything else you wanted to comment on before we finish?
 
TT: I don't know that I've ever had a chance to go through my entire career like this! <laughs> I'd never actually intended to make a career out of games - it was originally just a part-time job. But for as much as the industry has changed over the years, the fundamental essence of game creation is one thing that remains the same. And looking back on it, I think that's how I've been able to do this for 30 years. And I'm very grateful for that. Although I certainly never could have anticipated the emergence of things like crowdfunding! 
I think it may be only a matter of time before crowdfunding gives rise to the next evolution of the entertainment industry. I have similar thoughts about free-to-play; I believe we're entering an era in which everyone will be able to play games matched to their exact preferences. I think a service that distributes games through a combination of crowdfunding and free-to-play would probably be ideal.
 
JS: A brave new world.
 
TT: I think the Japanese manga industry is already a pretty good example of free-to-play. Various manga are released weekly in large collections, funded by advertising. So are televised dramas, and films, to an extent as well. 
 
JS: Right, TV is free to watch.
 
TT: Yes, that's probably the original free-to-play in Japan.
 
JS: Did you want to talk about any of your more recent games, such as Demons' Score?517
 
TT: Well, as nostalgic as it is to talk about some of these old titles, I suppose I should be doing some promotion for my current game! <laughs> With Demons' Score, my goal was to make a mobile title that could be enjoyed for a long time. If you have time, I'd be happy to tell you more about it.
 
JS: Japan is undergoing a shift, more and more, towards mobile content.
 
TT: Yes, I think that's right. Well, mobile and browser games. Because it's such a low-risk platform to develop for, it's easy to try new things, so we have increased our mobile game output considerably.  
 
JS: Does it make the work more fun?
 
TT: I think so. You have shorter development cycles, freedom to challenge new things, and the games can be made by very small teams. It allows for very nimble game development. And as I mentioned before, I think hardware limitations inspire creativity.
 
JS: Some of the best ideas come from limitations.
 
TT: I think the challenges that come from having to work around them results in particularly impactful games.
 
JS: Do you play games for fun these days?
 
TT: Yes, but not very heavy games. Something like Mario Kart. <laughs>

 
JS: I read that you were thinking of, or hoping, to run a bar after you retired, in order to work with the customers. Have you picked out a name?
 
TT: I did say that, but the game work hasn't dried up at all! <laughs> So I think that's still a few decades down the road.
 
JS: It sounded like a nice way to unwind after a busy career. Sounds like fun.
 
TT: Well, part of it is that I do like drinking. But getting everyone together and brainstorming ideas, or discussing various aspects of the project over drinks has always been my favourite part of working in a team. <laughs>
 
<we wrap up and move outside for photos>
 
Nanashi no Game 
 
In 2008 Square-Enix released Nanashi no Game, a survival horror for the Nintendo DS. It was followed in 2009 with Nanashi no Game Me, also for DS, and two side releases on DSiware. The title is a pun, as "na-nashi" means nameless, but "nana-shi" means seven-death, as in seven day death. The series is a clever blend of horror and nostalgia, combining two different games into one. The series was never localised outside of Japan, leaving them relatively obscure. The first sold 60'000 copies, exhausting the supply.
The first title has a simple premise: a cursed videogame exists, and anyone who plays the game will die in seven days. While this might sound like a cheap rip-off of The Ring, this idea is not new. Items that doom the user go back a long time, from H.P. Lovecraft's Necronomicon to the Ark of the Covenant in the Hebrew Bible. The designers took this well-known premise and created something special, and it's effectively two games in one.
 
~In memory of~
 

 
 
 
 
ISONO, Hiroo
 
 
1945 ~ 28 May 2013 (around 68)
 
Isono was born in 1945 in Aichi Prefecture Japan. He graduated from Aichi University of Education 1968. From 1970 he worked for a corporate design studio and started his career as a freelance illustrator.
Isono's work, with its nature themes, whether jungle, forest, or tropical, is filled with a serene atmosphere, with the strength and appeal of nature's wonder. He has travelled to various places such as Yaeyama Island, Aokigahara ("Sea of Trees") near Mount Fuji, Yakushima Island in Japan, and he made long awaited journeys to the Solomon Islands, Amazon, North America, Kenya, Tanzania, Papua New Guinea, New Zealand, Australia, Canada, and other forest regions.
The corporate calendar using his artwork received an award at the Japan National Calendar Exhibit.
Isono has had his artworks published in many art books and licensed products, notably Squaresoft cover illustrations. He's had many art exhibitions in Japan.
 Reprinted from www.art-licensing.com
 
~In memory of~
 

 
SAKAI, Akio
 
 
Unknown dates
 
Since the start of his employment at the fledgling Capcom, he was expected to become the head of the three project managers of the development department: Fujiwara, Nishiyama, and Okamoto. His demeanour was strict. The fact that the three project managers are talented game creators is apparent from their works and actions; however, the three were still young.
Sakai was a versatile producer that gained experience outside of the gaming world. He organised several collaborations between games and manga, and strongly cooperated on projects such as Strider Hiryu, Destiny of an Emperor, and so on. After Nishiyama and his staff left Capcom, it was said that the polarisation between Sakai and Fujiwara versus Okamoto intensified. 
He was the producer on the Hollywood movie version of Street Fighter (1994). 
He then took part in establishing various businesses and companies.
He was the producer on the Square movie Final Fantasy (2001).
He also took part in establishing Nd Cube, and the starting members often lamented, "Sakai's ideas have no basis." Even so, he would push through proposals. Sakai had the momentum.
In the gaming world back then, there were several "industry sharks" who were able to amass funding, and Sakai was one of those distinguished people.
A while ago, I heard from people that he had passed away due to illness.
Kouichi YOTSUI, creator of Strider
 
 



GEBELLI, Nasir
DOB: 1957  /  Birthplace: Iran  /  Blood Type: *secret*

From MobyGames:
Sirius Software was founded in 1980 by Jerry Jewell and Terry Bradley. Nasir Gebelli was the first royalty based programmer. Nasir and Jerry created the first graphics editing package for the Apple II computer, called E-Z Draw. The company grew quickly and had sales of over $4 million in just 2.5 years. Sirius' leading game titles included Space Eggs, Bandits, Repton, Epoch, Gorgon, and many others. As the head programmer for Sirius Software, Nasir helped propel the company's profits into the millions. Nasir was extremely prolific, churning out 12 games in one year alone. 
Nasir didn't like the way Sirius was being run and decided to leave and start anew, creating a new company, Gebelli Software, which produced and published a small number of titles. Poor marketing and the videogame crash of 1983 bankrupted this company. Nasir retired from developing videogames and went on a tour of the world. He returned to programming games two years later, working for Squaresoft.
Sirius Software
 
Both Barrels - Apple II (1980)
Star Cruiser - Apple II (1980)
Phantoms Five - Apple II (1980)
Cyber Strike - Apple II (1981)
Gorgon - Apple II (1981)
Space Eggs - Apple II (1981)
Pulsar II       - Apple II (1981)
Autobahn - Apple II (1981)
 
Gebelli Software
 
Horizon V- Apple II (1981)
Firebird      - Apple II (1981)
Russki Duck- Apple II (1982)
Zenith - Apple II (1982)
Neptune       - Apple II (1982)
ScubaVenture - IBM PCjr (1983)
Mouser - IBM PCjr (1983) 
 
Squaresoft
 
Tobidase Daisakusen / 3-D WorldRunner - (1987, FDS)
Highway Star / Rad Racer - (1987, FC)
JJ: Tobidase Daisakusen II - (1987, FC)
Final Fantasy - (1987, FC)
Final Fantasy II - (1988, FC)
Final Fantasy III - (1990, FC)
Rad Racer II   (US exclusive) - (1990, NES)
Secret of Mana - (1993, SFC)
 
Brenda Romero was one of the backers for my original Kickstarter book, so when I discovered that John Romero had interviewed Nasir Gebelli in 1998 and recently put it online, I sent some printed previews from Volume 3 and asked if I could transcribe and publish it. John Romero replied, granting permission and providing two photos of Nasir from the early days, including one alongside Steve Wozniak (most archive photos of Nasir are from Softalk Magazine, 1981).   Mr Romero's interview is hugely significant because he's seemingly the only person to have interviewed Nasir Gebelli - twice in fact! - which is surprising, since Mr Gebelli was a key figure in establishing Squaresoft as a dominant RPG developer, programming the first three Final Fantasy titles and also Secret of Mana. Which is to say nothing of his earlier work on Apple computers! Without doubt Nasir Gebelli is a legendary figure in both the West and Japan. This interview is 20 minutes long and nearly 20-years-old, but around May 2017 a new 3-hour interview was conducted and should be available at some point. Be sure to follow John Romero on Twitter.
 
Nasir Gebelli Interview - Apple II Reunion Party - 8 August 1998
 
Interview between Nasir Gebelli, co-founder of Sirius Software and Gebelli Software, and John Romero, then president of Ion Storm. It's available on YouTube with the description: "John Romero hosted an incredible Apple II Reunion at the Ion Storm offices in Dallas, Texas, on 8 August, 1998. Many well-known Apple II game programmers attended and were interviewed. This is John Romero's informal interview with the legendary Nasir Gebelli."
 
JR: So you moved to Florida and started doing the "secret" PCjr game stuff.518

 
NG: I did two games for them. Did the first in Boca Raton.519
They were original games. One of them, I don't remember the name, but it was an underwater game.520 It was when PCjr came out - they had four or five games, and two of them were my games. I don't remember the name of that underwater game, but it was an interesting game.
 
JR: So you did two of the first five?521
 
NG: Right. Did two of those, and then I just took off. I just... Left everything and didn't want to <laughs> have anything to do with computers.
 
JR: Got out of the whole computer thing.
 
NG: Yeah, sort of. Moved to LA.
 
JR: Did you have plenty of money and didn't have to work?
 
NG: I didn't have to worry financially. I just wanted to move around, and met some interesting people, and just went to LA and met someone there. They happened to be from Boca Raton and invited me to Boca Raton. So I was like, "Oh yeah! Tomorrow I'll be there." I met someone in Paris and OK, I'm living in Paris for a month! <laughs>
 
JR: <laughs> That's awesome!
 
NG: I ended up travelling a lot. In Europe. Actually I was mostly in Europe, and spent a lot of time in Singapore. <laughs> Before all that Nintendo stuff came up.
 
JR: That was Doug Carlson522 who got you hooked up?
 
NG: Right. I remember I was back in LA, and I'm not sure for what reason, but I was still in touch with Bill Budge523 and Doug Carslon. Because at one time he wanted to form a company and we all got together, but that fell apart because... I don't why. It probably wouldn't work anyhow. Because Bill likes to do his own thing...
 
JR: Just like you like to do your own thing. <laughs>
 
NG: Yeah, so it probably wouldn't work anyhow. But I did come up to visit Doug, and he showed me some of the games that he had in Japan.524
 
JR: Like Mario Brothers or something?
 
NG: Well, something like that, by Nintendo. 
 
JR: This hot new thing, hot new system.
 
NG: Right, right! It was an interesting system.
 
JR: Six-five-oh-two? (6502)525
 
NG: Six-five-oh-two! <laughs> Something that I know! No problem, give me mini-assembler526 and I'll be set. So I met the Square people in San Francisco.
 
JR: So Doug knew the Square people, not Nintendo?
 
NG: Doug knew the Square people. Well actually, Doug had somebody who worked for him, and she knew Square - I think she was a distributor for Japan or something527 - and Square's people came to San Francisco to visit.
 
JR: They were just starting then, right?528
 
NG: They were. When I went to Japan I found that they only had something like one game and they had two programmers. One or two games... Only one I think.529
 
JR: Was that before Final Fantasy I?
 
NG: Yes. Way before that. It was a small company - which I like. Actually, the development system was pretty much like Apple with its mini-assembler - there was no assembler or anything.530
 
JR: Did you ever use Merlin531 or anything like that?
 
NG: No. Always mini-assembler. All the time that I did Apple programming I never had a printer to print flow charts, or do anything. 
It was much easier to do it in my head, because I was able to do it fast. If I were to do a game for one month, or a couple of months, I probably couldn't finish it because I would forget all that stuff in my head. <everyone laughs> I had to be fresh or I have to go and break my own code to see what I've done.
 
Attendee: Tonight you were surprised so many people knew you. You said, "I didn't realise there was this many people playing my games." How does that feel? 
 
NG: Well, first of all, I'm just honoured, and it's amazing to me that this many people remember. When John [Romero] first contacted me, it was so nice the email that he sent. I could not believe it. First of all I was away from the game business, I knew of his work, but I didn't know him by name. And when I found out who this guy is, writing this nice email to me, I was just amazed. I thought that I just did some work, entertaining people, and it's forgotten by now. And actually John knew more about me and my games, actually my work, than I do. He still does. All the stories.
 
JR: <laughs> That's why people became game designers - they played your stuff. They had to learn somewhere. Many things were said to be impossible, until you did them, and then everybody was like, "OK let's implement full-screen scrolling."
 
NG: So many of the people I'd never met before, but knew some of their work. Actually the only people I knew from the business are Bill Budge and Doug Carlson. I met Steve Wozniak. And that was pretty much it.
 
JR: You were just too busy working? You didn't go out...?
 
NG: No, I wasn't hanging around too much in the business. I would do my thing and try to finish it, and try to take a couple of weeks off at least, to forget. Because otherwise I couldn't finish - I could never finish a new project if it was up to me. I never ever think a project is finished, even if people tell me it's finished. I always think if I spend one more day thinking about it, I can figure out a way to do something more interesting.
 
JR: So you luckily got in with Square at the very beginning. What made you want to work with those guys?
 
NG: Well, they invited me to Japan. I've never been to Japan, so they said: "Just come on over and let us take you around." So once I went there, Miyamoto the owner...
 
JR: Shigeru Miyamoto or a different Miyamoto?
 
NG: No, it's a different Miyamoto.532 He's the Squaresoft owner. I went and visited him. So he takes me, after 10 or 14 hours of flight, he takes me right to his office. I check out his office in the downtown Ginza area. It's a pretty nice office, and I'm looking at the products, and they have one game and a pretty good set-up. But not much is happening there. They were starting out and they talked about doing the games, and I didn't promise them anything. I said give me a machine to work on.
 
JR: You told them how you like to work at home?
 
NG: Right. And I stayed there I think for, in the beginning, for a month? And worked just on their machine533 - just learning - before I decided to do any contract with them. And what I worked with, it reminded me pretty much of Apple. It was a simple machine, but sophisticated enough for its time that you could create things that I hadn't seen. They showed me some of the games that were out there, and I thought there was room to do some new stuff, some new tricks. That's basically it. The first game that I did, I think it was WorldRunner,534 or something like that. It's the 3D maze and jumping guy, trying to jump over towers, and items, and stuff like that. So basically I was trying to find a routine to do 3D stuff fast on the Nintendo, and we turned it into a game. That worked pretty good, and we did a 3D version of it.535
 
JR: That was your first project?
 
NG: My first project at Square. I think we did Rad Racer next. That was similar to an arcade game that was out there.536 That 3D road going up and down, that hadn't been done for the Nintendo at that time. So that was kind of challenging to do - something new. 
After those two quick games we decided... Well, they wanted to do a Final Fantasy type game world. An RPG game. It was totally different, because before I'd do everything myself - from artwork on the screen to programming, and all that stuff, and put it together. This was different, this was not something that I could do just by myself. Especially when they wanted to do all these messages on the screen, and they all have to be Japanese. <laughs> I didn't speak a word of Japanese! 
 
JR: You worked with others on that team?
 
NG: Yes.537 They had many designers, character designers, and they hired a cartoonist. It was the first time they got a real team together, and we worked with Hironobu Sakaguchi, and a couple of in-house programmers. The original two programmers that they had, I think they quit after a while. It was too much for them.
 
JR: It was a big old project.
 
NG: It was not only that. Back then, in Japan, nobody wanted to be a programmer. Nobody thought they could make money programming games. Everybody thought the money is in hardware, not in software. But later on everything changed - now everyone wants to be in software. They want to be a game designer.
 
JR: Do you know about the FFII coder who wouldn't fix the Ultima spell? Supposedly, Hironobu told him to fix it and he refused, saying it shouldn't be overpowered.538

 
NG: There were one or two other programmers added to the team to help out and they did part of the fight scenes I believe. I'd never heard that story before; if they had told me, I would have taken care of it.
 
JR: I heard that when you went to Square the programmers there knew who you were?
 
NG: Yes. Well, actually there's this funny thing. I went there, Masafumi Miyamoto introduced me to them, and they asked me what games I worked on. I told them I did some stuff on Apple.
 
JR: Some stuff. <laughs>
 
NG: And they said, "Do you know 'Nasha'?"
I said, "No."
They said, "Yeah, he has written many games for Apple. His name is Nasha."

      They had called me Nasha!539 So I had said, "What games?"
"Like, Space Eggs," they replied.
So I go, "Oh, I wrote that."
And they say, "Oh, you're Nasha?!"
So they found out. They'd played all my games, and they knew the games. <laughs> They went pretty nuts! Actually they were the ones that... They were working on a new game, and somehow before that game was finished, they quit.540 For whatever reason. So I was stuck with Square by myself.
 
JR: Doing the first Final Fantasy by yourself?
 
NG: Well, no, actually. With Final Fantasy... At the time of the first Final Fantasy they did hire programmers, and they hired graphic designers, so it was actually a team working on it. But still, it was kind of challenging for me to work with a group for the first time.

 
JR: Exactly, you don't get to do the graphics, or the sound, or story. You're the programmer. 
 
NG: Right, right. Yeah, I get to program and I don't have to worry about all that stuff. <laughs> It's kinda cool. But the only difficulty for me was timing. I like to work at certain times, and I just don't like waiting for the others to be finished. Because if I have to wait for two weeks, or even a month, then I might forget what I've done. Because I don't write down anything - everything supposedly is in my head. I could lose all that information pretty easily. But we overcame that by the time we wrote Final Fantasy II for the NES.
 
JR: You did the first, then you did Final Fantasy II in Japanese? Because IV was renamed II in the US.
 
NG: The problem is... Well, it's not a problem. But each of those Japanese games, you have a Japanese version, an English version, and a European version. The Japanese to English was totally different. The European version was also different because of the PAL system - you had to change the timing.541 Not only that, we had a 3D version, not on Final Fantasy but on the other two games. On Rad Racer for example, we had like six different versions. One for those LCD 3D glasses that had just been produced.542 One for red and blue 3D glasses. So we had so many versions of them, that I don't remember which is what.
 
JR: That is a lot of code maintenance!
 
NG: Also the name changes from English to Japanese. One of the games was called Tobidase Daisakusen.543 I remember that just because it sounds like, "to be the same, die suck face!" <everyone laughs> Or something like that. That's how I learned my Japanese, trying to remember something that rhymes with it.
 
JR: Was Secret of Mana your first SNES game?
 
NG: For Super Nintendo? Yes. I think it was, let's see...
 
JR: A lot of time between that and your NES games.
 
NG: Yeah, Final Fantasy I and Final Fantasy II, and the English and Japanese versions...544
 
JR: Did you leave again? <laughs>
 
NG: Probably! The first two games I did for Square, I think I had maybe a few months in between for vacation. After that I think at least a couple of months, three months, before and after Final Fantasy, and then it got longer. Like if I worked on a game for six months then I'd need a break for at least six months. <laughs> Double it at least or something like that. And the last one, then I took a long vacation. <laughs>
 
JR: When you take a vacation you're not working, right?
 
NG: Right. Well, I do work. I don't "work" but I did some other stuff besides games. I got involved with doing or making movies and stuff like that. TV production. Experimenting with other things. I'll still once in a while get into it, whether it's PC or silicon graphics, just playing and trying to see if I can motivate myself.
 
JR: See what you're going to be excited about next.
 
NG: Right, exactly. There's so much new stuff that's coming up. I would like to work on something that's going to come out a couple of years from now. So I could take maybe about a year just thinking about it. <laughs> What do I want to do with it?
 
JR: We're waiting to be blown away by Nasir again.
 
NG: Well, I don't think you'll be blown away by me. <laughs> You'll be waiting for a long time.
 
JR: When I saw Mana, I was! I put the cart in, it says Programmed by Nasir. "Oh my god!" The birds flying across, that ring-menu, how fast it was. It was perfect.
 
NG: Well, it's very nice of you even to remember my name. <laughs>
 
JR: No one will ever forget. No one else was called Nasir.
 
NG: Nobody had that weird name.
 
JR: And it was on so many games too. I played so many games, they're all Nasir games, you know?
 
NG: I never thought people would pay attention to who wrote the game. They'd just play them in the old days. 
 
JR: Well they do. Look at the programmers at Squaresoft when you first went there. They knew who you were - in a different country.
 
NG: Right, right. It's pretty amazing, doing something that you like, and you get paid for it, and people remember you. <laughs> What else can you ask for? That's as good as it gets.
 
JR: So you're kind of on vacation now?
 
NG: A kind of vacation, waiting for the next motivation to start another project.
 
Hironobu Sakaguchi on Final Fantasy I
- By Kevin Gifford, 21 Dec. 2011 
 
Seeing as Ziff Davis shut down 1UP.com, erasing countless interviews which were never archived, here's one which I managed to save:
--- --- --- --- ---
The core FF project team was completed when Square's president hired Nasir Gebelli, an Iranian-American programmer who'd achieved fame in the early '80s with games for the Apple II computer. "I was a huge fan of his," Hironobu Sakaguchi said. "When the president brought him to the company, I was all, 'Wow, it's Nasir, let me have your autograph!' It was the first time he had programmed anything like an RPG, though, so it was tough. I had to explain basically everything about how an RPG worked. I'd say, 'The character's hit points go down at this point,' and he'd reply, 'What are hit points? If he's hit, why doesn't he just fall down?' After a certain point, I gave up explaining everything and just said, 'Don't worry about it, just code it!' Maybe he wasn't completely convinced, but he did a great job getting a lot of performance out of the hardware. He liked coding these software demos on the side and surprising people with them; he'd come up with something new every week or so. I kind of wished he would concentrate on work more, but his demos helped keep the staff motivated, so I couldn't complain too loudly."
 
How many Rad Racer?
 
There are surprisingly few online resources discussing this, but Nasir Gebelli was absolutely correct - there were at least six variations of Rad Racer! The original Highway Star could be toggled into 3D mode with select button, producing a normal-coloured but alternating left/right image, for use with the LCD-based Famicom 3D System. This was abandoned for the Western NTSC and PAL releases, which could only be toggled into a red/blue 3D mode. Also the PAL version was optimised for 50Hz; attempting to run it on a US machine produces glitching. So there would have been six variations to program! 
Famicomworld.com has a nice explanation: "The Famicom 3D System was designed to give a three-dimensional experience on specially programmed cartridges, such as Highway Star (AKA: Rad Racer). It uses the 'shutter glass' 3D method, with LCDs in the left and right lenses of the goggles. A specially programmed image on the TV alternates rapidly. The LCD displays are synchronised so each eye sees its proper perspective - the left eye view and the right eye view - thus creating a 3D experience. Unfortunately, it was not a popular product in Japan and was never released for the NES in the United States. Nintendo settled on cheap paper 3D glasses. This is the popular 'anaglyph method' that uses red and blue lenses."
 
 



 
HINOSHITA, Aziz (Square)
 
(For Part #1 of this interview, see the Athena chapter!)
 
 
Portfolio taken from LinkedIn
Over 10 years of game industry experience working on AAA console, online PC titles, and mobile social games. Specialised in English language dialogue, world and story creation, game system adjustments for the North American audience, and interface usability optimisation for international audiences. Provided cultural and gaming trend consultation to Japanese development teams as required. Pitched game concepts for mobile casual and social games targeting both Japanese domestic and North American audiences.
 
Localisation Specialist
Square Co., Ltd. (from August 2000) / Square-Enix Co., Ltd. (from April 2003)
August 2000 – October 2009       (9 years, 3 months) Tokyo, Japan
Japanese to English localisation for the following titles:
Final Fantasy X (Assistant Localiser) / Final Fantasy XI (Lead) / Front Mission 4 (Lead) / Front Mission DS (Lead) / Final Fantasy III (Lead) / - English oversight / consultation:
Front Mission: Online / Front Mission 5 / Final Fantasy Crystal Chronicles / and many others.
 
Localisation Manager
Square-Enix Co., Ltd.
Oct 2009 – Oct 2011       (2 years, 1 month) Tokyo, Japan
Management of 20+ in-house Localisation Specialists, including evaluation and content direction consulting.
Evaluation of applicants to the Localisation Specialist position.
 
Game Concept Designer, Localisation Writer
DeNA 
July 2012 – April 2013       (10 months) Tokyo, Japan
English content creation and localisation consulting for social game products solely targeting the North American market.
Pitched mobile game concept designs.
 
Final Fantasy X - (2001)
Final Fantasy XI - (2002)
Front Mission 4 - (2003)
FF: Crystal Chronicles - (2003)
Front Mission 5 - (2005)
Final Fantasy III - (2006)
Front Mission DS - (2007)
FF: Crystal Chronicles - Ring of Fates - (2007)
FF: Crystal Chronicles - My Life as a King - (2008)
Dissidia: Final Fantasy - (2008)
Thexder Neo - (2009)
Final Fantasy XIII - (2009)
Space Invaders Infinity Gene      - (2010)
Lord of Arcana - (2010)
Front Mission Evolved - (2010)
Final Fantasy XIV Online       - (2010)
Dragon Quest VI: Realms of Revelation - (2010)
Dragon Quest Monsters: Joker 2 - (2010)
Death by Cube - (2010)
Fortune Street - (2011)
FF IV: The Complete Collection - (2011)
Dissidia 012 - (2011)
Final Fantasy XIII-2 - (2014)
 
 
Interview with Aziz HINOSHITA - 14 September 2013, Tokyo / Duration: 4 hours
 
This is the second part of the Aziz Hinoshita interview, focusing on his joining Square, its merging to become Square-Enix, and later his moving to DeNA. If you want to read about his start in the industry, as a pixel artist for Athena, please see that chapter. All Square-Enix answers, and general commentary related to language and localisation, and also the industry dichotomy between East and West, have been moved here. As it turned out, Az is also a passionate fan of the Front Mission series, and had a lot to say his involvement. Some things were redacted on request, and I make note of these cuts not to upset my readership, but to encourage other journalists to dig deeper at a later date.
 
JS: Let's get into the Square-Enix portion of your career.
 
AH: Not sure how much my NDA with Square-Enix covers, but I will try to be careful and limit my answers to personal opinions, just in case.
 
JS: Your family moved to Canada. Did you study French?
 
AH: I was enrolled in French, actually I was brought up on French. Basically my schooling was in French, up to the point where I got into the University of Ottawa. Meaning I got the same education as French people. We enrolled in classes with the French education program. I only started learning English when I got to Canada, pretty much. 
 
JS: How old were you when you first arrived in Canada?
 
AH: Well 10 or 12? So some of my formative years, I guess. The funny thing is, one of the reasons I actually really got into learning English was because I really got into Dungeons & Dragons, back in the day. And the French translations for D&D, the red and green box sets, only had up to, I think, the first two boxes translated into French? But I really wanted to get the other ones, so I had to get the English versions. <laughs> So I got those and, yeah, we learned English as a result of wanting to play RPGs.
 
JS: A nice connection, because you would move to Square and localise Japanese RPGs - which of course derived much from Dungeons & Dragons.
 
AH: Yes, well from pen and paper RPGs. I guess in some ways I've been, my whole life I've been leading to working in the industry.
 
JS: And it all started at a bar in Roppongi.
 
AH: One that I didn't really want to go to, and I wanted to go home, but yes! <laughs> It started there I suppose.
 
JS: How many languages do you know?
 
AH: I guess I used to be able to speak French fluently, but I can't anymore. My main languages now would be English and Japanese. I'm better at Japanese now, probably, than back when I actually returned, about 15 or 17 years ago? But my English also has gotten better, just because of using it professionally. Having that being part of work, and having me put out the product, and having editors and QA, and other likeminded people working with us. 
 
JS: You're bi-native, with English and Japanese? 
 
AH: Ahh... I really hadn't heard that word used until recently. It's funny.
 
JS: I ask everyone who speaks multiple languages this: do you form thoughts in Japanese or English?
 
AH: OK, well, one thing I do, or which I did... So I started off learning Japanese, obviously, because I was born here. One thing I did unconsciously when we moved to Morocco was to try to think in French. So for example counting things? Like numbers, and inner thoughts. I'm not sure if it works for everybody, but for me, thinking in a language which you're not fluent in, or at least trying to think in that language, would facilitate your learning of that language. That was the trick I used. So I used to think in French, way back when I was in Morocco, and when my family moved to Canada I started thinking in English a lot more. As for currently, I try to keep thinking in English, and that's the basic language I think in so that I don't forget it. Since I'm here in Japan, and not being around native English language speakers on a daily basis anymore, since I don't work at Square-Enix.
 
JS: You need to practice your skills.
 
AH: Exactly. So that's one thing. People ask me that question, especially my wife, who is Japanese. She would ask me: "When I'm speaking to you in Japanese are you actually translating that into English?"
And I'm like, "Noooo!" <laughs> "I just hear your words and I understand them as well as other people who speak English to me." So it's not a conscious thing.
 
JS: That's obviously beneficial in localisation. You can parse text instantly, rather than mentally convert it.
 
AH: That's true. The one thing that's interesting, that I wish I could do better - well, I know some people who can do this really well - but connecting the two languages together is not as easy for me. Because they're kind of separate in my mind. So like one concept, or one word, in one language, I would not immediately draw the connection between the two words in the two different languages, unless I really think about it. Especially complex things. I know a couple of people who can just do that instantly, and those people are better suited to being interpreters and not actual translators.
 
JS: They're two very distinct disciplines. 
 
AH: Yeah, different skill sets. Most people don't understand it and they try to make me interpret stuff, and it's like, I can't do that! <laughs> I don't have that kind of instant conversion program installed in my brain. 
 
JS: Fast forwarding - you left Athena December 1999 and it was August 2000 when you joined Square, about three years before the merger with Enix. So you had...
 
AH: A six or seven month hiatus. Yes.
 
JS: Just to recuperate.
 
AH: Pretty much. Playing a bunch of games I didn't really get a chance to get around to. <laughs> I was really big into Rainbow Six, at that time. Broadband - well, it wasn't really broadband, it was more dial-up - but the internet was kind of taking off in Japan at the time. So yeah, got Rainbow Six for some reason I don't recall. Some of the people who worked at Athena were playing Ultima Online, on the US servers as well. So that was kind of the start of the online stuff, that I got into. But yeah, Rainbow Six mainly, with a bunch of Japanese clan mates. Not really competitively, but playing amongst ourselves.
 
JS: There's a perception Western games aren't popular in Japan. Do people actually say yoge kusoge?545
 
AH:
<laughs> Ahh, man! I didn't really hear it, but there was a distinct perception that Western games were not as well made as Japanese games back then. I didn't really see the problem. I mean, I grew up playing a bunch of PC games, not Elite... But like X-Wing vs. TIE Fighter and stuff like that, back in the US. 
 
JS: You know Elite, the space trading game?
 
AH: Yeah, I didn't get around to playing that, but I grew up playing X-Wing vs. TIE Fighter and Wing Commander, on the PC. So I knew there are plenty of good games there. I think console games were the ones that didn't really leave a good impression on Japanese players back then. I mean, not everyone thought that, obviously.
 
JS: Right. The Japanese PC market was isolated for a long time, so if a Western game came over it was likely on console. It might skew perceptions?546
 
AH: Probably, yes! I cannot say that there was not that kind of feeling around, but I think it was just a select few people looking at a very limited number of games.
 
JS: Another problem is Western journalists who have created a false narrative of Japan failing.547 My colleagues are a corrupt, self-serving clique - if you don't kiss ass and play their political game they ostracise you.
 
AH: As for the state of game journalism, I'd imagine it being even worse than game localisation - which is saying something - especially in light of the past few years' controversies. It's mostly just as bad here in Japan, with Enterbrain's Famitsu losing a huge amount of credibility among hardcore gamers over the last couple of decades,548 and also the closure or discontinuation of major game mags as well.
 
JS: What motivated you to join Square?
 
AH:
<laughs> This may sound very negative but, OK, so I did actually apply for a couple of other art jobs. Positions as an artist. I actually applied to From Software back then.549 I didn't make it in, obviously. But you know, I really didn't feel like doing art. I think I was saving it for after retirement. <laughs>

 
JS: Did you apply to many other companies?
 
AH: A couple more that I don't really recall. I don't think. The only art place, well not place, I mean the only game company that was looking for an artist, that I actually got through to interviewing, was From Software. It was a group interview. But yeah, that didn't pan out.
 
JS: This would have been in 2000 - were they working on Otogi then or was it too early?550
 
AH: I think it's earlier than that. They had just came out with a couple of Armored Core titles, I think. I think they were looking for more mechanical designers, than just regular artists.
 
JS: You noted the industry's shift to 3D. So texture artists?
 
AH: Yeah, and I didn't really have much experience in either 3D or textures. But either way. So it was mostly a process of elimination. Of course considering the skills I had at the time. OK, art was something I wanted to do, and I got to do that professionally even though not in the capacity I would have liked. So that was out. I just didn't really feel like doing it. Because doing and making... OK, so the thought that came to mind at that point was, turning something you like into a job makes you not like the thing you like. Obviously. <laughs>
 
JS: Truer words have seldom been said. Same here!
 
AH: So I was looking back and also at the possible skills I had, and said, well, I didn't really want to take advantage of my linguistic abilities, because it wasn't something I worked at - it was something I acquired by just being at the right place at the right time. So I was being negative in that respect! <laughs> But then again, I had no other skills that I could use. So in that sense I saw an opening for localisation, at Square, and so I thought: oh, what the hell. <laughs> I guess I was very lucky in that sense. They did get me in for an interview, the localisation team was pretty small. I think there were less than a dozen people, and half of them were coordinators, or directors, or project managers. 
 
JS: Staff who weren't hands-on with the translating?
 
AH: No, they were facilitators between the dev team and the overseas publishing arm, and us I guess. Linguists and language professionals. Whatever you would call us. But anyway, I got in, on the first of August in the year 2000. And amongst the people who were there were Alex Smith551 and Richard Honeywood.552 The first project that I really got to work on was Final Fantasy X
553 with Alex Smith.
 
JS: How do you feel about the localisation?
 
AH: Well, there were some quirks. <laughs> There were a lot of famous... Well, voice lines, that get parodied now. <as if answering unspoken question> Yes! They were weird - and we thought they were weird at the time too - but that was what we had to go with. 
 
JS: Any favourite examples?
 
AH: There was one scene where Titus and Yuna are laughing on the beach. It's just this weird laugh that everyone was quick to pick up on. It's like it doesn't really seem to fit the mood of the scene - a lot of people have actually criticised it for being weird. Yeah. <laughs>
 
JS: Because I was looking for interviews with you, since you've kept a low profile...
 
AH: Yes! <laughs>
 
JS: Not after this book! Everyone will...
 
AH: ...Everybody will want to hate me for all the things I've done to certain titles.
 
JS: I don't think so. Once they read this, they'll love you. Anyway, one interview was with Alex Smith,554 and he stated regarding FFX: "Aziz Hinoshita and I initially split translation duties on FFX, however, when it came time for the (three month long) voice recording, I went to LA where we found much of the dialogue needed to be rewritten to fit screen timings. I spent most of my evenings in a hotel room with a VCR, trying to figure out line lengths so I could write the dialogue we'd be recording the next day. It is to Aziz's everlasting credit that he did not finish me off for mangling his translations."
 
AH:
<intense laugh> Well, yeah, it was a very interesting process. It was the first Final Fantasy to have voice acting in it, and Alex did an incredible job getting that together and in the game. And fitting the voice flaps for this and that, which were only made for Japanese. That was something that not many game companies in Japan had experience with. Especially trying to do ADR.555 Well, you know, FFX was and still is a very interesting title. In the sense that, aside from Final Fantasy VII to VIII on PS1, FFX was when Square switched to really high fidelity, high polygon characters, which had a wider breadth of facial and body expressions. You could see the lip flaps had been adjusted to the Japanese voice lines, obviously, and the timing as well.
 
JS: They couldn't go back and recode it? Because some earlier games had computerised lip-syncing.556
 
AH: Yeah, it's ADR, like post-recording. It's basically recording voice lines to match what's on screen, which has already been recorded. So that's what Alex went to the US to do. 
 
JS: He did it remotely from you?
 
AH: Well he went there with the lead project manager, coordinator, and I was left in Tokyo with the rest of the translations for non-voice stuff, mostly. Items, magic spells, and everything else. I'm not saying that Alex didn't do any of those, but the bulk was done by myself. And having to coordinate with the European language translators, who had just come in at that time.
 
JS: French, German...
 
AH: ...French, German, Italian, Spanish. Well, what set Square localisations apart, I'm not sure how many companies do this, but they have an in-house localisation department. Back then we only had English and, ahh, we had one German translator. The rest of us were English writers and translators. So in-house, basically, it was better because we have access to the dev teams obviously. We can talk to them, ask them questions as to what the intent was for each of the lines or the scenes. We could see the game being made so that we can adjust the text for voices according to what the game represented. Back then - and I'm sure there are companies which do this as well right now - a lot of companies when they got to localisation would just outsource everything and simply send the text over. And it's hard to translate like that.
 
JS: Were you quite excited when placed on the project? Had you played the Final Fantasy games before? 
 
AH: Oh, no, no! I actually did, when it comes to Square games, I had played... Back then I had played Final Fantasy VI and VII, and VIII as well I think. And Front Mission, plus Chrono Trigger, which is highly regarded and one of my favourite games as well, alongside Front Mission. I also played Secret of Mana.
 
JS: Seiken Densetsu II, one of my all-time favourites.
 
AH: Yes, Seiken Densetsu II.
 
JS: You can use the Japanese names - my readers are that hardcore!
 
<everyone laughs>
 
AH: One, two, and three actually. I had played a bunch of games on the Super Famicom. Yeah, during my break. I guess I binged on playing a lot of games. Even before that I think, I did have a lot of free time when I was attending Japanese school. So I did try to catch up on a lot of the games that had come out by then. I was exposed to a lot of those games.
 
JS: Chrono Trigger is your favourite?
 
AH:
Chrono and Front Mission are side by side actually. Chrono Trigger for fantasy themed. I guess, yeah, I think so. Chrono Trigger was great. Sci-fi games, of which there are many, I guess would be Front Mission. If I were to divide the two. 
 
JS: Did you hang out with Chrono Trigger's co-director and co-writer Takashi Tokita?
 
AH:
<laughs> Oh yeah! I didn't actually get to work with him directly on any of his titles. We did have some run-ins, I think Alex and I had a meeting with him when he came to try to localise Hanjuku Hero for the US market.557 And a couple of other titles as well.
 
JS: It's a shame Live-a-Live never came out.558
 
AH: Yeah! I wonder... The thing is though, that game is so steeped in Japanese manga culture.
 
JS: But it's also got the wild west scenario, and sci-fi.
 
AH: When it comes to genres, I guess, but...
 
JS: You think it's too Japanese?
 
AH: I'm sorry, maybe I'm thinking of a different title, but isn't Live-a-Live one that features a bunch of manga from Jump Magazine?559
 
JS: Live-a-Live is by Takashi Tokita, seven themed scenarios, a Super Famicom RPG.
 
AH: Oh, OK, I'm sorry. What am I thinking of then...?
 
JS: There's been quite a few crossover games featuring characters from Jump Magazine. 
 
AH: Yeah, the character mash-up.
 
JS: I think the Famicom alone had three such titles.
 
AH: OK. Maybe I'm confusing that with Live-a-Live.
 
JS: No worries. According to the Game Preservation Society, Japan has produced over 75'000 games since the 1970s.560 We're bound to mix a few up.
 
AH: Really, only? It seems that there should be a lot more. Well, never mind. If we're actually including PC games, because a lot of those don't really see the limelight. They're not really mass marketed. So how many would it be per year?
 
JS: Obviously it's increased year on year, but if you do a rough average something like 2'000 per year?561
 
AH: Oh right, that's a lot! Anyway, I'd played Final Fantasy VI, VII, and VIII, but I didn't really get a chance to play the older ones before I actually entered the company. 
 
JS: FFX was a huge project for your Square baptism.
 
AH: Yeah! As things go, no one really had experience with doing voice recording, as well as doing everything in text. There was other stuff at the same time, scheduling was kind of tight.
 
JS: The world also has a complicated lore. The mythos behind chocobos, the blitzball sport, and so on! 
 
AH: Yeah, yeah, yeah. While we didn't really keep good records of text in past titles, we had text files from say Final Fantasy VII, or VIII, in the way they were in text format before implementation into the game. So we had records of those. We didn't actually have a glossary of all the terms or anything. Well obviously these days we have in-house glossaries.
 
JS: Initially there was no printed bible for Final Fantasy which every employee is tested on?
 
AH:
<laughs> No, no. Nothing of the sort unfortunately.
 
JS: I've heard there was a writing test at Square-Enix, where you had to write fan-fiction?
 
AH:
<laughs> Yeah, I guess that's how you'd classify it. That's something we came up with later.
 
JS: Were there any funny anecdotes from FFX?
 
AH: I think Alex might have mentioned this as well. Or maybe Richard Honeywood did. But when it came to, as I said with Final Fantasy X, having all these high-poly characters, and voice acting at the same time, it really put into focus or made it more salient, that there are a lot of cultural differences when it came to body language. And the way people move when they talk in Japanese, as opposed to English. You wouldn't get that in Super Famicom games where you have those chibi characters562 and all that. 
 
JS: Right, and with FFVII they were still transitioning away from that squat chibi style.563
 
AH: Yeah. They were low-poly so you couldn't really see many details, or things like individual fingers. So one of the big problems which we encountered with the high-poly characters of FFX, in cutscenes especially, is that... The custom of bowing, that can kind of be excused. But there were some lewd gestures that are not considered lewd in Japan, but would be in other countries. So we had to adjust a few of those. We'd have to explain: <does hand gesture> "This is just flipping the finger at somebody." <laughs> "It might look different or might mean something different in Japan,564
but please do not do this."
 
JS: Flipping the finger?
 
AH: It wasn't the finger, exactly, but... Yeah, if anyone gets a hold of the Japanese version... Actually no, that one I think they took out from the Japanese as well. That's one of the advantages of having a localisation team in-house.
 
JS: What was this removed content?
 
AH: It was just Tidus doing this. <does arm gesture> Which means something else in Japan, as in like, "I'm up for it."
 
JS: For the record, Aziz has flexed his right arm and placed his left hand on the bicep.565

 
AH: If that were done very emphatically, it might actually convey some of the meaning. Like this, <strong pose> or this <even stronger>, it would be fine. But there was this one scene where Tidus was kinda going like this. <poses weakly> And it's like, oh no, not like that! <laughs> So yeah, there are a lot of cultural misunderstandings. Things where nobody actually realises it. Although one of the very common ones would be the nod and the shaking of the head - when they're saying yes/no alongside yes or no answers, which are reversed in Japanese!
 
JS: Really? So when I say yes, and I nod my head up and down, that means no? 
 
AH: Depending on the question asked, yes. I get that confused sometimes when I'm talking to Japanese as well nowadays. It's very confusing. It's usually when the question is in a negative, and whether you said yes or no to that question, and whether you are affirming the negative or you're actually disagreeing with the negative. It's complicated, but yeah.
 
JS: You mentioned removed content. I want to discuss unreleased games. Do you know of any?
 
AH: Oh, just in general?
 
JS: Everything. Ideas that never made it to planning?
 
AH: Oh, there were tonnes of those. Especially in  Square-Enix. There were plenty. Well, the ones that I remember the most were the ones that actually had been worked on prior to their cancellation. 
 
JS: Share as much as your NDA will allow.
 
AH: Something that's always in the public when it comes to unreleased games is the Front Mission: Online game.566 We were working on the US version, doing the localisation work, with a team after Front Mission 4. We had like three people working on it, myself included, for a couple of years. Adjusting and giving advice on the interface, especially the gestures. Because while that game did not have high-poly models, or lip-flaps, what the team did to compensate for that was to over-exaggerate the gestures when it came to emotes, or emoting. And those were super Japanese. Plus, we're talking about military people who were riding on weaponised robots. 
So we worked on all those animations - not me personally, but trying to adjust it so that you convey the same message in both languages. We did a whole bunch of Japanese writing for the intro sequences and stuff, because they usually have English text. Front Mission is one of the most international titles around, because it's set in the real world and they use a lot of English in the interface. 
So we did a lot of work on that for at least a year or two. The Japanese release came along, but it's a niche title. It was online, probably ahead of its time, and it didn't do so well. I think they actually pulled the plug on it after like two or three years of the servers being online in Japan. I don't recall actually, the exact dates. 
But yeah, anyways, there were plans. They were doing a closed beta in the US, we had a forum set-up as well; we didn't really get to have any interactions with the fans back then. But it didn't pan out. Basically the marketing results or the publishing department, said: "Well, this is probably not going to make us any money." So that got canned, and after that I actually worked with the guys on Front Mission 5.
 
JS: I'm fascinated by your mention of lots of concept discussions which never progressed. 
 
AH:
<very long pause> I don't how much I can say about that! <laughs>
 
JS: If you had to guess the number of titles at any random, large Japanese developer, how many in a year do you think would be started but cancelled? I've heard figures as high as 40% of all games don't get finished. 
 
AH: Totally unreleased at all, not even in the Japanese market? There were a lot of them when the merger happened, actually. Products that were being worked on by outsource studios, and things that were in the works.
 
JS: Outsourced games were cut?
 
AH: Ahh, a lot of them. There were a lot of... Well, OK, back in the day, back in the Square days mostly, and maybe a few months after the merger, what they used to do was to pass around these videos and documents about upcoming projects, or projects in the works. So that everybody would be on the same page as to what's going on in the company.
 
JS: What happened to these videos?!
 
AH:
<laughs> Probably burned! I don't think anybody kept them. Well, we were not supposed to keep them or the documentation. We were just supposed to pass it around, as information sharing. So we got to see a lot of games, and there were a lot of them back then that I really don't remember ever seeing on the shelves. So it was like, oh, what happened to that game?
 
JS: A video like that would be priceless!
 
AH: Ahhhh... Yeah, and illegal to own, actually! <laughs>
 
JS: Really?
 
AH: Because it's completely confidential stuff.
 
JS: What are your views on the poor archiving done by companies? A lot of people think there's a secret vault where everything a developer touches is stored. But they just throw everything away. Literally EPROMs found in dumpsters with unreleased games on.567
 
AH: Whoa! Yeah, it was common practice back then not to keep records. I understand why though. There are crunch times. People would spend maybe eight months crunching all the time. Things changing on the fly. Doing QA even before that. With the final form, the thing is, people have been working for 200 hours or whatever, every month. More than 200 hours I guess. And they just want to get it done, right? And it's out the door, and they just want to forget about it and move on to the next thing. 
Usually, as you know, when it comes to Final Fantasy, the new or next iteration would usually have nothing to do with the previous one. And it would usually recreate the engines all from scratch. I think that was the culture, and a lot of other companies actually were like that too. Especially when it's a franchise with multiple teams working on the same franchise, or different instalments, it becomes an attitude of: the game is out, it's done, and that's much more important than keeping records. And the records would be the games themselves. I think that was the mentality back then.
 
JS: You were the lead on Final Fantasy XI, the online title?568
 
AH: Yes.
 
JS: Did Square prototype an offline version of FFXI, or was it always online?
 
AH: No, it was always going to be an online title. That was something that I believe Sakaguchi-san actually came up with - it was Sakaguchi-san's idea.569 Before he left the company and Hiromichi Tanaka570 took up the torch. It was always going to be an online title.
 
JS: On your CV, in 2003 you were on Front Mission 4?
 
AH: No, I was on Final Fantasy XI, and shortly after the original release, or before the original release? I can't recall it exactly. I switched over to Front Mission - I handed over the title [FFXI] to very capable successors. 
 
JS: You were a fan of and played the originals.
 
AH:
Front Mission 1, and 2, yes, and 3 as well.
 
JS: The first was 2D on Super Famicom, with nice character portraits.
 
AH: The Yoshitaka Amano art, yes.
 
JS: So you were au fait with the lore.
 
AH: Yeah, yeah, I was a big fan of the Front Mission series, I had played 1, 2, and 3, the side-scrolling Gun Hazard spin-off as well. They were originally going to use an outsourcer for the localisation of Front Mission 4, somebody else, someone they had found. So when I told the person in charge that I was interested in seeing how they rendered the text in the game, they were really not up to par. <laughs> It was obvious they hadn't actually played the game before.
 
JS: So Square received some translation work from their outsourced person?
 
AH: Yes. I begged them to let me do it well, basically. And Final Fantasy XI was winding down, since the release was done, and they were working on the expansion or patches. So they didn't really need my involvement 100% at that time. And I really wanted to make sure Front Mission 4 was the best it could be, because it had been what, three or four years since Front Mission 3 came out in the US? I wanted it to be the best it possibly could be, and treat it better than what they were going to do with it.
 
JS: Have you had much interaction with Front Mission fans? Are you aware of the intensity?
 
AH: Ooooh yes! I knew the intensity of the fans! <laughs>
 
JS: Any crazy stories?
 
AH: Ahhhhh... Nothing I can say on record. <laughs> Not because I'm protecting the company itself, but there were certain fans whom I do not want to get into trouble.
 
JS: I haven't played Front Mission 4 or 5, I've only played the localised version for NDS.
 
AH: Which I did, yes.
 
JS: Did you work alongside Toshiro Tsuchida571 and Kouichirou Sakamoto?572
 
AH: Yes, I know them both well. 
 
JS: In an interview Sakamoto said he's pleased fan-translations exist.573
 
AH: Yes!
 
JS: Did the management at Square-Enix ever discuss fan-translations? Are they aware that it goes on?
 
AH: Yeah, yeah, obviously. Especially... Oh man, I really don't want to talk about this, but the whole Chrono Trigger remake thing also happened.
 
JS: You mean the 3D version someone was making, which was closed down?
 
AH: There was a cease and desist from marketing at Square-Enix, yes. <pause> That happened.
 
JS: Right, the remake.
 
AH: I think it was the one that was most publicised. The 3D remake of Chrono Trigger, there was a fan effort. Maybe you should not quote me on that!
 
JS: <totally chilled> It's fiiiine. Let us move on.574
 
AH: Right, yes, fan-translations. Well the fan base, I was very much aware of them. 
 
JS: This leads on to my question on Front Mission 5. 
 
AH: Just one thing regarding Front Mission 5 - yes, there was a plan to release the title in English, but it didn't happen. As per good practice, I was involved from the beginning of the development of the Japanese version, and was consulted on character, place, and mecha namings, as well as the location or map names displayed in English in the Japanese version. This was all done to facilitate a smooth localisation into English later on.
 
JS: You must have been excited. Talk me through it.
 
AH: Oh definitely, yes. <laughs> As mentioned, the character names, though the Wanzer575 names we didn't really get around to. But the opening scene and all of the UI elements were displayed in English. Since it was pretty much Front Mission tradition that the UI would be in English with Japanese subtitles. More or less. 
So I did work on that, consulting for place names and location names. Plus characters too. Also talking to the director and script writer,576 during the whole process, and we were planning when we'd schedule for the US translation and localisation voice recording. We had the whole schedule done but, yeah, there was just marketing concerns. Considering the cost of that game, marketing and management decided actually not to release it in the US. Well it wasn't exactly their decision. I'm not sure where it lies. I'm not going to put blame on people that don't deserve to be blamed. <laughs>
 
JS: Of course not, but the belief was there would not be enough sales to justify the cost.
 
AH: Yeah. Whether that belief was warranted or not, I don't know. But that was the decision that they came to.
 
JS: Was there consideration of subtitling the Japanese voices, to save cost?
 
AH: That also came up, as well. But I wasn't party to that.
 
JS: Would you say you had any influence on the story of Front Mission 5?
 
AH: Ahh, to a certain extent, but not that much obviously. Especially when it came to ethical issues, when it came to the depiction of a war. Obviously there were some sensitive issues. Especially after 9/11 and the destruction of the towers. Tall buildings and such are spectacular in a gaming format, but there were some concerns, obviously.
So I don't recall if it was the opening scene for Front Mission: Online, or Front Mission 5, or maybe even both. But it had some depictions of that, and we kind of tried to tone it down. So as not to offend the US audience. That was one part of the feedback we had. When it came to the story, that was pretty much the script writer and director's baby.
 
JS: The reason I ask, fans were very satisfied with the story arc in Front Mission 5, how it ended, and assumed the series would end there, because it's conclusive. Do you know it's been fan-translated?577
 
AH: Yes, I've heard about that.
 
JS: Several thousand hours, 2'000 pages of dialogue, and over two years to make.
 
AH: That's great!
 
JS: They even got military people to consult on terms being accurate. That's actually the second fan attempt - the first was by Russian hackers using machine translation.
 
AH:
<laughs - incredulous> Obviously! I'm surprised not Chinese hackers.
 
JS: <laughs> Instead of Wanzer, they said "aircraft".
 
AH: OK!
 
JS: You put great effort in and ultimately the fans did it.
 
AH: I'm happy and I'm glad, that somebody actually did what I was not able to do. I have always believed there was a big enough market to warrant releasing all those games, the Front Mission games, in the US. I guess the people in control look at numbers, and they weren't actually convinced. But I'm fully glad that someone managed to do it, and people can actually play that game and not have to learn Japanese.
 
JS: Because you can purchase...
 
AH: ...the Japanese one, and patch it. Yes.
 
JS: Would Square-Enix have considered working with fan-translators? XSeed bought fan-translations to use officially in commercial releases. Could that idea be broached at Square-Enix?
 
AH: When it comes to... Well, I'm not sure what the company culture is right now, but I don't think it's something that the company itself would have considered when I was there. I'm not sure if it's because of legal issues.
 
JS: If it's bought under contract, fan-translators are basically freelancers. Why do Japanese companies have trouble with the concept? 
 
AH: Well as far as I'm concerned, and as far as I think localisation is concerned, I think it's something that could be done and should be done. I don't think anyone will say: "You took our jobs!" I don't think anyone would say that, obviously. Even the guys that I know in localisation at Square-Enix would never say that. There was some talk, something that we actually discussed, when there were a lot of titles coming up, and even using outsourcing we probably wouldn't be able to cover all of them. 
I can't remember which MMO title it was, but there's an MMORPG that crowdsources its localisation as I recall.578 I think it's in the South East Asian market, because the vendor went out of business or something. So the fans or the players of the game were actually localising the game itself. That was something that actually did come up - the crowdsourcing of certain titles. I don't think it actually panned out, but we were actually discussing it; we're not close-minded obviously, we were looking at different options, including fan-translation.


JS: Square-Enix considered crowdsourcing localisation?
 
AH: I don't think the company would have, but it did come up within the localisation department.
 
JS: Tell me about Front Mission for NDS.579
 
AH: I'm not sure if it's up to par; I'm not sure what the fans who did the original translation felt about it.
 
JS: Did you look at the Super Famicom's fan-translation?
 
AH: I took a look at it, yes. But there were a few changes to the original script, as well as additional stuff, that was put into the DS version. But there are also legal issues when it comes to this stuff. I'm not saying that their translations were bad or anything, but the thing is, there were legal issues we need to be aware of when it comes to doing something that's already out there. So we had to do it from scratch, so it is something we did ourselves and not something we might have or could have lifted from somebody else.
 
JS: Were you worried looking at their work could affect how you approached it?
 
AH: Yeah. <sighs> So I looked at a few things, but I was trying not to be influenced by it. Just because of certain concerns. There were also things we needed to keep in line with the current lore, or at the time, of the Front Mission franchise which started with Front Mission 3. That had been the first release outside of Japan, before anything else. And then there was 4 and finally on DS. 
 
JS: Was there any concern over censorship or changing cultural things? 
 
AH: Not so much for the first Front Mission. But the story in Front Mission 4, where one of the characters at the very end suggests going out for a drink with everybody. It's not a very big issue, but the actor who actually said that line - let's have a beer, or whatever - his character as it happened was of legal drinking age in Japan, but not in the US.580
<laughs> So we said, "Ah, can't we fudge the age there a little bit?" I don't think anybody would have noticed or would have cared about it, but it's just verisimilitude or realism. You know, the Front Mission people are very detail oriented, in the sense that they really care about those meticulous details.
 
JS: Americans are crazy setting their drinking age as 21!
 
AH: Yeah. It's 20 in Japan.
 
JS: In the UK it's 18. When I was 14, I was making my own home-made wine.
 
AH: So it's just to cover all our bases. <laughs> Just to make sure.
 
JS: Make everyone 21 to be safe?
 
AH: Well the company as a whole was also very, very, maybe too much aware of the ESRB ratings in America. Trying to reach a wider audience and make sure we're not flagged for something that we didn't intentionally put in, which would bump the rating higher. 
 
JS: Different countries have different ratings. You hear about special versions for Germany because...
 
AH: ...They have stringent rules, yes. The coordinators and our offices in Europe and the US, they've been doing this for a long time. So they were pretty much used to that. As a whole we would advise the dev teams when it came to something that might actually affect the rating. Did you want concrete examples?
 
JS: Of course! Like the drinking age example.
 
AH: Well that's a minor thing. It was just something that came up. Although Front Mission itself is not that bad when it comes to ratings. <pause> No, I think even the dev teams were pretty much aware of that as well. I don't think we had to ask them to change anything major.
 
JS: I found a credit for you on Thexder Neo
581 and Space Invaders Infinity Gene.582
 
AH: Oh God! <laughs> That! Oh, yeah, er, you know... It's very nice of them, <laughs> but I really didn't have that much to do with those titles! It was more in an advisory role. The people who actually worked on the actual localisation for those were not me - but I had played Thexder, the original PC version, the DOS port.583 We had DOS on our 386 machine back in Canada. That's where I did most of my gaming before. Plus we also had Thexder on the Famicom that a Japanese family left us. We had Dragon Quest III, and Hector 88, and some mahjong game. Oh, and Shanghai. Those were the four titles we had on the Famicom back in Canada. <laughs> But mostly I was playing games on PC until I came back to Japan, where I got through all the backlog of Super Famicom games back then, and then PS1 and PS2. 
 
JS: Your Thexder credit is because you knew the original?
 
AH: Yeah, so word came around that they wanted to remake it, and that they were going to release a US version, and they asked if anybody played that game. I guess I was the only person old enough to have actually played the original! <laughs> And who could speak English in the localisation department. I'm trying to remember if I did anything on it. Aside from "title consultation" which didn't actually end up being used, I think. <laughs>

They were just asking, <very intense> "Would Thexder Neo work in English?!"
And I was like, <super casual> "Ah, yes." 
That's pretty much it.
 
JS: Do you know how Square-Enix got the rights? The original was by Game Arts. 
 
AH: No, I have no idea why we had the rights for that. Or why they decided actually to remake it. 
I think after the merger, there were a lot of Enix side-projects, especially outsourced stuff, which came in to be localised as well. Most famously Dragon Quest VIII, which is highly regarded. I know a lot of the other ones as well. I guess that maybe Thexder was one of those? I have no idea where it came from.
 
JS: What do you recall of the merger in April 2003? The belief is the Final Fantasy movie depleted Square's funds, forcing the merger. Were staff worried, excited? This was two of Japan's biggest and competing RPG developers!
 
AH: There were people who actually said what you just mentioned. And other people who didn't feel the same way, obviously. It was pretty much divided in two. The game industry is a very small place, so while I don't know anybody personally, I've heard of people who had left Enix to work for Square, and then the merger happens. So it's like, "Ahhhh, OK, where am I gonna go?" Personally, at the time, I did not think it was a good idea. Personally speaking. It seemed good on paper, because you'd have the two companies that held two of the biggest RPG franchises on consoles in Japan. Back then maybe I hadn't really thought of it, but I think everybody would say this in retrospect: they should have been in competition. That was what made those two franchises healthy, in trying to outdo each other. What's hindsight, I guess?
 
JS: Twenty-twenty? <laughs> And in 2009 you had a promotion to localisation manager?
 
AH: Downgrade! <laughs> When I look at it, I guess, I dunno! <laughs>
 
JS: <laughs> You think so?
 
AH: It depends. The thing is, I'm not the first localisation manager. But I think I was the first person who came up from the translator ranks, or the language side, into that managerial position. One thing I intended was not to be involved directly in projects once I became manager. Just sticking to the managerial aspect of that position, and that I was hands off with projects, for different ethical and political reasons. Mostly ethical reasons. 
 
JS: I've heard you wanted to improve the situation for localisers at Square-Enix, where they could grow? Did you want them to be more involved in creation?
 
AH: Ahhh. <sighs> I wanted to improve the status of localisation, or the standing of localisation when it came to how we were perceived within the company itself. I mean, I'm not going to be pretentious and say that we are so important that... <long pause>

I don't know how to put this, but I don't want to be pretentious.
 
JS: Localisers are often compartmentalised: "Here's the text, just get it done."
 
AH: Yeah, pretty much. The same story as you would hear from other companies as well. But my experience with Final Fantasy XI, mainly, and working with Kenichi Iwao,584 and a bunch of other teams, since we were involved with the projects from almost the beginning, they'd appreciate our feedback when it came to certain things. The funny thing is, in some way, when it comes to looking at the game as a whole, or the game's story as a whole, localisation had - aside from QA obviously - we were one of the first ones to be able to look at the entirety of the game and how it held up. Or the pacing of the story and the flow of it. So giving the development team our feedback - when certain things didn't work or there was some contradictions in the plot, or how certain characters should behave.
 
JS: Any specific examples?
 
AH: Ahh, <sighs> you know I wish I could. Not offhand at the moment. But there were little smaller things that we would tell the writers. Saying: "Well, you know, this probably doesn't make sense, because this new character says this thing here." 
And working with certain cultural references that would make more sense in other regions when they were treated in a certain way. There was potential. You mentioned the writing test that we gave applicants. 
 
JS: Did you implement that when becoming manager?
 
AH: No, that was in place long before that. Back then we used to get applications from a bunch of different people, with varying linguistic levels. And we wanted to weed out the people who were not ready for working on game titles. Especially Square-Enix game titles which were text heavy. 
 
JS: It's not just about translation, it's about creative ability?
 
AH: Yes. So first of all we asked people to send in a creative writing example. Which was the "fan-fiction" as people put it. Taking a character from a Square-Enix game and putting them into a different setting. Just to judge people's writing ability. Just to see if they can actually put together coherent sentences for one. Afterwards people who pass that test would take a different translation test, which was actually more grounded in reality in the sense of the things we faced every day. It was phase two of the interview process.
 
JS: So the first phase is creative writing, followed by dealing with real-life examples of the job.
 
AH: And there were people who actually did turn in exceptional stories, who we actually did hire, and to me seeing those people and their abilities, beyond the ability to translate and localise a game well, I thought they had more to grow. It was also a turning point when it came to - well, I'm not sure if that's how we would describe it - but Western games overtaking the market. A lot of Japanese devs were trying to figure out how to appeal to a wider audience in the West, or overseas, even Europe. So we all felt that a lot of these talented people who could actually put great stories together, should have a bigger role when it came to working with the Japanese writers when they were making a game that was supposed to appeal to a certain audience.
 
JS: Because these localisers were Westerners translating into their native languages?
 
AH: Yes.
 
JS: When you say Western games overtook the market and Japanese devs were thinking about this, was the desire to make them "more Western"?
 
AH: There's been a lot of discussion regarding the whole "trying to appeal to a Western market" and making a game that's neither Western nor Japanese. <laughs> And then not selling at all! Yeah, we did not want to go that way, obviously. But I felt that there were things, there were skills these people had in localisation, that were not being used to the fullest. 
[127 words deleted by request, regarding new grads and "script monkeys" - something for future interviewers to ask Aziz about]
So we were part of a lot of the discussions, starting from the online titles, because they were simultaneously developed for the Japanese and the US markets. Since they always needed more volume, and we felt that, since the localisation people were like sitting right next to the dev teams... And we were talking everyday about how the game should be and how development was going. Also giving the dev team feedback from the US fans as to what they were talking about on forums.
 
JS: You actively monitored forums?
 
AH: Yeah! Well, everybody does. The problem is and always will be the language barrier. Whereas most of us would look at Western websites with a lot more information on how the game industry is going, or what the feedback is from players.
 
JS: Any specific forums?
 
AH: When it comes to Final Fantasy XI?
 
JS: Anything. Do you visit GameFAQs? NeoGAF? 
 
AH: A lot of different sites. Yeah, GameFAQs, sure, that too. Reddit. <laughs> NeoGAF, of course. A lot of different things. I mean, I personally had certain sites I would look at. Some other localisation person would look at other web forums.
 
JS: Using anon accounts? Are you secretly among us?!
 
AH: Oh, we're just mostly lurking. <laughs> We're not instigating any discussions. I'm not even sure how it works now. Nowadays for example, Final Fantasy XIV has an official forum where the actual localisation people involved would actually participate in discussions. So that was also something that came about; I didn't have anything directly to do with it, but localisation as a whole was looking at doing it. The greatest example would be World of Warcraft, where the community managers were doing a good job. OK, maybe not all the time, but they were interacting with their audience. It was something that we felt was necessary, but there's not a culture of doing that here in Japan. Not that I know of.
 
JS: How did Japanese management react? The dynamic between creators and consumers is interesting. Some like SNK don't want anything to do with consumers!
 
AH: Yeah, it depends on the company. It really depends even on the individual, and there just happens to be certain individuals in Square-Enix, who were OK with it, and they would happen to be in a pretty influential position at the time too. So it varies. But there is a cultural barrier. I dunno, it's quaint. If anybody is fluent in Japanese and has taken a look at 2chan,585 for example... Oh man, that place! <laughs> They have some good stuff in there, but there is some real toxic stuff in there as well. And can you imagine having devs go on there? They would be jumped on soooo fast. They will always look at it, obviously; they will follow all of the discussions. The really negative stuff, the positive stuff, and well mostly negative stuff I guess. <laughs> They would look at it, and take it to heart, or not - depending on the person. 
 
JS: Everyone posting strange gifs, dog-piling on people.
 
AH: It's a strange place. Things like that happen on the internet. We know that now. 
 
JS: Have you visited 4chan, 2chan's Western analogue?
 
AH: Yeah, I know of it, but I have not been courageous enough to take a look at it. I prefer going to Reddit, so far. <laughs> At this point.
 
JS: I don't like Reddit because it's difficult to navigate. I prefer linear chronological forums without branching.
 
AH: Yeah, Reddit orders posts by popularity, and cascades responses underneath. I know what you mean.
 
JS: Kudos to anyone capable of reading Reddit!
 
AH: Oh, I'm still learning. <laughs> I just look at specific forums now. I didn't use to do it that much. I mean, certain things, like there's a wealth of really, really important and interesting discussions that are only done in English. A site like Gamasutra for example.
 
JS: Yes! The website for developers. The devs talk to each other through articles.
 
AH: There are dev blogs, and not all of it is pertinent to developing in Japan, but there are important discussions there, and the Japanese developers are not privy to it. They can't really access it. As I said, the big thing is the language barrier, which has always been a problem. And there's not really an equivalent to Gamasutra here in Japan either. CEDEC586 is nothing compared to GDC587 for example. It's a different culture.
 
JS: Japanese companies are reluctant to communicate with each other about how they work. Western devs openly admit what went wrong and how to fix it. They share things, whereas Japanese companies are reclusive.588
 
AH: Yes, they're very protective of the goings on in their own companies. It's a cultural thing. Although, I do know there are programmers, for example... It's a small industry. <laughs> As we all know. And that people move around a lot. I know a bunch of programmers will get together, or even game designers, who might have once worked together - say for Square-Enix once - but are all at different companies now. They would occasionally get together, on a personal basis, just to share notes. There's no real big event where they would do that. Well, CEDEC is something where people would present certain things, but I don't know if it goes further than that. 
 
JS: Has this held the Japanese industry back, especially transitioning to newer hardware?
 
AH: I'm not sure if it's a cause and effect thing. There is some correlation obviously. But some companies actually deal with that better than others, depending on the company. I don't think there's a direct link to that. It's hard to say, I'm not an analyst. Personally, the way I felt, was that there were ongoing discussions when it came to pure game design, or the way to use engines and tools, that Western devs were more privy to and had more knowledge and skill at doing. All this information that the Japanese devs either had no access to, because of the language barrier, or were just ignorant about because they didn't know it existed. 
 
JS: Does the desire to create proprietary engines, rather than licensing one, hamper development?589
 
AH: Yeah. I think there's a lot of truth to that. But, yeah... <laughs> There's always two sides to the same story, obviously. It would be so much easier for certain devs, depending on the games they're trying to make, to use licensed tools, like engines. But there's no history of it. I mean it's gradually making its way into the development modus operandi or whatever, now. It's strange though. When we were talking about the pixel graphics and pixel art, and how it is an art which a lot of Japanese artists excelled at back in the day. This is all personal opinion and conjecture, obviously, but... In the end, and I really keep repeating the same phrase, but it's a cultural thing. 
If you look at a lot of the achievements that the Japanese industries have sent out to the world, they usually come from very small factories. Even near my place, there are a bunch of factories - and they're small - manufacturing stuff. So there's this really, and maybe it's a traditional thing, a cultural thing, where there's some pride in making something from scratch that you've done yourself. And nobody boasts about it - it's just there are certain people, you could call them otaku probably, that focus on one thing and one thing alone. And they keep doing it to get better at it, over and over and over again. I think it might be part of the Japanese psyche - though maybe not so much these days. <laughs> But it's just like a pet theory. There are a bunch of TV programmes, even here in Japan, that actually highlights these tiny, tiny factories that have an 80% share of something - an 80% or 90% share of this one thing in the entire world. Like for example volleyballs. And it's like, what? They're the premiere providers or manufacturers of this one particular thing, and that's something which, I'm not sure if it's unique to Japan, but there's a lot of that in Japan.
So when you're coming from this kind of culture, and that worked very well during the smaller team days of the Famicom and Super Famicom, you had these experts who would just focus on this one thing. You know, pixel graphics or animation - "I'm good at it, I'm going to try to do all this weird stuff and see where it goes and where it leads me." In my mind I think it worked so much better in smaller groups, and it's not scaleable. As we've said, and as people have been saying as well: you can't put 200 people like that in the same team and expect the same kind of results.
 
JS: Exactly. So many young people dream of joining the industry and end up drawing menu graphics, or some insignificant part of a whole. How is that satisfying?
 
AH:
<laughs> Sorry, we went on multiple tangents there!
 
JS: I'll edit it so we sound goddamned brilliant.
 
AH:
<worried> Please try to summarise it somehow. <nervous laugh>
 
JS: Don't worry. <lies> I'll cut it down.  
 
AH: Just going back to Final Fantasy XIII, I did not have much to do with that either. The one interesting thing...
 
JS: Hold on... FFXI was online, and XII was...?
 
AH:
XII was the better received title because the localisation was stellar, thanks to Alex Smith and Joseph Reeder. It was for the PS2, a Yasumi Matsuno590 title. 
 
JS: And XIII was the one criticised for being too linear.
 
AH:
XIII was the newer one, yes.
 
JS: You were saying there was one interesting thing? I remember players' reactions, that it was basically a corridor simulator for the first 30 hours.
 
AH:
<deep, sad sigh> Yeah, yeah. <laughs> I think a lot of the localisation people, even the ones who were not really involved in the project, felt the same way. I mean, I'm not speaking for everybody, but it was just... yeah.
 
JS: So people were aware of it. How did this happen?
 
AH: You know... <very long pause>
 
JS: Do you want to comment?
 
AH: I do not really want to comment too much on it. We have no idea how it came to be that way. I'm sure there are some senior people who know, but really I didn't have the time nor the place to question it.
 
JS:  I'll send you the interview to cut dangerous topics.
 
AH: Or clarify or correct anything.
 
JS: Or if you remember anything you want to add. 
 
AH: Oh yes, I just wanted to... I'll do that maybe later, in text. I just wanted to give a shout-out to the people who actually did work on XI afterwards, and XIV. For starters Michael-Christopher Koji Fox, and Phil Bright. 
 
JS: These were the colleagues you handed the project to when you moved to...
 
AH: ...moved to Front Mission 4, yes. Those two guys, and certain other people who came afterwards. Like Dan Inoue and Steven Reinhart, who have actually succeeded me in a lot of the things I worked on. 
Something else I wanted to say, is one of the perks of being a manager is that they would credit you with anything. <laughs> Even a semblance of doing something - if you looked at a title in the wrong way they would just put you in the credits! So yeah, going down that list you printed off, Dissidia, and... 
 
JS: Dragon Quest Monsters: Joker 2?
 
AH: What?! <laughs>
 
JS: Fortune Street?591
 
AH: Oh God, that! Ahh, yeah. That was, yeah, I know. OK, I had some role in most of those on that list, in varying degrees of importance. Dissidia, was I manager at the time? I guess, I don't remember. They asked us to give some feedback on how the Western market might perceive some of the game content. I was just part of the group of several people who were called in to play the game and give some feedback. <looks at list> And Final Fantasy: Crystal Chronicles - Ring of Fates... <pauses>
 
JS: On your CV you listed Crystal Chronicles...
 
AH: ...as a series, yes I did.
 
JS: Was that always meant to be Final Fantasy? Or was it tacked on after development?
 
AH: So... Phew! Well, the intent... I'm not sure how much of this is off the record or not. <long pause> But the original intent was to release the Crystal Chronicles series as an offshoot of Final Fantasy. And once there was name recognition for it, to take off the Final Fantasy tag. But that never happened, I guess. <laughs>
 
JS: So bicycle training wheels. Grow the series then let it stand on its own.
 
AH: Yeah. But I guess it didn't really work out the way they wanted it to. Well, I'm not sure how much that's a bad thing to say or not. But that was the intent, as I recall. 
I think a lot of the credits I get are for coming up with the title a lot of time. The name of the game. One standout, where I really didn't have anything to do with the game itself or the localisation of it, was Death by Cube.592 Which was a downloadable title for Xbox. It's not a very good game. <laughs> But I loved the title, and, yeah, anyways.
 
JS: You just came up with the name?
 
AH: A lot of us did work on a lot of titles. Sometimes they would listen to us, sometimes they would not. It depends. Credits can be misleading. Especially once I became manager I really didn't have much to do with the content of games. I might have been consulted on certain specific things, like the name, but I was pretty much hands off. 
 
JS: Recently I've heard that the Square-Enix localisers have been involved with creating quest content...
 
AH: ...for Final Fantasy XIV, yes.
 
JS: This is the result of a seed you planted?
 
AH: Well, yeah, that was something that, as I mentioned Michael-Christopher Koji Fox earlier, and Phil Bright, the three of us mainly were talking with Kenichi Iwao, for example, about letting us do some of the work. Because he was always overworked!
 
JS: He'd write the scripts, hand them to you, and you'd suggest localisation should do some writing themselves?
 
AH: The lore creation mainly. Iwao-san is a lore guy - he does a lot of the background stuff, and the lore stuff, namings, and so on. Obviously he's not the only person who is actually writing the stories. The smaller quests, sub-quests, were written by other people as well. 
My involvement in XI consisted of working with Iwao-san, when it came to coming up with a lot of the naming conventions and some of the lore, when it comes to items and magic stuff, the spells. It wasn't as bad of a crunch as back at Athena, but yeah, I think we stayed overnight a couple of times to name all the Anticans, after things like Roman legionnaires and we'd have to look them up. The Anticans were an enemy race that came up in one of the expansions.593 They're basically ant people. <laughs> But we had to do a lot of research when it came to using Roman legion names; it's one of the common tropes in fantasy, I guess. 
Also coming up with a monster naming system that would be scaleable at later levels. Like when you have monsters that are Level 120 or something. So some of those conceptual things I worked with him on, and we were in discussions with him and a lot of the other devs as to letting us, not me personally, but Koji Fox and Phil Bright for example, be assigned to write some of those quests if possible. Because there were a lot of them to do. As I mentioned before, localisation people, having to look at everything, were very knowledgeable about the actual game world and how it worked.
 
JS: Because everything passes through localisation.
 
AH: Mostly, yes. We did a lot of cross-checking, which is a phase where if multiple translators in-house are working on a project, we will all go over each other's stuff. Of course we'll discuss how to do stuff on a daily basis. But actually going through each other's translations and text, and pointing out errors or misinterpretations, or wording, or grammar, or whatever. So it was a very rigorous process and there was a lot of quality control and brushing up. And of course if it didn't make sense in Japanese it would go back to the writers saying, well, how does this work? So yeah, I think it was a natural progression considering the way we worked with the team, on all of my titles especially. And there would be game writers coming up from localisation.
 
JS: You wanted localisation to be a launch pad for writers?
 
AH: I think we had that potential, yes. 
 
JS: What was it like working with Kenichi Iwao? I've heard he likes to wear medieval armour?
 
AH: Oh God, yes he does! Ohhh! <laughs> That guy.
 
JS: He started at Capcom before moving to Square and was designer on Einhänder.594 I keep saying designer, but in Japan it's planner, while the designer does the art, right?
 
AH: When it comes to nomenclature, yes. So designers equal artists. Not "game designers", it's just designers. While planners in Japan are the game designers.
Yes, he was planner on Einhänder. I think he's an incredible guy. He knows so much about so many things, and he's such a hard worker. OK, so, when I mentioned the crunch time thing, and having to stay at work to finish up a game, Iwao-san, I'm not sure if he's aware of it himself, but he will be there constantly. He will be there all the time. And after a while the ministry of labour in Japan was trying to enforce the whole "please don't work too much" thing. <laughs> And we would get orders from HR - especially after I became manager - saying, "OK, if you've seen somebody who is staying over at work, please managers, tell them to go home." <laughs> And he would be on the top of the list of people who were there all the time. I'm not saying that he's a slow worker, he's just very meticulous. He knows a lot of stuff. 
He's very detailed, and he would call me out on certain things when I would put things in English, and he'd say, "Are you sure this is right?"
And I'd be like, "I'll double check!"
Most of the time I would be right, but yeah, he would catch a lot of errors that even I made. So we had a very good working relationship. He loves working with localisation people, because even though he's knowledgeable about English, obviously he's not a native speaker. But he craves knowledge and wants to get it in any form. He's an incredible creator, especially when it comes to concept and world design, lore design.
 
JS: I think his first role was planner on Demon's Crest for Super Famicom, which came out late 1994.
 
AH: I know he worked on Biohazard.
 
JS: Do you know about the Jill sandwich joke?595
 
AH:
<laughs> That was funny, wasn't it? So OK, one of the things, and I don't want to diss Biohazard at all, I've played it in Japanese, but looking at the intro movie and stuff, it's like, <sharp inhale> somebody could have said, "We probably should fix that somehow!" 
One of the driving reasons for me wanting to work with Square localisation was that you had all these good games, and I wanted people in the West, or English speakers, to get the best experience. Even though maybe they wouldn't then get all those quotable lines, like Biohazard ended up getting. <laughs> I thought games deserved a higher quality of localisation. I'm not saying it was bad quality, but it was very interesting and funny.
 
JS: I guess it's down to what actors were available.
 
AH: OK, but the thing is though, I'm really not sure how much of that was intentional. 
 
JS: When they use Western actors in Japan they basically use anyone who can speak English, right?
 
AH:
<laughs> Yeah, pretty much. Just go to Roppongi and pick up a few people and ask them to do voice work. 
 
JS: I loved the intro! I was so disappointed when they removed it for the GameCube remake!
 
AH: Ah, did they? Aww. The old FMV was great. As for the in-game script, <laughs> yeah, there were so many quotable lines. The "master of unlocking" and so on.
 
JS: <emphasis> "IS THIS CHRIS' BLOOD?!" <everyone laughs> "WE DON'T KNOW WHERE BARRY IS!"
 
AH: Yeah, yeah! <laughs> You know, at the time it was cringe-worthy for me, and I thought that players deserved better. Even though it's seen as a classic now.
 
JS: I was a teenager and thought: THIS IS AMAZING! It's like TV, in a videogame!
 
<lots of strong laughter>
 
AH: Well, yeah, anyways.
 
JS: I wonder the extent to which Iwao-san intended these things, if he knew how it was localised.
AH: I'm sure people have come back and told him about it. I didn't personally. <laughs>
 
JS: I don't want to upset him if it's a sore point.
 
AH: No, no, he's totally fine with that I think. He doesn't get mad about those kinds of things.
 
JS: He's been very busy...
 
AH: ...As usual, as usual!
 
JS: So I haven't finalised a day to interview him.
 
AH: Please do talk with him. He's a very, very interesting character, and a good person to talk to.
 
JS: Shall me move on to DeNA?596 Or did you want to add anything about Square-Enix? 
 
AH: OK, Front Mission Evolved,597 I really disliked that game. <laughs> It wasn't what the fans of the series wanted. It was an action game.
 
JS: Where you can jump out of your cockpit.
 
AH:
<pained expression> Ohhh God. 
 
JS: What was your first reaction to seeing Evolved?
 
AH:
Are you fucking serious?!
<laughs> Pretty much. This is not, no! What the?! What are you doing? That was my reaction, yes. So by that time, one of the creators, Toshiro Tsuchida-san, was not really involved in it anymore. He's one of the creators of the Front Mission series, and I don't think he was really involved with Front Mission Evolved, if at all really. No, I didn't... <dejectedly> Oh I don't know. 
It was outsourced to Double Helix,598 which from what I heard from certain people in Japan, are supposed to be the TOSE of the United States. And it's like, oh really?! Is that a good thing? <laughs> But a lot of things went wrong with it, and I would like to denounce any involvement with it, personally.
 
JS: What I wondered is: who are they trying to appeal to?
 
AH: So this was part of this whole period where Japanese games were not doing as well as they used to. There was a change in hardware, and there was this era where Japanese devs believed they had to make Western games, or games that appealed to Western audiences. And it's like, what does that mean? I didn't even know what that meant. So they were trying to emulate a lot of the Western games that were out there, those which came to Japan. Obviously they weren't privy to all the other games that never actually made it to Japan, or the history behind them or how they evolved. They were just taking these games in a superficial manner, and saying: "Oh, Americans must want this!"
Yeah, and I was trying to tell them, noooo. <sadly> What are you doing?
 
JS: Japanese games appealed to the West when creators weren't consciously trying to appeal to anyone. 
 
AH: Yes.
 
JS: Could you even itemise it in a checklist?
 
AH: No, not really. But the people seemed to believe so, back then. Which is not even a long time ago.
 
JS: Has it started to fall out of favour?
 
AH: I'm not exactly sure. There are still certain people that believe that there are certain changes that need to be made. There was this whole "culturalisation fad" as well. And it was a fad, I do believe. Yes. It's like, "We need to culturalise this title because Western players don't like kawaii 599 characters." 
And I'd say, "What are you guys even talking about?" <laughs>      
But, I don't know, their argument would be like, "They want more realistic graphics because that's all they want. They're not used to the cartoony manga style."
And I'd argue, "Have you looked at what kind of shows they have over there?" <laughs>
So we tried to persuade them and all that, but it's like, people have marketing data, and they have whatever, you know?
 
JS: Hence why box art is butchered in the USA. 
 
AH:
<laughs> Oh that! Yes, Ico for example! That was horrible! What the hell was that?600 The American one was horrible. Eeeeeeyugh.
 
JS: The Japanese cover was influenced by the painter, Giorgio de Chirico. It was exquisite.
 
AH: Yeah, yeah! Ico was also one of my favourite PS2 games. I played the Japanese version. I saw the American box art later on, and my reaction was what?! So yeah, those kinds of marketing people I guess. And they had a lot of influence at those times, because people were trying to figure out how to sell better. But it's like, just make better games. So yeah, I think Front Mission Evolved is a victim of that. 
The belief was, "OK, well, American developers should know what American people want, right? So let's get a team over there to create a Japanese game that will appeal to Westerners!"
What? No! Who are we talking about? And there were a bunch of projects like that. I'm not sure how many of them actually came to fruition.
 
JS: Ninja Gaiden 3 was developed specifically with the Western market in mind. It was panned, and Yosuke Hayashi, head of Team Ninja, said: "It seems like we made a Japanese hamburger for the West. Maybe as a Japanese developer, we need to make good Japanese food, and that's what people are wanting from a Japanese developer. We're not going to offer burgers anymore, but we're going to offer you damn good sushi."601 There's no magic formula, right?
 
AH:
<laughs> No, there is not. 
 
JS: I notice Double Helix is working on the Strider sequel.
 
AH: Yes, and people are kind of afraid of what's going to come out of that as well. I mean, I really don't know how much I want to badmouth certain studios, but it was unfortunate how Evolved turned out. That's all.
 
JS: Anything else from this list you want to comment on?
 
AH: Ah, and Fortune Street. That's the Mario, Nintendo, Monopoly analogue, isn't it? I think that's one of my titles as well, I think. Just the title itself. <laughs> I had some advisory role, but that's all. <looks over list> I have no idea why I'm credited for Dragon Quest Monsters. I don't remember what I did on that one! 
 
JS: It was under Special Thanks.
 
AH: Well, Special Thanks is just... <laughs>
Lord of Arcana, this one's interesting because the main planner, game designer for that, was the guy who was actually doing the story for Front Mission 5.602 That's how he got me involved with certain things. Like, especially UI and namings, mostly.
 
JS: Why did you leave Square-Enix? A managerial position sounds comfy. Describe the jump to DeNA.
 
AH: Actually, well, it wasn't a direct jump. <laughs>
 
JS: Right, there was a gap, since you left October 2011, and joined DeNA in July 2012.
 
AH: Again, many factors. I was kind of burnt out for one. And having done this manager gig without actually doing much in the way of creative things, for a couple of years, I just needed a change again. But then again, it was like I'd waited for 10 years, and there were up and coming people. I dunno. <laughs> I felt that the games that Square-Enix were making, at that time, were not my cup of tea anymore. Especially with the sequelisation of everything, as well.
 
JS: And DeNA gave you an opportunity to move beyond localisation? You pitched concept designs, right?
 
AH: Yes. Actually Iwao-san had moved to DeNA before I had. But there was somebody else that I knew from Square, that had been working for DeNA, they're a programmer, and he's the one who actually convinced me to try to work for DeNA. The way he pitched it to me was that since there were smaller teams, working on smartphone games, it might be more fun to do smaller stuff. And there would be more creative opportunities. The concept design pitches was something Iwao-san was doing when I came in. And he wanted me to take part and pitch ideas. Take part in the whole process, the meetings, and pitch ideas mainly for games that would be released only in the West. Because they were doing that already.
 
JS: Games developed by Japanese teams purely for...
 
AH: ...For the Western market. Like Blood Brothers,603 for example, that was only released in the US and it was doing well over there. But then they ported it back to Japan. So they did have experience doing that, and they wanted some more ideas as to what type of games might appeal to the US market. It wasn't for long. I left after, was it eight months?
 
JS: Ten months it says on LinkedIn, you left April 2013. Were any of your ideas picked up?
 
AH: Not that I know of. <laughs>
 
JS: There's a particular DeNA image I want to show you. Do you remember Kaito Royale?604
 
AH: Uh-huh. <nods> Yeah, that was their flagship title, pretty much.
 
JS: <shows image> Doesn't this resemble someone? <pause> Squall from Final Fantasy VIII?
 
AH:
<laughs>
Ahhhhhhhh. Yeah, OK, so one of the reasons I left DeNA... <intense laughter> Agh! OK, off the record? 
 
[227 words deleted on request, regarding office politics and "weird things going on" across the industry]
 
JS: Couldn't get away from it?
 
AH: I could not get away from that! Athena to a lesser extent, there might have been certain things like that happening, but I just... Maybe I'm not very good with organisations like that.
 
JS: So nothing you pitched took root?
 
AH: Is this on the record?
 
JS: Now it is - yes!
 
AH: On the record, no. None actually came to fruition.
 
JS: What do you think of crowdfunding, which allows small groups to bring ideas to fruition?
 
AH: I think it's great. I think it's awesome. I mean it's still suffering some growing pains, in some ways, with certain projects not actually delivering on their promises. But yeah, I think it's a great thing that there are these games which I used to play, in certain genres, like flight-sims, isometric view RPGs like Baldur's Gate, and so one, and they are coming back because people want them to come back. But the marketers and the executives think that there's no market for them. I think crowdfunding is a great thing, and I know there's Kickstarter in the UK now. I'm not sure if there's one officially here in Japan?
 
JS: There is crowdfunding in Japan, but few games launched with it.605 I think that's why Comcept started Mighty No.9 on the American Kickstarter, to bring in more backers. <long ramble, Japanese projects on Kickstarter>

 
AH: But I will mention Kickstarter to people I know, who have been in the industry a long time, and they just give me blank stares. And I'm like, isn't this good?!

 
JS: After you explain it, and reference Tim Schafer's 3 million dollars, what do they say?
 
AH: Even then! I dunno, maybe it's just my age group, or the people I know are more or less my age, and a lot of them have families. So I think it's a great thing for people who are younger, and have a lot of things that they want to create. 
 
JS: You mean there's an inherent risk in crowdfunding and their families could suffer?
 
AH: Yes. <long pause> I'm not judging people in that way, but most of the time they need a stable income. Especially with the high living costs here in Tokyo, for example. I wish that it would catch on a lot more, in Japan. I'm not even aware of an indie dev crowd here. I'm sure they're out there.606
 
JS: What about the doujin scene?
 
AH: OK, doujin... 
 
JS: I was under the impression it's bigger than indie, because there's nothing like Comiket in the West.
 
AH: Yeah, OK, OK. But there's a slight difference in the sense that it's mostly derivative work, right? For comics and fiction and it's mostly that. And that's what sells, and that's what appears in Comiket. Of course there are original works, but I guess that's the doujin scene. It's perceived differently from indies, now, in the West. It's a different type of crowd, I believe. Mostly because a lot of those people have come up from fan-fiction. I guess it's not the same for games, mostly, no. But I don't have a good grasp of the doujin game devs here in Japan. I mean, they don't get any press coverage either.
 
JS: The Western press loves its indie darlings. We like underdog success stories.
 
AH: I think Japanese people also like that kind of thing. I've no idea why the press doesn't cover it. Mostly because, again...
 
JS: Do you think it's because of the adult content? The erotic nature of some derivative works?
 
AH: I dunno. They are different interpretations. 
 
JS: Have you been to the massive Comiket convention?
 
AH: A couple of times! Pffft... Yes. It's a funny thing. I've been talking to my wife about this as well. About how Japanese creatives, especially the doujin people, they just create things, but it's not for anybody else. It's for personal satisfaction and a small circle of friends. 
A lot of the game devs back in the day were kind of like that too: "We just want to make a fun game that we like." Right? And if it takes off, that's great. But they were not out to be the big hits, to begin with. Doujin in a lot of ways is similar to that. So they don't really want the attention, because they're just doing stuff that they like to do. If they can keep doing that then they're fine with it.
 
JS: They don't want break out success?
 
AH: Not necessarily I don't think. I'm sure some people do. Well, that's just my take on things.
 
JS: I've heard in Japan crowdfunding is seen as begging for money. Is that true?
 
AH: Hmm... You know, I hadn't thought of that. <extremely long pause> I have to think about that one.
 
JS: Is it a cultural thing?
 
AH: There might be something to it. <pause> Yeah, there actually might be some truth to that. I need to mull over it a little bit more. 
 
JS: Were you ever credited under a nickname?
 
AH: Ahh, no, I don't have any aliases or pseudonyms.
 
JS: As someone who works in localisation, what do you think of region locking?
 
AH: Oh I hate it! Personally, I really hate it. Region locking makes no sense nowadays, especially... Oh God. OK, one of my problems, as somebody who can and likes playing games on Steam, for example, or Western games. Region locking and the disclaimer, "This game is not available in your region" - that pisses me off no end! <laughs> Because why not? I know there are publisher concerns as to where the revenues goes. Most of the times it's usually a subsidiary of the same company, which is distributing it in that region. Sometimes it's not, and they need to outsource it to somebody else. And that actually makes matters complicated. The whole thing about pricing differences, right? Yeah, I understand the business concerns, but as a gamer, I hate it. Just give my game! I will pay whatever I need to pay. <sighs>
 
JS: It doesn't make any sense. Handheld systems have always been region free, because originally it was related to TVs, either PAL or NTSC. Now Nintendo has region locked the 3DS! I refuse to buy one - I would have to buy three different systems to enjoy consumer choice. Why are you making me do that?!
 
AH: Exactly. As a lot of people on the forums would say, "Do you hate money?" <laughs> God! I understand that there's a whole lot of licensing issues and complex legal issues as well. When it comes to ratings, Australia being weird, as well as Germany. But people find a way to get their hands on the titles, modding their consoles or piracy, or any other method. Importing is the obvious solution. It's unfortunate that region locking still exists. I personally do not like it and wish it would go away.
 
JS: Sony did well making the PS3 region free. The only region locked game is Persona 4 Arena by Atlus, which they locked due to the price differences, to stop Japanese people importing the US version.
 
AH: Interesting!
 
JS: They wanted a simultaneous release, but because of the exchange rate, Japanese players could have imported it. Europeans complained they couldn't import the US version, Atlus promised to release it in Europe, and what happened? Bloody delayed by nine months!
 
AH:
<laughs> To Piratebay!
 
JS: Well, difficult to pirate on PS3.
 
AH: I know. I'm sure there are ways around it for smarter people than I am. <laughs>
 
JS: I modified my PS1 and PS2 purely to import everything. Because cool stuff never made it over.
 
AH: Well the reverse is true here in Japan as well. People who do like Western games. There was an uproar, well, not an uproar, but some commotion on the web when... Wasn't there region-locking of Call of Duty, which Square-Enix was publishing for Activision in Japan? OK, so there was a brief period where Square-Enix had acquired the rights to distribute Call of Duty games here in Japan.607 And the Japanese localisation was all the voiceovers as well as text, done in Japanese, with no way to get the English voices in their version. Obviously the people who have been playing Call of Duty up until that point have been playing with English voices, and stuff like that. And not being able to buy the US version was kind of sucky.608
 
JS: Why don't they put dual-voices on the disc?
 
AH: That was five or six years ago. It's becoming the standard now. One of the things that I would give Wada609 credit for, is he did do away with region locking for that. He promised that Square-Enix would not do that anymore. So that's one good thing I could say about the man.
 
JS: Any secret anecdotes? Did you ever find Hironobu Sakaguchi snorting cocaine out of a geisha's navel at an office party perhaps?610
 
AH:
<jokingly> Hasn't everybody seen that?! 
<seriously> No! <laughs>
 
JS: It's difficult, because maybe there's something you've seen but I don't know to ask.
 
AH: It is difficult. <laughs> That's a difficult question.
 
JS: You've spent 10 years at Square-Enix. Two-and-a-half at Athena. Just under a year at DeNA.
 
AH:
<jokingly> You mean that other company which I won't talk about!
 
JS: Over a decade in the industry. And there are so many things which are undocumented.
 
AH: Maybe some things are best left undocumented. 
 
JS: Come on. Anything else to share?
 
AH: Ahhh... It's a really hard one. I might send you something in email. If I can think of it. Something that would not piss off a lot of people! I can think of certain things, but I really don't want to say them! <laughs>
 
JS: As someone living in Japan, what do you think of the next-gen announcements? How have your peers reacted to Microsoft's disastrous Xbox One announcement?
 
AH: Oh that, the X-Bone.
 
JS: At first they said you couldn't lend games, you couldn't sell games, you can't buy used. It was insane. They only changed after public outcry. Why the hell would a company even say that stuff?!
 
AH: Well it's simple, money, right? There have been a lot of discussions from people who are more knowledgeable than me, on the web, about that.
 
JS: Would you buy the next-gen?
 
AH: Recently, being six years ago I guess, when the PS3 and X360 came out, I was going to wait and see which one would win out and have the most games. And eventually I did not actually buy either, and just gravitated back to PC gaming. Especially with the advent of Steam and its popularity now. Also I had to get a good PC for Final Fantasy XI, to play back home. I didn't actually play that on PS2.
Anyway, as for next gen, I can't, because they don't really care about us. They don't even have a release date for Japan! That's how small the market is here now. And the PS4 isn't even coming out this year in Japan.
 
JS: November in the US, right?
 
AH: Yes, and like what, January or February next year in Japan? So the gaming populace, or the gaming trends here in Japan have gravitated towards smartphones I guess. It's easier when you can access your phone anywhere. I think gaming has changed here. To much disappointment I guess. I know the death of arcades in the US, but even here, you don't see them at all, and now most of the arcades, if you actually go to any of them that are still left, they don't actually feature "game" games. They're coin games, which are peculiar. 
 
JS: I went into the basement of the Sega Amusement Park, and there were all these linked robot fighting games.
 
AH: I don't know about that one! So that's new. Or it's things like purikura,611 and all those crane game. Taito is, well, still in the fight apparently. But they're still losing money. Taito, which is part of the Square-Enix group now. They still have arcades around. I think Sega and Taito are the only ones that actually have chains. The small independent ones are gone. Same with the game stores.
 
JS: Glad you mentioned Taito. Do you know anything about the Taito WoWoW system?612
<explains it>
 
AH: Taito had a deal with WoWoW?
 
JS: I wanted to find someone from Taito who knew. Because they merged into Square-Enix, I assume any prototypes were junked years ago.
 
AH: Taito were on a different floor, and we never really went there. Or even a different building. I personally did not have that many interactions with Taito staff either. So I can't tell you, sorry.
 
JS: Always worth asking. Back to second-hand sales, isn't it illegal in Japan? Boxes all state: "Not for Resale."
 
AH: Yes, they would say that. <laughs> I really don't know how I feel about it. I mean, on one hand I understand that people want to get some money back by selling the games that they finish, that they're not going to play again, so as to invest in the next game they want to buy. Which is healthy. On the other hand, the whole GameStop issue, that bases their entire business model on used sales - I don't know about that. And the money from used sales is not going to the devs. I don't really care about publishers, but you know, the devs who actually made the games, are not seeing one cent from those sales. It's disturbing to me. So I can see it from both sides. Personally I haven't bought a physical copy of a game in many years, so I really can't say.
 
JS: Really into Steam?
 
AH: Yes. They're very smart with their sales, for example.
 
JS: But the DRM always bugs me. I prefer GOG.
 
AH: Yes, well, that's perfectly fine. Good Old Games, I love that site as well! So it's hard for me to give you an actual opinion on it. Back in the day when I was actually buying CDs, and cartridges, which cost like $100! <laughs> It's like, whoa, jeez! No, I can't just play this game and finish it and toss it away. So I see the arguments on both sides. 
But if it's something like the lending aspect, that is I think the most important thing when it comes to games. If you found a good game, and you want to take it over to a friend's house, and play it together, or introduce somebody to a great game. Instead of saying you have to buy this game, it's like no, try my copy of the game. I guess demos can do the same thing, but at the end of the day I think that whole interaction, the community, makes it special. Even swapping a game. I think that's very important to the game community as a whole, and the health of the eco-system. I just wish that people wouldn't just, <sigh> profit off of that, to the detriment of the people who actually make things. That's my opinion on it.
 
JS: What about always online games?
 
AH: I don't think that's a good idea. OK, so that's something that I think Microsoft miscalculated when it came to the Xbox One as well. I mean eventually we will get there, maybe in the future; I don't know how soon it will come.
 
JS: Command & Conquer 4 was always online, and when connections went down the game crashed.
 
AH: Which just doesn't make sense to me. There was the whole SimCity debacle as well, even more recently.613

 
JS: A fiasco! Then a hacker made a patch to play offline.
 
AH: Yes, yes. And it's like, there's no computation on your servers! So I am fundamentally against it, because I was brought up and played games when these aspects were not around. Especially when it comes to single player games, why would you need to connect to the internet? Personally I've never had any trouble with Steam, but I have heard of people who have. When there's an internet outage they can't access their games sometimes. But I've personally had no problems with it. Maybe because I'm privileged and live in a country that does not have that many problems with broadband. So fundamentally I'm against that kind of always online stipulation, just because of people who are in places with poor internet connections, and due to the fact that it's a veiled form of DRM. I'm sure I have the same opinion as most people out there. I don't see the reason for it. Unless I'm playing an online game, which obviously requires a connection. 
 
JS: And first day DLC? 
AH:
<laughs> And what about store exclusives, or certain chain exclusives?
 
JS: I want the definitive version. I remember buying Secret of Mana on the SNES, and I read the instruction manual in the car on the way home. 
 
AH: Yes!
 
JS: The whole experience was in that cartridge. I just needed a SNES and controller. Now you need patches, conflicting DLC, some you need to buy, an always online connection, you need to start an account, and then log-in to that account, and then activate it, and fill in a code. <rambles on> It's like, just give me the game!
 
AH: I think I side with the popular opinion as well there. Firstly for DLC, why isn't it in the game? And you forgot another thing, sometimes if you want to get the full experience you need to own a different console. What?! Yeah, I don't know. I'm old school, as you are probably, and I do prefer having the whole thing in one box. Or one download. And DLC, if it comes afterwards and it's like a continuation of a certain story, or it's something the devs were really not able to put in, I can accept that. Or if its cosmetic enhancements, that's a personal choice.
 
JS: Sometimes it's obvious they removed stuff, or the DLC is actually just a tiny block of data unlocking what's already on the disc.
 
AH: The most egregious being the Dragon Age Origins DLC pack, where you would have an NPC that would ask you: "Would you like to do this quest? Well, you have to buy the DLC!" 
 
JS: Or Mass Effect 3, which revolves around an extinct alien race, and the only way to control an integral character of that race is to buy the DLC.
 
AH: I kind of refused to buy Mass Effect 3 because of the DLC stuff. I heard about the ending stuff later, but I was like, nah, I'm done with this series. I liked the first one, the second one was OK. I liked the first one a lot, actually!
 
<general chat, a smoke break, and we wrap up>
 
 
 



YOTSUI, Kouichi
(aka: Isuke)

DOB: 7 February 1963  /  Birthplace: Osaka  /  Blood Type: B
Interview with Kouichi YOTSUI
17 September 2013, Tokyo / Duration: 2h 12m
 
Born in Japan's Kansai region, with its own distinct dialogue and culture, and attending Osaka University of Arts, Kouichi Yotsui was a maverick at Capcom - he joined simply because they offered a higher salary than other companies. In fact, he originally studied to become a film maker! In addition to enjoying art and film he's a keen rock climber and practitioner of martial arts, pursuits which all influenced his career in games, notably the title he's best known for: Strider.   
This interview took place after the interview on Mount Takao, where I'd also spoken with Roy Ozaki (published in V1). It occurred at the Westone offices, alongside interviews with Ryuichi Nishizawa and Maki Ohzora; given that Misters Nishizawa and Yotsui were long-time friends, and had worked alongside each other, it was suggested we all meet together on this warm day in Tokyo. I was also keen to cover topics discussed the day before, given that the sake ended up flowing quite freely on Mount Takao. (Extra questions were also answered via email.) I also wanted to film Kouichi Yotsui playing through the first level of his Strider successor, Cannon Dancer, for use in my accompanying DVD (this clip is now on YouTube). While best known for his arcade action titles, Kouichi Yotsui demonstrates a refined artistry when it comes to content creation, encompassing multiple eclectic genres across various formats, with a diverse portfolio of released games and many more which exist only on paper. It's somewhat sad to think that the phenomenal success of his first game, acting as designer, overshadowed his entire career.
It probably won't be apparent from the English text, but various native speakers who listened to the interview spoke highly of Kouichi Yotsui's unique style of speech. As one person put it, he comes across as an old soul, another described him as a man of few words, while a third said he seems as if from a noble family. His poetic reflections on Nostalgia 1907 reveal someone with a rich knowledge and deep understanding of world history and politics. 
In addition, when reading two previous interviews, one on The Light Sword Cypher Mainframe from 2010, another from GameSide magazine volume 16, it's hard not to be moved by his nonconformist ideas: "I like games that exude their creator's individuality. It's like going to see a director's new film. Even though the director never appears on screen, his existence is based on an expression of his individuality."
At the time of editing both URLs appeared 404, but can be found via the Wayback Archives. The LSCM interview, however, is also rehosted on the Kontek servers, and was printed in the book Memoirs of a Virtual Caveman, with bonus material! For an exhaustive look at how Strider was made, these interviews are highly recommended:
 
www.lscmainframe.net/features/kyotsui.html
http://lscmainframe.kontek.net/features/kyotsui.html
www.gamengai.com/cmnt_inf.php?id=2313
www.memoirsofavirtualcaveman.net
 
 
 
Rush & Crash / The Speed Rumbler - Arcade, 1986 (Background artist)
Top Secret / Bionic Commando - Arcade, 1987 (Background artist)
Daimakaimura / Ghouls 'n Ghosts - Arcade, 1988 (Background artist)
Strider Hiryu  - Arcade, 1989 (Designer)
Nostalgia 1907 - X6800, 1991 (Designer, writer)
Chatan Yarakuu Shanku / The Karate Tournament - Arcade, 1992 (Designer)
Moeyo Gonta!!   /      Lady Killer - Arcade, 1993 (Designer)
Cannon Dancer  /      Osman - Arcade, 1996 (Designer)
Submarine Hunter Shachi - PlayStation, 1999 
Suzuki Bakuhatsu - PlayStation, 2000 (Designer)
Drakengard 2 - PlayStation 2, 2005 (Asst. planner)
Otoshi Deka - Nintendo DS, 2008 (Scenario)
Moon Diver - PS3 / X360, 2010 (Designer)
Tokyo Crash Mobs      - Nintendo 3DS, 2012
Kouichi Yotsui from LSCM, describing Strider's creation alongside the manga and NES game: "When our new head of development joined Capcom, Akio Sakai, he suggested we try products with other companies. One he set-up was the deal with [artists group] Motomiya Kikaku which was succeeding in the manga world. It was to be a test of running a serialised manga and a game at the same time. Our CEO, Kenzo Tsujimoto, rented a suite at the Shinjuku Hilton for an entire week and packed the victims in like sardines. They were Masahiko Kurokawa, myself, a sales planner, and the manga artist Tatsumi Wada from Motomiya Kikaku. From time to time Akio Sakai and Tokurou Fujihara would join and help with the idea of the main character, the story, setting, and so on. We couldn't leave until we had a set concept.
"I pushed for a ninja concept. However, I didn't want to make it some old movie. Outside the Hilton's windows was a futuristic view of Shinjuku's skyscraper district. As the game creator and manga artist clashed, the setting was decided: the near future. The hero would be a ninja. We loosely decided. After becoming bored from talks at the hotel in Shinjuku, I escaped to the hallway and took some notes. How far could I take an action game with one lever and two buttons? It was in unlocking that small mystery that the design of Strider was created."
 
Nostalgia 1907
A text-heavy adventure set pre-WWI and entirely in sepia. Quite a dramatic shift from arcade action games! Yotsui says his favourite version is for the X68000 (he dislikes the Mega CD version because they ruined the screen proportions). The CEO of developer Sur Dé Wave was a fan of the computer and convinced Yotsui to work on it.
Received an unrelated sequel on PC-98 about a plane hijacking, titled: PRESENCE.
From PLAY magazine: "You play as Kasuke Yamada, the lone Japanese aboard a luxurious passenger ship known as the Nostalgia, on a cruise in the north Atlantic. Everything is positively Belle Époque until a bomb explodes, crippling navigation. A mysterious communiqué is sent by a person identifying himself as the perpetrator, with one demand: Find the 'Russian Mist', hidden somewhere aboard, or another bomb will be detonated, sinking the ship and all on board. A quick investigation of bomb fragments from the initial explosion reveal it to be of Japanese manufacture, and immediately Kasuke is suspected. What is the Russian Mist? Can Kasuke stay alive? Can the Nostalgia be saved?"
 
Chatan Yarakuu Shanku
1991 was indisputably THE year of the fighting game. Street Fighter II revolutionised the genre worldwide, ushering in a new era for arcades. Not only was Street Fighter II a hit, but several competitors rallying against it found success; Mortal Kombat, King of Fighters, and Tekken are all familiar names which continue today. However, it's easy to forget that fighting games existed in various forms throughout the 1980s.
The game that kickstarted the genre was Karate Champ (1984), by Technos. Before Street Fighter II made ki projectiles the norm, Karate Champ was a more realistic portrayal where striking an opponent earned you points, requiring two for victory. Konami's Yie Ar Kung-Fu (1985) added a lifebar to the genre, with very few games after that feeling like actual tournaments judged by points. Yet there was one such game released a year after Street Fighter II, the closest thing Karate Champ ever got to a spiritual successor in 2D: Chatan Yarakuu Shanku.
It does not feel like a clone of Street Fighter II, instead opting for a slightly more realistic take on fighters which harkens back to Karate Champ. You play as a karateka with a white gi, or black if you're player two (the only actual character). If you're looking for something very unlike Street Fighter II and its ilk, Chatan Yarakuu Shanku not only cuts against the grain, but also serves as a throwback to fighters of the 1980s, something of a last hurrah before the Street Fighter II style almost entirely took over.                           via Hardcore Gaming 101
 
Cannon Dancer
Set in a cyberpunk Middle-East, this spiritual successor to Strider is arguably better than its progenitor. It's faster, more flamboyant, more tightly refined, and all-round more outlandishly awesome than Strider and pretty much all other 2D arcade action games - both mechanically and  aesthetically. Which makes the fact it never had a home port all the more tantalising. Outstandingly good.
 
 
Suzuki Bakuhatsu
A puzzle game were explosives are hidden in everyday items (oranges, clocks, phones, etc.), requiring you to disassemble them carefully in order to disarm the bomb. It is a unique concept for a puzzler, and even two decades later still feels remarkably fresh in a market which continues to chase the antiquated idea of coloured shapes materialising from the ether.
Aside from being a revolutionary new take on puzzlers, it also features a very experimental aesthetic style which blends crazy characters in a live-action filmed story, with wacky photos and funky music. In every conceivable way, this is like nothing you've ever seen before. Amazing!
 
JS: <offers gift> I wanted something British, but with a special meaning.
 
KY: Oh! <opens - laughs> It's not chocolates? <shocked> It is not chocolates!
 
JS: <laughs> Chocolates were yesterday!
 
KY:
<looking at packaging> It's a very macho cover. <taps box> You know the title, Strider? That's taken from Tolkein's book, Lord of the Rings! The final boss, Grandmaster Meio, was also inspired by the book - from an illustration I once saw.
 
JS: <laughs> Cool! This is for the C64. <explains computer, cassette data, etc.>
 
KY: I can keep this? Thank you very much! So this is for a computer? Do we get to see this in action?
 
JS: I've a video with every Strider.614
<puts on video> The C64 version is interesting, they composed fresh music for the SID chip. The ZX version only used about four colours.
 
KY: Four colours? Wow, the C64 version has old chiptune music from those days... I wonder who did this port?
 
JS: The Spectrum can display about eight colours, but you get "colour clash", so devs often limited themselves.
 
KY:
<watching> I think they redrew these pixels.
 
JS: True. These computers couldn't handle the resolution of the original. Would you like to see more?
 
KY: No, that's fine.
 
JS: It shows how far your games travelled, with all the adaptations they received.
 
KY:
<laughs - embarrassed> What can I say to that?
 
JS: Were you aware of these adaptations?
 
KY: We were not. The arcade version was actually intended for the worldwide market from the start. In my day, pretty much everything was. It was a little later that they started making games primarily for the domestic [Japanese] market, and only selecting certain ones for international markets.
 
JS: Yesterday you said Strider had not sold well?615
 
KY: Yes, that's true. I don't remember what the actual sales were, but that was my impression. I remember Yoshiki Okamoto616 coming up to me and saying it was my fault the company was in the red.
 
JS: But you nearly died while making it!
 
KY:
<laughs> Right, yes. I had been thinking about the game and went to the roof to contemplate. But the door closed behind me and I realised it could not be opened from the outside. But it was only a few meters to the adjacent building, so I started to climb down the side to get to the emergency stairs. <laughs> I was in danger both of freezing to death and dying from the fall!
 
JS: <laughs> Well, it was so popular it was ported over 14 times; kids loved it.617 It had sequels, re-releases, and remakes. 
 
KY: Thank you for that.
 
JS: This Commodore 64 version is the proof, since it's a re-released "Best Of" title.618

 
KY: Thank you so much. Maybe if I show this to my daughter she'll actually believe that I made games at one point in my life! I just tried to develop games that I found fun, and if children throughout the world enjoyed them too, I think that's wonderful. I'm truly moved that 25 years later there are people who still enjoy Strider. As for sales, I was never in management, so I don't know much about it. Nor was the business side of the industry ever an interest of mine.
 
JS: I think the only way to make good games is to make ones you personally enjoy.
 
KY: My superior at that time was Tokuro Fujiwara, who created Makaimura, or Ghosts 'n Goblins. He was a true artist. He could be very critical of the creations of his subordinates, but he made an exception for Strider in that he gave me a lot of freedom to do my own thing.
 
JS: I'm keen to talk about Nostalgia 1907 - it's not documented in English, though has a cult following in Japan. So I'd like you to convey a sense of it.
 
KY:
<laughs> It's about the Anglo-Japan alliance. Did you know at one point Japan had an alliance with the UK?
 
JS: Yes, with the Triple Entente during World War I?
 
KY: No, before that.619 Japan and the UK were allied at that point, in opposition to Russia. It was an adventure game set in that period. Do you know the movie Juggernaut?620 It's about a bomb squad trying to disarm a bomb that has been placed in a luxury cruise ship. I was inspired by that movie to create an adventure game set on a cruise ship, and set it in a historical period that would allow for some spy intrigue. Oh, there are these British novels - the Charlie Muffin series, by Brian Freemantle.621 That inspired it as well. I believe I pitched it as an "intelligence action" game. It's about a Russian spy who wants to defect, and therefore there are a lot of factions competing over the ship, with British, Russian, and Japanese agents competing for him, and that's why the bomb is planted. <laughs> But I won't tell you who's responsible!
 
JS: There's a scene where you defuse a bomb. Players speculate this influenced Hideo Kojima, with the bomb-defusing scene in Policenauts. Thoughts?
 
KY: I have no idea! <intense laugh> You'd have to ask Kojima that! <everyone laughs>
 
JS: I'm not sure if you're aware of fan-translations? <explains> How would you feel if Nostalgia 1907 were translated by fans?
 
KY: I would be delighted. At this point, I don't even know who owns the copyright anymore. I showed you that magazine earlier, with the scenario to Nostalgia in it?622 All of the game's content... All of it ended up on the Japanese website 2ch. If the developers [Takeru] had wanted to sue, who would they even sue? Who is there to negotiate with? Although copyright is important, we as a society have kind of moved beyond copyrights at this point. We have to accept that things will spread through other means. Music is a typical example of this. <laughs>
 
JS: I think that's a very forward attitude. For the fan-translation community it's not really about breaching copyright; they do it so everyone can enjoy a game. 
 
KY: It's a delicate issue. You know, if you play Nostalgia 1907 and pay close attention, you'll see that the famous composer Igor Stravinsky, and Coco Chanel, among others, are on the cruise ship. I don't know if their estates would be upset with that or not! <laughs>
 
JS: Right! Back in the day famous people were featured, and they're now removed when a game is re-released. Like Marilyn Monroe in the XBLA version of Shinobi.
 
KY: Ah. Well, mine was a very minor game, so I didn't need to worry about that.
 
JS: Would you say it's a visual novel? Adventure game?
 
KY: Honestly, I just create the games I want to make. I don't pay any attention to genres. I incorporated the techniques that were necessary to make the game, without any regard for such classifications. I wanted to make the player feel tense, and put them in a situation where, like in a face-to-face conversation, they would have to speak and act from the gut. 
The game is not so much about choosing the words as it is choosing the attitude: <standing away from the table, softly> like choosing between "yes, yes", <leaning forward, intense> and "YES!!"
<hits table>
 
JS: It was developed while you were at Takeru?
 
KY: Yes, and they're not around anymore.
 
JS: Is there a connection to Soft Vender Takeru...
 
KY:
<cuts in> Oh, there's no connection at all. They just had the same name. When the company was thinking of the name Takeru, the president was warned that there was another company with a similar name, but he didn't care.
 
JS: A journalist said he bought a copy of Nostalgia 1907 from a Japanese vending machine...623
 
KY: Yes, that was Soft Vender Takeru. No relation. It's just the same name.
 
JS: Oh, he was certain they were connected!
 
KY: This is exactly why Takashi Kogure warned our president to go with a different name! <laughs>
 
JS: Chatan Yarakuu Shanku, or The Karate Tournament, stands out for its art style and its restrained gameplay. Was it a response to the success of Street Fighter II?624
 
KY: I suppose you could say that. At that time, there were only three planners at Mitchell: Akira Kitamura, who had made Mega Man, Shinichi Yoshimoto,625 and myself. After Akira Kitamura created the game Funky Jet, there was an incident that led to his leaving the company.626 Because Street Fighter was very popular, as you said, and Kitamura had been from the consumer side at Capcom, the company decided it needed to develop a fighting game made by people with arcade experience. Since I practiced karate myself, the company told me to make a karate game.
My first idea was an "O.L. [Office Lady] Karate" game - one that was full of female characters, which I thought would be very popular. But we ultimately decided to go in a more conventional direction. Another problem was that the hardware we were working with wasn't very good at all, and there wasn't much we could do with it. So the "restrained gameplay" was really our only option.
With the hardware limitations, we decided that rather than increasing the cast of characters, we'd use the limited memory to create more frames of animation. That's why there's only a single character, with the player character and enemy characters using the same sprites. Normally you would expect a wide cast of enemy characters, like Street Fighter or its various imitators, but in consideration of our hardware limitations, we decided to flout that convention completely.


JS: I noticed some interesting names in the credits. The main programmer is listed as "DAVID BOØWY"...?627
 
KY: There was a rock band called "Boøwy" in Japan at the time.628 I don't know much about them, but I think the programmer was a fan and decided to adopt that name for himself as a nickname.
At the time, Capcom forbade employees from using their real names in the credits, so that they couldn't be lured away by headhunters, and most of our employees were originally from Capcom, so... Well, I guess people didn't see much point in switching to their real names for an arcade game where the ending wasn't a big deal, so they just chose whatever name they liked. That's the reason I use the name Isuke.
 
JS: What is the origin of Isuke? I've read you've also been credited as Teruaki?629
 
KY: I don't recall ever being credited as Teruaki. No, I do not think that's correct...
 
JS: Apologies. Must be an error on the website.
 
KY: As for "Isuke", I'd worked on a number of games that didn't get out of the development stage, so when I finally finished a game, I wanted to commemorate it by using the first character of Japan's hiragana syllabary, in Iroha630 order, with the idea being that I'd use the second character for the second game, and so on. So that's the "I" part, and then "-suke" is simply a common suffix for Japanese male names. However, I abandoned the idea of changing it for each game, because my name for the next game would have been "rosuke", which is a slur for Russian people.
 
JS: Though there were a lot of Russians in Strider... And also Nostalgia 1907!
 
KY: That's true! I wanted Strider to feel like an adventure, so I wanted its cities to use elements that didn't often appear in mass media. 
 
JS: Strider conveys an interesting lore, especially by using foreign languages. I believe you even wanted Swahili?631
 
KY: Yes, I wanted a very broad worldview so that the game would feel like an adventure that was very much removed from everyday life, with players progressing rapidly through very unfamiliar settings. 
Originally I did want to do the jungle stage with the Swahili language, but was told that doing so could be seen as offensive.
I wanted to have multiple languages from the start of development, mainly because I wanted Strider to convey an exotic feeling. Initially the intention was not for actual spoken dialogue, however we were fortunate - there was a Capcom employee who came from a language school. Back then, when you made a game, you'd handle everything in-house. So we asked for his help, and he brought in some friends while also taking part in doing the voices. <laughs>  
 
JS: You mentioned games that never got developed; you showed design docs for Subway 20. I'm very interested in unreleased games - tell me more!632
 
KY: Well, generally, it works like this. I come up with a proposal, and ask a publisher to fund it. Next, either I put together a team to make it or the publisher assigns me one, and I direct the development of the game. Now, frequently they don't like the proposal to begin with, and that's that. But sometimes, in the midst of development, a higher-up decides that the game would be a poor fit in the current marketplace and cancels it. Or sometimes we even finish it, but the publisher decides it doesn't make financial sense to release it. There are a lot of different places where a project can be derailed.
Once a project dies, it's never really clear what I can do with it. Is it okay to talk about it? Can I show it to other people? I'm not sure. Sometimes, if a project gets killed in the middle of development, there's still a chance that I can rework it and revive it later, so I want to hold on to those. I don't care that the projects were deemed a failure - I get pretty attached to them, and it's hard for me to give up hope of releasing them one day. Incidentally, the design documents I showed you are about 10 years old. I used to do about three a year back then, so they've piled up for about a decade. But proposals nowadays look quite a bit different. We generally have to put together some video footage, for example.
Most of my unpublished ideas were simply rejected at the proposal stage. That's the most common reason a project fails. The second-most common problem is that the producer fails to understand adequately the essence of our idea, and starts meddling with it during development, demanding we change things in a way that takes all the fun out of the game. And finally, sometimes once the game gets into development, we get caught up trying to perfect some aspect of the game and it gets cancelled due to us falling behind schedule.
 
JS: Meddling producers - I've heard that story often!
 
KY: It varies by company and also by the actual person as well as by the team. So it really depends who the person is. Because this is a craft made by people, it's all about people in the end. That's why we have to fight for it.
 
JS: I'm fascinated by cut material and unreleased games. You said your nickname Isuke was to commemorate the first game which you completed, suggesting there were games before it that you did not finish. Can you talk about them? Your words could be the only record... 
 
KY: I was a Capcom employee back then... I believe it was an unreleased Famicom version of the arcade driving game Rush & Crash.633 The arcade version was actually the first game I worked on as a dot-pixel artist.  
 
JS: The pixel art in Capcom's arcade titles was beautiful. What technology and methods did you use? 
 
KY: I was only briefly involved in the early stages of Daimakaimura634 before leaving to work on Strider, so I wasn't very involved with that. But the way Capcom operated at that time was that they didn't specifically hire planners; they'd hire dot-pixel artists and let the ones who aspired to planning roles make that known to their superiors. So for Makaimura - and I'm talking about the original here, not Daimakaimura - Tokuro Fujiwara635 designed the main character, and did all the animation himself, and from that the rest of the staff picked up on what sort of game they were making. 
Then when it came to Daimakaimura, the staff knew exactly what he wanted and were able to execute on his vision. It was a small team, so you could do things like that. I did the same thing with Strider, doing the graphics for the character and his animation myself, and then the team helped me out with things like enemy designs. This was a really common way of doing things back then. Nowadays it's very different, with different departments that have clear divisions of responsibility. 
 
JS: This photo shows the equipment?
 
KY: Yes, that's right. You just punch in the dots like this.
 
JS: No mouse or light pen?
 
KY: No, no, nothing like that. Just with a keyboard. You had a 16 pixel grid, a 16-color palette, and that was it. You could make very simple animations with it as well. We did this for years, and eventually people got fed up with it and we started to work on developing new tools.636
 
JS: Was this machine custom-built by Capcom? 
 
KY: Yes, it was produced in-house.
 
JS: Because I can see the Sony logo - I can use this photo?
 
KY: I'm not the one who can grant you that permission!
 
JS: I wouldn't want to get you in trouble.
 
KY:
<laughs> Sure, that's fine. And likewise for the other pictures as well!
 
JS: Let's film you playing Cannon Dancer while I ask questions.637 Sadly it was only released in arcades.
 
KY: I don't even remember how to play it.
 
JS: It'll be fun! <loads MAME> Here's the intro cinema. I read the story was based on real life?
 
KY: Real life?!
 
JS: Regarding your time at Capcom.
 
KY: I have no idea what you're talking about!638
 
JS: Wikipedia lies again! <laughs>
 
KY: Which button to jump?
 
JS: Give us some commentary, like directors do on films.
 
KY: I haven't played this game in 20 years. It really takes me back. <dies> I'm dead. <laughs> I like this gear.
 
JS: There were a lot of those slopes in Strider.
 
KY: I used a lot of cyberpunk in this first stage.
 
JS: I liked the ocean stage later on.
 
KY: Mr Fujiwara wanted to do that in Daimakaimura, with the dot-pixel waves. He put some work into getting it done but ended up having to abandon the idea. So I thought I'd see if I could make it work in this game. 
<referring to first miniboss, statue holding a car> I drew these objects myself. If I had asked anyone else to do it, I would have to explain why I needed a statue here, and a car here, and so on. You never have to explain yourself if you do it yourself. 
Say, how sturdy is this controller of yours? 
<plays for a while, dies again - throws controller on table - THUMP!> Damn it! <everyone laughs>
 
JS: Not many journalists can say their controller was broken by the legendary maker of Strider.
 
KY:
<laughs> This game is awful. <resumes playing - avoiding enemies> Ahhaaaaa!
 
JS: I thought it was fantastic! You've described it as being a parody. Can you elaborate?
 
KY: Well, there's nothing really new or original about it. I guess it isn't a bad game, though. This part I like... <points to S-shaped gear section at start>
 
JS: I was at Roy's house - he still had the source code.
 
KY: Really? When I first joined Mitchell I was told: "Make a game like Strider!" So it was always my desire to make it a Strider successor, putting all of myself into it. Obviously it's not related to Strider's scenario, but both were made by me, so... <laughs>
 
JS: I hope it gets re-released someday.
 
KY: Tell Roy... Tell him, he can retire off of it. <laughs>
JS: <laughs> Push C to do the special move.
 
KY:
<sound of buttons mashing> This character sure is agile, huh? One thing I wanted to do was have the behavior of the enemies change depending on whether the player was moving towards them or away from them. I didn't want the combat to feel mechanical - damn it, I pressed the wrong button! When the player character approached them, I wanted them to get frightened, and maybe tremble and run away sometimes.639
<finishes first stage - we all take a break>
 
JS: Tell me about Suzuki Bakuhatsu. You showed concept art and sketches, but how did you come up with the concept of a puzzle game revolving around bombs?
 
KY: This too was inspired by the movie Juggernaut. But this was a console game, so I didn't have to develop an entire drama around it. So I focused on the act of defusing the bombs. I was trying to think of what would be fun on a console like PlayStation, and thought it would be fun for the player to handle physical objects like clocks - to turn them around, try to disassemble them, and so on.
 
JS: I liked the saving of data. <laughs> A road sign flashes towards you, and you have to push in a specific direction, but the speed makes it tricky! 
 
KY: If you drive along the highway in Tokyo, you experience just that sort of challenge, where you need to react quickly at high speeds, and I wanted to bring that experience into the game. The game revolves around disarming bombs inside objects. The player has to turn the objects around, find an entry point... I wanted to guide the player without using text, so I thought of road signs as another way to do that. In real life drivers have to make quick decisions about how to respond to road signs, and I wanted to bring that into the game. Ideally, I'd have liked to be able to destroy save data - if the player fails, the data is gone. But the player could have just removed the memory card, so I gave up on that idea. Not giving the player a guaranteed way to preserve their data was controversial, but Enix was supportive of the idea and signed off on it.
 
JS: The game has a unique style, using surreal photos. It differs from the design docs you showed. (right)
 
KY: When I first went to Enix, I pitched them two games: Suzuki Bakuhatsu and Pachinda, a mosquito-slapping game, and the company wanted to pursue one of the two. They assigned me a newly hired producer, Takehiro Ando.640 He didn't know anything about making games, so he had some pretty unusual ideas, like "let's incorporate photographs", and "let's hire this person to do the music". He was really something else! I thought those were pretty interesting suggestions, so I went along with them. Well, at first I argued against photos, saying he was crazy. But he replied, "You made movies before", and I said, "Yes, and they were good movies!" <laughs>
 
JS: When Moon Diver was announced,641 many thought it was a follow up to Strider and Cannon Dancer. 
 
KY: I didn't particularly view it as a return to that style of gaming. I'd prefer to make games in a variety of genres, and I just want to make whatever games I can. I'm not pushing in any particular direction.
 
JS: Have you considered crowdfunding for your ideas? 
 
KY: No. I'm not confident that I'd be able to give them an appropriate return on their investment.
 
JS: The game itself is the return... <detailed explanation>
 
KY: Well, that's something worth considering.
 
JS: I think people would be very excited to support you.
 
KY: Square-Enix said something similar when we were making Moon Diver. Personally, I didn't think I was a famous enough creator to really sell a game on my name like that. They positioned me as a lead developer for marketing purposes, even though I wasn't really that hands-on with the development of the game. I think it's best not to overestimate the potential of things like this.
 
JS: That's very sensible.
 
KY: Regardless, Kickstarter is an English-only site, so it's hard for me to grasp exactly how these things work.
 
JS: Joseph Redon wrote an explanation in 
                     Japanese - I'll send it to you.
 
KY: That would be great.
 
JS: Have you seen Keiji Inafune's Kickstarter? He's making a copy of Mega Man and was given $3.8 million.
 
KY: What do you mean by "copy"? <laughs>
 
JS: A similar idea in a similar style.
 
KY: And Capcom can't sue him? 
 
JS: <jokingly> Well, it's merely inspired by Mega Man.
 
KY:
<forced laugh> Ha ha ha ha ha ha. 
 
JS: I wonder what Akira Kitamura thinks...
 
KY:
<more forced laughter> Ha ha ha ha ha ha. 
 
Interpreter: I think this might be an uncomfortable topic.
 
JS:  It's a bit of an in-joke.642
 
KY: There's often a gulf between one's fame and one's actual ability... Let's just say I would have some concerns about that. <laughs>

That's the way Inafune works, and I do have a lot of respect for that. But he considers himself... <in English> a "concepter", do you know that term?
 
JS: Yes, but Mega Man wasn't his concept, it was Akira Kitamura's from when he was at Capcom.
 
KY: Moving back to myself, when I worked on Moon Diver, I tried to preserve the style of Strider, to sort of reproduce its genre. It is a spiritual sequel, of sorts. So in terms of the idea, I didn't take any risks with it at all. I don't think that's the job of a game planner. So if you're trying to get a publishing deal, then, well... But with Inafune... <laughs> I mean certainly, "I'm making Mega Man" is an easy pitch to understand, and there will be lots of people willing to pay money to play it. But when you're making something completely new, you just don't have that guarantee of success. That said, I think creating those sorts of new experiences is our duty as developers.
I'm not naïve to the circumstances of this business, and I'm not saying I have no interest in making conventional genre games. But ideally I'd like to create something truly new, that people haven't seen before. As a business venture, though, that's especially risky. It's quite a dilemma.
 
JS: Indeed! Would you like to comment on the recently announced Strider sequel?643

 
KY: My comment would be "just let me make one level". Ideally, the low-gravity stage.
 
JS: Is there anything else you want to add? 
 
KY: Okay - I have your email address.
 
Photographs tell a thousand tales
 
<we take a break, look at some photos>
 
KY: From the far left, that's Tokuro Fujiwara, the creator of Makaimura for arcades. Then Hasegawa of Bionic Commando - I don't remember his first name.644 That's me, and on the far right that's Masahiko Kurokawa,645 who made the NES version of Strider.
 
JS: Who is the guy peeking from the background?
 
KY: That's Kenshi Naruse. He didn't make any hit games at Capcom, but he quit the company early on and formed a development studio called Ukiyotei...646
 
JS: Oh, yes! In Osaka. He made games for Super Famicom and Neo Geo Pocket.
 
KY: He and I joined the company at the same time. I wonder what we should do about the rights to use their likenesses! I certainly don't mind, but... I certainly would be happy for you to show it, but there are likeness rights issues to consider.
 
JS: I'm willing to take the risk, but I don't want to get you in trouble. Speaking of Mr Naruse, did you keep in contact? Ukiyotei closed a number of years ago...
 
KY: I've not stayed in touch with him.
 
JS: Can my friend and editor on Retro Gamer use the photo I took of you yesterday, holding your painting?647
 
KY: Feel free!
 
JS: Let's take a look at these other photos!
 
(By my count there were 40+ photos that day - sadly too many to show here. Something for future journalists!)
 
 
~In memory of~
 
 
 
KUROKAWA, Masahiko
 
AKA: Masayoshi & "Patariro" & "Kuro" & "MX-5"
 
1963 ~ Unknown
 
~Abridged Portfolio~
 
Commando - NES, 1986 - (Planner)
Higemaru Makaijima - FC, 1987 - (Game design)
Titan Warriors (cancelled) - FC, 1988      - (Designer)
Strider - NES, 1989 - (Designer)
Mega Man 3 - NES, 1990 - (Planner)            
Mega Man 7 - SNES, 1993 - (Planner)
Mega Man X - SNES, 1995 - (Planner)
Resident Evil - PS1, 1996 - (Supervisor)
Tomba! - PS1, 1998 - (Planner)
Tomba! 2: The Evil Swine Return - PS1, 1999 - (Scenario)      
Extermination - PS2, 2001 - (Game design)
Hungry Ghosts - PS2, 2003 - (Planner)
 
 
"After graduating from the Department of Image Planning, at Osaka University of Arts, he joined Capcom. Kurokawa, who had studied movie making at the university, produced a number of consumer games under Capcom's First Planning Office and Fujiwara.
"For Strider Hiryu there were three people: Masahiko Kurokawa (Famicom, Capcom), Tatsumi Wada (manga artist, Motomiya Kikaku), and Kouichi Yotsui (arcade director, Capcom). Together for the game and the manga we created and did the planning, worldview conceptualisation, scenario, and character design. We started by meeting at the Hilton Hotel in Shinjuku, but with things still to discuss, we went to the manga artist's apartment to spend the night. The three of us spent that day and many more after, eating ramen and coming up with the rough draft for the story. 
"He was a little bit clumsy, a man of many ideas, and loved his wife dearly. Masahiko Kurokawa died when he was young."
Kouichi YOTSUI, friend and colleague
 
 



OKA, Toshinari

DOB: 6 July / Birthplace: Kobe / Blood Type: A
Koi no Hot Rock / Rock'n Rage - ARC      - (1986, data input, programmer)
Penguin Adventure - MSX1      - (1986, possibly small uncredited role)
Vampire Killer - MSX2 - (1986, assistant programmer)
King Kong 2: Yomigaeru Densetsu - MSX2 - (1986 - some sources say 1987)
Knightmare II: The Maze of Galious - MSX1 - (1987, sub-programmer)                  
Knightmare III: Shalom - MSX1 - (1987, programmer)
Gradius 2 / Nemesis 2 - MSX1 - (1987, programmer)
King's Valley II - The Seal of El Giza - MSX1 & 2 - (1988, programmer)
Parodius: Tako ga chikyuu o sukuu - MSX1 - (1988, programmer)
Konami Game Collection Extra - MSX1 & 2 - (1989, programmer)                  
SD Snatcher - MSX2 - (Apr. 1990, program & command package)
Metal Gear 2: Solid Snake - MSX2 - (Jul. 1990, game programming)
Konami Picno software - Picno - (~1992, various game programs)
Chibi Maruko-chan no Taisen Puzzle-Dama - SAT - (1995, programmer)
Interview with Toshinari OKA (sensei)
1 October 2013, Kobe / Duration: 3h 11m
 
My trips to the Kansai region from Tokyo were limited to inside of a 30-day period, since that was the duration of my JR Rail Pass once activated. I made the trip to Kobe specifically to interview Toshinari Oka, returning home afterwards - a return travelling time of around seven hours! But it was worth it. Konami Japan is a secretive company, and getting interviews from staff currently employed there is nearly impossible. The UK branch of Konami - specifically Jay Boor, head of Konami's public relations - had actually been very keen for me to visit the Japanese offices and conduct interviews, since it would have been excellent free publicity for them (I explicitly stated I was covering all costs). However, Konami Japan put a stop to all of it. If you've been following news of Konami these past few years, including the epic controversy regarding Hideo Kojima leaving the company, it won't be surprising. Konami is imploding. So to speak with someone from the company's golden 8- and 16-bit years was a tremendous privilege. 
Toshinari Oka had worked as a programmer almost exclusively in the MSX division, which was great since Konami outclassed almost all other MSX developers and made excellent use of the system's dual cartridge slots. Plus, of course, the MSX2 is where Metal Gear started, and Mr Oka was programmer on the sequel Metal Gear 2: Solid Snake in this author's opinion, not only one of the best games in the series, but one of the greatest games of all time across any format. Other highlights of Oka's career include Vampire Killer, the original Parodius, plus work on the little known Konami Picno hardware. More than this, he was able to share multiple exciting stories from life inside the company, such as daytrips out with Hideo Kojima, tech details and hard disk swaps, and midnight runs to buy beef bowls. He was a builder who helped define the company, not with bricks but binary, and his stories are invaluable.
The interview took place in a tea shop at the top of a high rise building with a panoramic view of Kobe city! If it had been at night, no doubt you could imagine it having taken place in Neo Kobe City from Konami's Snatcher. After our interview we also embarked on an impromptu taxi ride to the old Konami development building on Port Island, which was in use up until the Great Hanshin Earthquake on 17 January 1995.
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JS: I'm looking forward to documenting your work - it's difficult to find credits for everything you did.
 
TO:
<laughs> Well, I don't really feel like putting my name all over the pages of the book you are going to write about the history of Japanese games.
 
JS: Really? There's an entire chapter on you... <explains>
 
TO:
<laughs> I wonder if there are people who are interested in that!
 
JS: There's an entire forum dedicated to the MSX which are interested! When are you free until?
 
TO: I wanted to ask you, how much time do you want?
 
JS: Until 4 o'clock?
 
TO: Okay, I am fine until 5 o'clock or so.
 
JS: It all depends on what we come up with. I want to discuss Metal Gear 2 in detail!
 
TO:
<laughs> Sure, I can do that.
 
JS: What was the first game you recall seeing?
 
TO: First game? Other than TV games? I remember getting interested in games when I was a 6th grade student at elementary school. Also as part of my boy scout activities I went camping - ski camping in Nagano prefecture - and I was staying at the lodge in Nagano. I remember a tabletop type of game, on which I was able to play a version of tennis. Whatever movement I made using the controls, that motion was reflected on the screen. First of all I was shocked by the idea of having a TV in the table - inside it, actually incorporated as part of the table itself. That was really surprising. And also all the movements which I did being conveyed onto the screen, that really blew my mind.
 
JS: How old were you in 6th grade?
 
TO: About twelve-years-old?648
 
JS: Did you follow the Nagano winter Olympics in 1998?
 
TO: That was much, much later. I was not so interested in the Olympic games, so I didn't follow it too much.
 
JS: Is skiing a hobby of yours?
 
TO: That was a norm as a boy scout. In winter boys had to go skiing. 
 
JS: When did you feel that you wanted to make games? When did you first program?
 
TO: In the beginning I did not intend to base my career on programming games. In fact I was interested in electronic engineering. Like making small radio sets or small circuits, and so on. So I was more into making the hardware.
But when I was a high school student I had to talk about my possible future path in life with my father. He said that, going forward, probably software has a more promising future than hardware. So I became more interested in the software side of computers, and when I was in the second year in my high school, I used a pocket computer. I remember the model code, PB-300, and using that I saw some BASIC games, and I came to learn how to program in BASIC.649 It was a lot of fun. So I became more geared towards software, rather than hardware. Anyway, both hardware and software alike are about making something out of something else. So I proceeded down a future path into a career making software.
 
JS: Your first programming language was BASIC?
 
TO: Yes, that's right.
 
JS: It's a bit slow for action games.
 
TO: At that time I didn't program too much with regards to games. More so I was doing calculations and formulas. Or displaying text messages, running through the screen. Really simple stuff.650
 
JS: Then at university you took computer science?
 
TO: Well, that might have been one possible option - like a major in computer science at university - but rather I wanted to have more hands-on experience. Therefore I decided to join a vocational school and for two years, right there, <points out window> at a Kobe vocational school, I learned how to program.651
 
JS: Can we see it from this room?
 
TO: It's about 15 minutes on foot from here. <points>
 
JS: You were born in Kobe?
 
TO: Yes.
 
JS: So when you worked for Konami, it was obviously their Kobe branch, or did you move to Tokyo?
 
TO: Both - Kobe and Tokyo.652

 
JS: And now you've returned to your home town.
 
TO: That's right. Because I work for some other company now. Actually I don't quite work in Kobe, I work in Akashi City, which is right next to Kobe, to the west.
 
JS: Did you study assembly language?
 
TO: Yes, assembly language, Fortran, COBOL... That's all, in terms of programming languages. And also general ideas about computing. Plus commercial book keeping. So those were the subjects I learned. But to be honest with you, I was not a good student at all! <laughs> I did not get good grades.
 
JS: For any reason - were you pursuing... Side interests?
 
TO: At that time I was into motorbikes. I was touring all over the place!
 
JS: What year? Were you playing games at the time?
 
TO: It was around 1984, or 1985. So already there were videogames available. But I didn't play games on the Famicom or MSX personal computers at that time. Instead I played arcade games, at game centers, as well as PC-8801 computer games.
 
JS: Right, the computer by NEC.
 
TO: Yes, by NEC.
 
JS: Any favourite games?
 
TO: Hmm... There was The Castle on PC-8801.653 I also loved "Space Invader" type games as a junior-high student and senior-high student.
 
JS: When did you start at Konami?
 
TO: I'm not actually sure... I joined Konami in 1986, in April, maybe?
 
JS: Was Konami your first job? How did you join?
 
TO: Upon graduation from that vocational school, yes, I joined Konami. There was a testing computer language, called CAP-X, which is a "virtual" assembly language.654 That was considered part of programming qualification exams in Japan. So although I didn't take the exam itself, I studied it. This is not used for the actual programming, but rather it's used for testing purposes.
I liked this programming language a lot. So I learned many languages, as I mentioned, but I thought that I had more talent in assembly language. So I wanted to have a job in which I could utilise assembly language. So it's not that I wanted to do game programming, I just wanted to use a specific language.
Just by chance Konami had some recruitment postings at my vocational school, and I was aware of the name Konami at that time - it was already famous as a game software developer. Therefore I just decided to take their exam, just like that.
 
JS: Konami had an entrance exam?
 
TO: Yes. Well, at that time, from the vocational school, more than 50 people applied for positions at Konami. At the end only three people were hired for the hardware side, and another three were hired on the software side of the company. There were two portions, let's say, in the recruiting test. One is an interview, and I was late for the interview! <laughs> And in Japan, in Japanese culture, that is kind of a fatal thing to do! If you're late for the interview you are not going to make it. Also there was a written exam. So even now, I wonder why I got the job with the company. I remember being surprised at the fact that I was accepted. I'm now connected via Facebook with the guy who interviewed me at that time, when I was late for the interview. So I intend to ask him why I was hired, rather than failing at the exam! <laughs>
 
JS: That would be interesting! 
 
TO: Yes. Three people interviewed me, face-to-face, and one of them is on my Facebook list. 
 
JS: Can you remember what the written part was like?
 
TO: I don't remember much about it, to be honest with you. Some common sense knowledge. Some general subjects: Japanese language, maths, English, social studies, and science. That kind of thing.
 
JS: Wow. So not directly related to programming.
 
TO: No, you're correct.
 
JS: Your father encouraged you to follow software. What was his reaction to you programming games?
 
TO: Well I didn't get any strong reaction from him. But I think he was concerned about my health and wellbeing, because in joining a videogame developer I had to stay at the company overnight, and work long hours, so I think he was worried about me.
 
JS: Did it diminish your health? Did you feel burned out?
 
TO: Well, you know, from time to time anybody would feel fatigued and getting tired of doing things like that. But in the end, I loved creating something new and making something. I think this is my calling. Right now I do not work on game programming, I'm not creating anything in particular at the moment, but I would like to get back to the creation of something. Going forward.
 
JS: I looked online, and your first credit is for Vampire Killer on MSX2, from 1986.655 Was it your first project?
 
TO: No, it was not the first. Well, my first ever program - and I didn't exactly program for this - what I did was some background work. Like providing map data, and so on. It was an arcade game called Koi No Hotrock.656 As in rock music. It wasn't very popular, therefore very few people know about it.
 
JS: I'll look that up. There are websites with every arcade game listed.
 
TO: Yes, I believe so. I was able to find some images of the cabinet as well.
 
JS: If Hotrock was an arcade game, were you first placed in the arcade division? Konami had three divisions: Famicom, MSX, and arcades.
 
TO:
<surprised, mid-question> Wow, you know it well! Right, yes. I was first of all assigned to the arcade game department within Konami. And then after half a year or so, I was transferred to the MSX division.
 
JS: Did you request the transfer or...?
 
TO: Well, they decided on that. But for me it was really good! At that time I didn't do much of any programming. It was just data input, data entry, that was my main task.
 
JS: Whereas the MSX division allowed you to fulfil your coding interests?
 
TO: Yes, exactly. In the end I was fed up with data entry. Do you know Parodius? I worked on the MSX version. The very, very first version of Parodius on MSX. I worked on so many games, but I don't know their English names.
 
JS: Can you recall the games you worked on? I want to fill out this list... <reads list from MobyGames - he confirms after each name> But it's missing Parodius.
 
TO: Yes, and also King Kong 2 for MSX2.657 Do you know Knightmare III: Shalom for MSX?658 And then Parodius for MSX. It was back in 1987... Also King's Valley II - The Seal of El Giza, and the MSX version of Nemesis 2, in the Gradius series.659 I'm trying to think of all the names, but I think those might have been all of them for MSX. But it's possible that I'm forgetting one or two. 
 
JS: So in the MSX division, what was your first game?
 
TO: <pause to reflect>
Vampire Killer or... One other... <looks up on phone> Possibly Penguin Adventure?660 There were two titles. So this is the second version - this is like a remade version of the first game. It's a kind of play on words, in Japanese. Antarctic Adventure is the original, and the remade version is Penguin Adventure. And this remake is the one I worked on. So I don't know which came first - whether it was Vampire Killer or Penguin Adventure. Probably this was the first. <points to phone>
 
JS: Hideo Kojima worked on the remake, right?
 
TO: Well, I don't remember that...661
 
JS: You started at Konami the same year as Hideo Kojima, is that correct?
 
TO: Yes.
 
JS: Regarding Vampire Killer, it came out after the original Famicom Disk System version, Akumajou Dracula.662 Did the two begin development at the same time?
 
TO: Famicom version came first. Yes, I believe that this Famicom version was developed first, and then ported to the MSX2.
 
JS: Can you recall Hitoshi Akamatsu?663
 
TO:
<long pause> I think so...? But it's only a kind of vague image I have. It's just, you know, the name rings a slight bell.
 
JS: I'm trying to find the "father" of Castlevania. 
 
TO: Unfortunately I have no idea.
 
JS: Any anecdotes from Vampire Killer's development?
 
TO:
<very long pause> This is a well known story. But in the last scene, at the end of the game, there was a portrait of Count Dracula. The frame is made of wood, at the top and at the bottom, but there are no wooden frames on the sides. Did you know that? Let me look for an image.664

 
JS: What was your role on the game?
 
TO: I was a sub-sub-programmer. <everyone laughs> Let me share one more anecdote from during the game's development period... 
In the game are enemies called "mermen" - half fish, half human - which jump out of the water and land on a higher part of the level, and I did the code for that. So they jump up out of the water and land on elevated platforms. And since "hill" or "raised ground" in Japanese could be written as oka, my surname, the joke at the company was to call them Oka Mermen - meaning both "Oka's mermen" and "Hill Mermen" because they were on raised ground.665
 
JS: Ah, a play on words!
 
TO: Yes. <laughs>
 
JS: I love these anecdotes. Any others, maybe on King Kong 2? Or on SD Snatcher?
 
TO: Did I work on SD Snatcher...? Maybe I'm in the credits for doing something I'd forgotten about? <pause> I didn't have deep involvement in SD Snatcher. In fact, I wonder why my name is on it...
 
JS: Maybe you assisted with something.
 
TO: Yeah, I probably just helped out in some small way. There was a lot of that - let me tell you a story about King Kong 2. When I was a new employee, I remember the senior developers on King Kong 2 would have me run errands for them. I had just joined the company, or maybe I was in my second year at that time, when the development of that game was ongoing. At 2 or 3 o'clock in the morning, everybody on the team would get hungry, and they'd make me ride on my motorbike to get beef bowls - in Kobe City! Because our office was located on Port Island, to the south, and there was a bridge connecting it and Kobe City.
So Kouji Toyohara666 - he's famous for Powerful Pro Yakkyu667 now - would sit on the back of my motorbike clutching desperately to 10 beef bowls for the team! <laughs> Every night, in the small hours, I'd be driving that bike while Toyohara was hanging on to those beef bowls! I was a crazy driver, too, and Toyohara would always say: "I'd hate to be found dead on this bridge surrounded by a bunch of splattered beef!"
 
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: Let's discuss Parodius. Can you remember the first day they announced the project?
 
TO: Well, I don't remember when it happened; when I first came to know about it. But this game is a kind of parody of Gradius - and I liked parodies, they were fun things to do. So I remember getting excited about it.
 
JS: Right, along with Vic Viper you could control an octopus! Who was in charge?668
 
TO: Is it okay to name the person in charge? He's still with the company... We had so many trade secrets in the company... Well, I cannot make the judgement whether it's okay or not to name them or not. Especially concerning individuals. Well, if you can show me the list, then point at and ask whether it was that person or not, I might be able to say yes!
 
JS: Unfortunately the original MSX version of Parodius is the only one without credits. Hence it's not on your profile.
 
TO:
<pause> I think it's okay, but I'm not completely sure... I think the game had credits...669 I was listed as    T. Oka; a first name initial and then family name.
 
JS: Can you describe how the team came up with ideas?
 
TO: In those days development teams had "planners" who came up with the ideas. I don't remember the way the team was organised, exactly, but there was somebody like that.
JS: Did everybody contribute ideas?
 
TO: Yes, in part, we all did.
 
JS: I'm just wondering how you decided on an octopus and a penguin, for example.
 
TO: Ahhh... Well, penguins were one of the favourites for Konami, right? You know - Antarctic Adventure, Penguin Adventure, and so on. But I do wonder about the octopus!670
<laughs> So the planner for some reason came up with the idea of featuring an octopus, but I don't know how or why he did that. Traditional Konami characters, from games like Knightmare and Goemon, were adapted for this new work, plus there was the regular ship found in Gradius. But the octopus character was original.
 
JS: He's hilarious.
 
TO: But honestly, I have no idea why we went with an octopus as the star!
 
JS: Because Parodius was based on Gradius, did you reuse source code or start from scratch?
 
TO: We were able to reuse portions of it, while other parts had to be written specifically for the game. Things were borrowed from Gradius - the essence - while the graphics, and objects, they were done from scratch and freshly inserted. As for the framework of it, the framework differs from one game to another usually. The options, power-ups, the enemies, player characters, story... So in terms of Gradius and Gradius 2, and Parodius, they all have the same framework. Of course we reused parts of the source code, and created new code as well.
 
JS: A mix of existing code and fresh code?
 
TO: Correct.
 
JS: For the original MSX #1.
 
TO: Correct. 
 
JS: Because it came out in 1988...
 
TO: It should be on the package somewhere. But yes, around that time. 
 
JS: At that time the MSX2 system was already available. Were you frustrated - why weren't you all working on the MSX2 by then?671
 
TO: Yes, we did have a feeling of frustration. I don't know the reason why we made that for MSX1. Here is what I would assume: according to the market surveys, regarding the number of each platform in the marketplace, the volume of MSX1 units outnumbered the MSX2. That's what I would guess.
 
JS: Right, the MSX1 likely held a larger market share.
 
TO: Probably!
 
JS: Any interesting stories from development?
 
TO: We wanted to make it a really fun game to play, and I remember brainstorming a lot of ideas. For example, there were asteroids in the game, and the word for asteroid - shouwakusei (¬˜f¯) - sounds a lot like shougakusei (¬Šw¶) which means elementary or grade school student. So when we were talking about what enemies should appear on the asteroid, one idea was that we use shougakusei, grade school students. <laughs> And you'd be shooting them off the asteroids, shouwakusei. But when the team was discussing it somebody objected to that. So that idea was not used in the final game. <laughs> But I'm not sure whether I should talk about this - whether I can reveal it in public or not!
 
JS: That's a fantastic story!
 
TO: It's interesting, but I think it was not incorporated into the program in the end, so that's the reason why I'm wondering if I should speak about it now. Yeah, it was a funny idea. Those school boys and girls, with that Japanese style backpack, and you'd be shooting those shougakusei off the shouwakusei. <laughs> But ethically speaking that's problematic.
 
JS: After Parodius you worked on Metal Gear 2 for MSX2?
 
TO: Actually, Konami also had an MSX product called "Game Collection"...
 
JS: The Konami Antiques MSX Collection?672
 
TO: No, no, these were bundles of three or four previously released MSX games that were collected onto floppy disks.673 We released a Bangai-hen volume that also had a few small original games on it. I must have programmed two or three of those original titles.
I remember two of them clearly. One was a game - and this is its Japanese title - called Tsururin-kun. The title character is a young monk in training. In Japanese temples, people leave mochi674 as offerings to the gods and their ancestors, right? And in this game you try to steal and eat them off the altars, and if the head monk sees you he gives you a smack. It was pretty ridiculous.
 
JS: Then later you were programmer on Metal Gear 2: Solid Snake for MSX2?
 
TO: Ahh, yes, I was.
Hideo Kojima and I joined Konami at the same time. At that time we were friends, and when Kojima decided to launch the project, he chose me as the programmer. That's why I joined the team, to develop Metal Gear 2: Solid Snake.
 
JS: Were you aware of Snake's Revenge at the time?675
 
TO: I didn't really know anything about the Famicom game. I think you'd have to ask Kojima about any connections between the two games.
 
JS: Metal Gear 2 had a lot of great ideas. <lists them> Did the entire team brainstorm, was it all Kojima?
 
TO: I don't remember the part about the pigeon. But when we were developing the game, we had team meetings many times. In these meetings we talked about what we wanted to do with the game, and some of the members popped up with ideas. I can't specifically remember which idea came from whom, but some of the ideas from the meetings were included in the game. But mostly, the bulk of the game ideas came from Kojima.
 
JS: What was your favourite part? Any strong memories?
 
TO: What I remember clearly... Hmm... I started with the movement of the player character, which was satisfying. I was really happy with the way the crawling mechanic functioned. I worked on the transceiver sections, and I liked the way those turned out. Let's see, I worked on the ways some of the items functioned... I thought the radar was cool but I did not work on that myself. It's so hard to remember what else I did, there was so much! I did some of the enemy movement...
 
JS: Did you do the enemy AI?
 
TO: No, not that aspect.
 
JS: Any anecdotes you can share?
 
TO: I can't really get into the specifics of this story, because it's confidential, but I made a mistake in my character-movement program that led to Snake moving in a strange and unintended way. But when other team members saw it, they liked it, and they decided to add that movement to the game!
 
JS: The transceiver faces looked like movie actors.
 
TO: You know the transceiver scenes where the character's face is shown on screen? I created the static effect - those little moving horizontal lines, because I wanted it to feel realistic for the player. 
 
JS: Was there anything that especially influenced the team?
 
TO: I think you'd need to ask Kojima about that. Not because I don't know, but because it wouldn't be my place to reveal it.676
 
JS: Was there anything you could not include?
 
TO: Knowing Kojima, I'm sure there must have been, although I don't remember any specifics. Because of the limitations of the MSX2, I'm sure there were more things that he wanted to include, but couldn't because of the hardware specifications we were working with.
 
JS: The MSX2 was a very limited 8-bit machine.
 
TO: Yes, that's right. Very primitive.
 
JS: What computer was it programmed on?
 
TO: The programming language was assembler. The computer we used was Hewlett Packard 64000 hardware. An old machine. <laughs>
 
JS: Even so, I was impressed with the game's technical aspects.677 Was it difficult to program?
 
TO: As a matter of fact, some of the portions of the programming were very difficult. But I wanted to realise every aspect of the world that Kojima was trying to create. I never wanted to tell him, "No, I can't do that" - I always tried to figure out a way. I was worried that the whole game wouldn't end up being fun if I failed to achieve some part of his plan, so I aimed to do it all - 100%.
 
JS: Can you describe what an average day was like in 1990, on Metal Gear 2?
 
TO: I've been making games for so long that it's hard to remember! I suppose when I arrived in the morning I'd go to the cafeteria, and usually Hideo Kojima and Yoshihiko Ohta678 and our other colleagues would be there talking. Then when work officially began - maybe at 9am? - I'd get to work programming. Then I'd go out to lunch with my colleagues, come back, and work some more. Then we'd go out to eat dinner, come back, work some more...Sometimes work finished early, sometimes late. It varied.
 
JS: The industry was so different in 1990. Fun times?
 
TO: We were working ourselves really hard in those days, but we were all driven to create - we loved creating things - and that can be a very powerful motivator. Sometimes that meant sleeping at the office, but if that was what we had to do to make something good, it was worth it. It was an exhausting time, but when I look back on it now, we were doing good work, and I remember it fondly.
 
JS: It pioneered ideas later reused in Metal Gear Solid.
 
TO: I haven't played the PlayStation version, so I can't really say.
 
JS: In 2006, Metal Gear 2 was released in Europe, in English, on the PlayStation 2 as a bonus, and many played it for the first time. Any comments for foreign fans?
 
TO: Just that I'm happy that so many people are still playing and enjoying Metal Gear 2: Solid Snake. I'm so surprised. I feel honoured to have been a member of a development team for the Metal Gear series. It really makes me proud to have worked on a game that so many people treasure, and makes me value the experience of making it all the more. 
 
JS: It's considered one of the best in the series.
 
TO: I'm so pleased to hear that!
 
JS: Collectors especially - it's very expensive on auction.
 
TO: I got a copy of the first version off the production line, from right after the game was printed. I bought it at the company store as soon as it was available. It's one of my most treasured mementos. The copy of the game, right now, is stored at my parents' house. Previously I emailed you a photo of myself holding the game.
 
JS: Did Konami give you copies of games you worked on?
 
TO: They did not give them to us. The people involved in development had a wish to own the games they worked on. I bought all the titles which I had any involvement in.
 
JS: Sadly over the years, the plastic on the box for Metal Gear 2 has gone all wobbly. What condition is yours in?
 
TO: I'll have to think about that... I sent you a photo, showing the box in my hands, so if you enlarge that you can see.
 
JS: In the photo it looked smooth still!
 
TO: Well, I didn't pay much attention to that. <laughs>
 
JS: At Konami I believe you had a nickname...
 
TO: Ahh, you mean when I was making Metal Gear 2? There was Wild Monkey, and Monkey Oka.679
 
JS: How did that come about?
 
TO: I named myself as Monkey Oka. That name came about as part of a camouflage shooting game we were playing at that time, among Metal Gear 2's development team members as well as some others, up in the mountains. It wasn't real shooting. It was a kind of "beam gun", so if the beam hits someone's headset, that person is dead and the game is over.680 It was that kind of game. Other people had codenames as well, like in the case of Kojima-san, the codename was Snake. And someone else was called "Black-something", and some other person was called Salty Dog, and so on. Anyway, I'm not that tall, and people said that I was like a monkey, so I thought the nickname of Monkey Oka, or maybe making it a little wilder, as in Wild Monkey Oka, was a good fit for me.
 
JS: Sounds like a fun day out! Was it part of the company's recreational day?
 
TO: Yes. That was a kind of company outing, in-between development activities. In order to boost our mood, or morale, we would go out and do things like that.
 
JS: Any interesting stories from these days out?
 
TO: Well, Konami used to have company trips - overnight outings that we'd take as a team. Once we went to Hokkaido and we were playing the shooting game I mentioned before, by a lake. We were wearing camouflage and carrying guns and so on. I remember other tourists being shocked by this, and asking if it was okay for them to be there - they'd thought we were members of the Japanese Self-Defense Force on training exercises!
 
JS: Do you have any photos?
 
TO: I might be able to find them...
 
JS: Put them on Facebook. I'd love to see them!
 
TO: Hmm, I'm not sure about uploading them to Facebook, because some other people are in the photos as well. But I would like to find them again, now that you have mentioned them!
 
JS: If you find them, we can blur the faces of the others.
 
TO: Okay. I will try to look for certain things, including those photos which you're interested in.
 
JS: Thank you! Speaking of photos, here is one I took in Akihabara. <shows>
 
TO:
<surprised> This is expensive!
 
JS: Yes, it's a collector's item!
 
TO: I still actually have the labels which were supposed to be applied to the cartridges. Even now. Do you think anyone would want them? 
 
JS: Oh definitely!
 
TO: Those labels were something I got in the process of developing the game. <laughs> If I could trade them I would. I mean they would be happier to be treated nicely, and carefully, by collectors. Rather than by myself, who hasn't really looked after them. So I'd be happy to do that. I have to check the condition of those labels though. How bad or good they are. <laughs> Because I didn't treat them with care over the years. Other than that, I might be able to find some other things. Stuff like those labels.
 
JS: My friend runs a preservation society for old games.
 
TO: Well, to be honest with you, I assumed that nobody played those older retro games anymore!
 
JS: Really?! People love old games. This UK magazine, Retro Gamer, is dedicated to old games! It sells [redacted] copies every month! <shows magazine>
 
TO:
<surprised> Wow - that's a lot. That's great.
<sketches Konami's Kobe office> So this is the layout where we had the Hewlett Packard 64000 programmers working. There was a segregated room where the hard disk was stored, and this image is the schematic I drew of the hard disk. 
 
JS: How many programmers were able to use this - was it five in parallel?681
 
TO: I'm not sure how many people were able to work on one HP 64000, but maybe five people? This drawing might have too many seats actually. But many people had desks right next to one another and worked on the programming. So this is an image of that room.
 
JS: What year?
 
TO: 1986 to 1989, or thereabouts? We were all connected to these hard disks, and this was a small room where the hard disks were stored. So this room was air-conditioned all year round. In summer it was nice and cool inside.
 
JS: Regarding the HP 64000, an MSX forum was researching the computer. They discovered it could be placed in "MSX mode" to emulate the MSX.
 
TO: The HP used an ICE.682 Did you want me to explain about how the connections worked for this?
 
JS: Its 64252A Z80 emulator pod had two stated speeds: 3.6Mhz and 4Mhz, and the MSX2 was 3.57Mhz.683 Is that right?
 
TO: Ahhhh... <shakes head> I do not remember exactly. I cannot really give precise details on that. So I feel we had something like that? Your point is that they were different, and I'm speculating here... We could not accommodate the differences in clock speed, so therefore by using whatever means necessary it must have been adjusted to compensate. The hardware staff worked on the circuit boards that had to be connected - the ICE or In-Circuit Emulator. It's possible those hardware guys used some tricks in order to adjust the clock speed, but I can't be certain.
 
JS: There's been talk online - some wonder if Konami created their own bespoke circuit boards to attach to the HP 64000 computer?
 
TO: So a board to be incorporated into the emulator? In terms of the emulator... It's possible, but I'm not sure.
 
JS: Can you remember how much the HP 64000 cost?
 
TO: I have no idea.
 
JS: I've heard huge quotes in the region of $25'000.684
 
TO: Per unit? I didn't know anything about the pricing. Us software people hardly had any involvement in the hardware or circuit boards. Because that was work done by the hardware people.
 
JS: How many megabytes were the hard disk?
 
TO: I'm sorry, I cannot recall. It was not that big, at that time. <points to sketch> So a bunch of hard disks were put inside, or got replaced, in a bundle like this. One scratch and it was over. So I had to be extremely careful about how to treat it.
 
JS: Did you personally have to handle the disk drives?
 
TO: At the time we had only a limited number of HP 64000 computers, and we had more development teams doing programming than we had computers to program on. Plus those disk drives had limited storage. So if, like for example, two games were being worked on at once, one team would be the "day team" and one team would have to be the "night team". The day team would come in, put in their disk drive and get to work. And when they were done, the night team would come in and pull them out, and replace them with their disks. So they were being handled and swapped regularly.
 
JS: Nightshifts for programming?!
 
TO: Correct. So, let's say the time they came into the company was 9 o'clock at night.
 
JS: Wow! Did you work nightshift?
 
TO: In my case I was never assigned to any nightshift. But, you know, at times I had to work around the clock. Starting in the morning and then past midnight, and so on.
 
JS: Did you sleep at the office?
 
TO: Yes, of course, of course!
 
JS: I've heard a lot of companies had a small dormitory for employees to sleep in.
 
TO: Yes. The office that Konami had at that time was located on Port Island, to the south from here. On the 10th floor of the building where Konami's office was located then, there was a bathroom and a sauna, and a lodging facility. Everything. So we did have some accommodation at the office. At one time I had to stay at the office for three months. From time to time I did go home, just to get some extra clothes, and then came back to the office. I kept working on the programming for three months, without ever sleeping at home.
 
JS: That occurs globally. Making games is hard work.
 
TO: Yes! You know, because I kept working on programming, throughout the day and throughout the night, even in my dreams I also programmed. 
 
JS: Is that... On the record?
 
TO: It's okay. So actually, I programmed in my dreams! And then when I woke up, the program was not there, but I remembered the code and so on, so that I actually recreated that program after I woke up. Whatever I had created in my dreams.
 
<we take a break; sign the signature books - Mr Oka writes down some assembly code>
 
TO: This means add 10 to A, and then subtract B from A. The letters XOR means zero clear. So "LD A, 0" would do the same, but this is fewer letters, so less capacity is required.
 
JS: A more efficient way of coding.
 
TO: Correct. Back in the old days, the MSX didn't have a very high capacity, hence the need to be as efficient as possible when programming. So sometimes the ROM could not be accommodated in the available storage, so we had to compress it. And we had to think about good ways to shorten code and minimise the capacity required as much as possible.
 
JS: Right, you'd run out of ROM space and memory.
 
TO: Exactly! So if I programmed just nonchalantly then not all the code could have been accommodated. That kind of work was a tough one!
 
JS: While you were working at Konami, did you ever hear of a game called Last Warld?
 
TO: What kind of game was this?
 
JS: A game for the MSX, I'm not sure which model.
 
TO: Is that the title, Last Warld?... And it was by Konami, for the MSX?
 
JS: It was never finished. Hideo Kojima worked on it. 
 
TO: Do you have the year Last Warld was in development?
 
JS: It would have probably been the year you joined...
 
TO: Yes, I think I know it. I do not remember the name itself. But I recall Kojima-san making a kind of prototype. But I do not remember what kind of contents it might have had. I just remember him working on something... I don't remember this particular one. I mean, he worked on many prototypes. I know he had many plans.
 
JS: Did you work on any games that were never released?
 
TO: No.
 
JS: Everything you worked on was sold?
 
TO: Correct.
 
JS: Can you recall any of your colleagues working on games which were ultimately never released?
 
TO:
<very long pause> Well, you know, in my case all of the titles that I worked on were released in the end. So I didn't have any personal involvement in the unreleased titles at Konami. In terms of the games, all the development teams were a kind of closed circle. So it was tough to know what was going on from outside.
 
JS: So in the MSX division there were teams, and each team did not know what the others were doing?
 
TO: Sometimes we came to know, other times no. So it's possible that there were unreleased games, but I do not recall any details. Also those cancelled titles are kind of easy to forget about, so...
 
JS: It's unfortunate Konami probably lost the data.
 
TO: Right, yeah... But I believe Konami, if you can look into the company, they must have held on to all the disks. 
 
JS: Most people I've spoken with say that every few years companies just throw everything away.
 
TO: I wonder... 
 
JS: People went through the bins of Sega and found cancelled games.
 
TO: It depends on the company, actually. If I were the owner of the company or part of the management, then I would have safely archived the data from unreleased games, because we never know what kind of use the data or the code might have in the future.685
 
JS: Konami has an excellent reputation on the MSX. For example, special music cartridges, and sometimes if you put two different game cartridges in a machine together you unlock special features.686
 
TO: Yes, I remember those!
 
JS: Who came up with these ideas?
 
TO: Well, I'm not sure who came up with the idea, to be honest with you. But it was an interesting idea, and along with my colleagues I remember discussing possible things we could do with the idea. At that time Konami had a corporate policy or culture to pursue anything interesting. Pursue something others were not doing at that time. Something fun, something interesting, and the higher ups in the development section, they encouraged a really liberal atmosphere in the company. So I remember trying many different and interesting new ideas.
 
JS: Can you recall any specific ideas?
 
TO: Regarding the two cartridges idea?
 
JS: Any of the ideas.
 
TO: Well, my memories of these are fading, but I do remember one thing! It was a kind of marketing idea. In terms of cartridges, some were very popular and others were not. So we thought if we can utilise those  cartridges that did not sell well, as part of this dual cartridge idea, then maybe we could clear out our inventory at the retailers. 
 
JS: Smart - make less popular games valuable.
 
TO: But I don't remember whether we actually implemented that specific plan or not... So I don't remember if we ended up doing it. But I do remember us discussing that plan.
 
JS: With the MSX, an important distinction to make is whether it's the original, the MSX2, or the MSX Turbo R.
 
TO: Yes, that's an important distinction. Because depending on the hardware, some programs did not work. For example, the ones designated for the original MSX could be run on the MSX2, but not vice versa. But I'm not sure about the compatibility among the other models. 
 
JS: Would you say that developing for the MSX1 was cheaper, or cost less, than developing for the MSX2? Did you need less staff and was it quicker on MSX1?
 
TO: I didn't see that much difference in terms of cost. It was certainly no big deal compared to the way it was later, with the PlayStation and Sega Saturn. With the graphics being more precise and detailed for those consoles, we needed to have more team members in terms of project development
 
JS: Did you personally work on the PlayStation and Sega Saturn systems?
 
TO: Sega Saturn, yes.
 
JS: Wow! I thought you left Konami after Metal Gear 2 on MSX2. There are no further credits after that.
 
TO: Well, Metal Gear 2 was released around 1990, and after that I was in poor health for a few years. As a result of that, I couldn't continue working in software development anymore. So inside Konami I was transferred to the Tokyo sales department, and I worked there in that capacity for two years. After that two year period I came back to the development division of Konami again, and worked on Sega Saturn.
 
JS: What titles did you work on when you returned?
 
TO: Actually, I didn't immediately work on the Sega Saturn. I worked on Konami's Picno, a "graphic computer" that users would connect to a TV. 
 
JS: Oh! <looking at photo on phone> This is the first time I've seen this! What was your involvement?
 
TO: It's like drawing software. On the Picno you would use a tablet and pen to draw something, and that would be reflected on the TV screen. We also developed games on proprietary game cards that you could insert into the tablet. I programmed software for these cards. Things like educational games that would teach young children the Japanese syllabary or maths, and puzzle games, that sort of thing.
 
JS: Can you recall the names of any Picno computer software you worked on?687
 
TO: Yes. I did Picno de A-I-U-E-O, which is how to read and write, and a puzzle game that I've forgotten the title of,688 and one called Dokkin Shinri Game. There may have been others, but I was not the one who made the maths game. That's all I can recall.
 
JS: Then after this you worked on Sega Saturn?
 
TO: Yes.
 
JS: Tell me about the Saturn. Was it difficult to code?
 
TO: The first Sega Saturn title I worked on was Chibi Maruko-chan no Taisen Puzzle-Dama,689 the underlying game of which was originally programmed for the PlayStation. Afterwards it was converted to Sega Saturn and in doing the conversion we added some additional features - specifically the inclusion of Chibi Maruko-chan, the anime character.690 The PlayStation version did not have Chibi Maruko-chan in it.691 But Sega wanted to have or requested this new character for their system, so I worked on that one. At that time Sega had a developer's manual for how to program on the Saturn, but it wasn't very good, so we had a hard time understanding how to program anything for the machine. <laughs>
 
JS: There were two processors, running in tandem, right?
 
TO: Well... I'm not sure. I don't recall. But it was difficult, that's for sure.
 
JS: People say the original PlayStation was a success because it was easier to develop for.
 
TO: Yes, I often hear that too.
 
JS: What other Saturn games did you work on?
 
TO: That's all.
 
JS: And afterwards?
 
TO: I came back to Kobe. You know pachinko parlours, right?692 After returning to Kobe I started to work on the development of the programs for the Liquid Crystal Display panels for pachinko machines.
 
JS: For which company?
 
TO: Fuji-Shoji, Kyoraku.693
 
JS: Please describe this.
 
TO: First of all, when I worked on the LCD programming I was the project manager - not doing programming myself. And I was with the company between 1995 and 2002. In the last two years during my time with the company, I didn't have any hit products. And before that I was able to regularly generate hit products, and I was okay in the meantime. But because I was the project manager, I felt the responsibility of not having any great hits or blockbusters in the last two years. So I decided to leave the position in development. 
And then after that I joined a foundation that is owned by Konami's founding family member, the Kozuki Foundation.694 I went to Tokyo, on my own, leaving my family behind - but it was tough for me, therefore I decided to leave the position, thereby leaving Konami altogether. Other than missing my family, at that time I was not doing any programming anymore. I was not on the front line, and I wanted to work on software. That's another reason why. Also, I don't like Tokyo - frankly speaking. So I came back to Kobe and joined a software company, not in the gaming business.
 
JS: How would you describe the difference between the Kansai area and Tokyo?
 
TO: It's a tough question.
 
JS: I've read so many articles on the cultural differences between the West and East of Japan.
 
TO: Well, some cultural differences are observed. Other than that... Well, both sides are conscious of each other in a way. Maybe this is a difficult example to understand for you, coming from outside Japan, but... Let's say in terms of baseball games, there are two famous and popular baseball teams: there's Kyoujin in Tokyo, also known as the Yomiuri Giants, and there's the Hanshin Tigers from Kansai. I love the Hanshin Tigers, I'm a big fan. And in Tokyo, naturally, we are outnumbered by fans of the Giants. So on the commuting train, the next day after the Giants win a game, there would be big articles printed in newspapers being read everywhere. <laughs> I hated it! What made me feel so good was spreading out the sports section the next day after the Hanshin Tigers won a game, having beaten the Giants.
 
JS: So you feel at home, back in Kobe.
 
TO: Yes, that's exactly right. But you know, business wise, I don't know if this was a good decision or not. So going forward I would like to keep working on big projects. So in that sense, I do not mind going back to Tokyo or going abroad.
 
JS: You mentioned returning to Kobe and joining a software company?
 
TO: It does not exist anymore. Please do not mention its name.695 I was with them for two years or so, and then it went bankrupt. Which is why I'd prefer not to name the company. Since the company became insolvent I had to look for another position somewhere, and then I found a position with Fuji Computers. This is a vocational school, owned by Fuji Computers.
 
JS: Earlier you also mentioned Fuji-Shoji - are they related?
 
TO: Fuji-Shoji has nothing to do with Fuji Computers.
 
JS: What do you do there?
 
TO: I am the headmaster of the school.
 
JS: Whoa! I should be calling you Oka-sensei!
 
TO:
<laughs> I had no desire to be a "sensei". So it feels weird to me, now, being a sensei. Sometimes I teach, and provide career development lectures to younger students, and so on. Administration as well. That's what I do. 
 
JS: Do you teach students actual coding and how to make software?
 
TO: Yes, I do.
 
JS: How old are these students?
 
TO: A variety of people, starting from 18 up to 30, maybe?
 
JS: Do you ever tell your students that you used to program games for Konami?
 
TO: Yes, sometimes I do.
 
JS: The games you worked on are still around today - Metal Gear games are still being made.
 
TO: But those are old games I made - so recent students, youngsters, are not aware of them.
 
JS: Well, if you saw a student playing Metal Gear Solid 4, you could tell them: I programmed one of the originals.
 
TO: Yeah! <laughs> Of course I can say that.
 
JS: I mean, it was re-released a few years back on the PS2...
 
TO: Yes, you mentioned that.
 
JS: ...And translated into English. So it's still relevant.
 
TO: When you put it like that. 
 
JS: While you were at Konami, were you not aware of how people outside of Japan were reacting to the games?
 
TO: You are right, I did not know about it - the kind of reception the games were getting outside Japan. But I did get some sales information, how well those titles were selling outside Japan.
 
JS: Metal Gear 2 wasn't originally sold outside Japan, but the MSX2 was popular in Holland, so players imported it. Two guys even made a fan-translation.696
<explains>
 
TO:
<very surprised> Ohhhh!
 
JS: How do you feel when you hear these stories?
 
TO: I am so happy to hear that. It's a great pleasure for me to know this, because it means my past work is still being played and appreciated.
 
JS: When I finish the book, and send you a copy, you can show all your students.
 
TO: Is it okay to mention your book on my school's website?
 
JS: Oh yes, sure.
 
TO: I'm looking forward to seeing the final book.
 
JS: Have you ever thought about making games again?
 
TO: Yes, I have. It's my calling to create something new. So I'd like to come up with a product that can be touching and appreciated by so many other people. Because in the last two years when I worked on actual programming, like the LCD panels for pachinko parlours, I did not have any blockbuster hits. And that's a great regret for me. I wanted to make popular products.
 
JS: Maybe for mobile phones? You can create software with only a small team.
 
TO: Well I wouldn't mind doing that. But I have to make a living at the same time.
 
JS: I know a lot of coders who have side projects for mobile systems. Some are breakout successes.
 
TO: Yeah, I have thought about it before... But I don't have much spare time either. So my current position kind of keeps me busy.
 
JS: Any final messages about life at Konami?
 
TO: Well, you'd like to hear some interesting episodes, right? <laughs>
 
JS: Of course!
 
TO: Memories of working until late at night, and all day long. Well, day and night I worked on programming, so I was always sleepy, because of sleep deprivation. If I fell asleep at my desk I was told off by my senior programmers. So when I felt really drowsy I would go to the men's room and sat in a cubicle and had a quick 15 or 20 minute snooze, then went back to the office. But one time I remember I dozed off, and slept for like an hour or so? I was badly told off by my seniors: "Where were you?!"
Let's see... Other than that... I found my wife at Konami! <smiles>
 
JS: That's wonderful! Was she an employee?
 
TO: Correct. She was in trading. Konami used to have portable gaming machines, which were exported. So she worked in the export division of those products. Little handheld LCD games.
 
JS: When I was a kid I had Konami's Turtles LCD game.697
 
TO: Yeah, yeah, yeah! Games like that. She was involved in the exporting of those.
 
JS: She should have joined you today - we could have done a double interview!
 
TO: Yes, she was the translator for our previous talk we had on Skype.
 
JS: Awesome. I can email her some questions perhaps?
 
TO: Yes, of course. We can always Skype using my wife as the translator, if you think you missed something that you feel you should have asked.
 
JS: Thank you very much.
 
TO: So do you have any other questions?
 
JS: I think I've covered most of it...
 
TO: Are you heading back to Tokyo today? We still have the building on Port Island, if you have time for a photo opportunity or something? The Konami office itself has been relocated to some other location, but the building still exists so you can have a look.
 
JS: How far is it? That sounds like fun!
 
TO: By cab, 10 minutes? <explains our mini-roadtrip>
 
The Last / Lost Warld - The lost Kojima game
 
This unreleased game was the first in which Hideo Kojima had a leading design role. Given the prominence of Kojima, it's kind of amazing how poorly documented and seldom asked about this game actually is. There's not even a consensus on if it's Last or Lost Warld - the second word is apparently a portmanteau of "war" and "world". Unfortunately the internet is rife with speculation and fabrication, with vague assertions of it being an MSX game (model 1/2 not specified), from around 1986, playing like an action-platformer starring a masked female wrestler, and possibly having an Indiana Jones theme. Fleetingly mentioned in official Konami literature throughout the years, with very few specifics, seemingly no journalist ever bothered to corner Kojima on the topic until 2012! (See here: www.metalgearsolid.be)
On 9 May 2012 in Paris, Hideo Kojima gave a Q&A talk, presented by Julien Chièze and translated by Florent Gorges. They asked Kojima about Lost Warld, to which he explained: "Given that my work on Penguin Adventure was appreciated, and impressed them, I was called back to work with another team. The project which was already in progress at this point was a wrestling game, but unfortunately it was cancelled mid-development. But given the characters were well designed and animated, I asked myself whether it was possible to use these characters to do something else. So for a month I tried to think of another game (the original game was called Masked Fighters). And then during development, because I was a new employee at the firm, they asked me to go and do an internship like they do all new employees. When I returned the game had changed a bit, and the main character became a woman. It became a platform action game, and I had prepared a script and some ideas on 200 to 300 pages. We worked on it for three months, but it was really ambitious, so much so that it was cancelled. After that I created Metal Gear."
The Picno
Educational game system for children, similar to Sega's Pico system, the "Konami Graphic Computer Picno" is both rare and poorly documented. Released in 1992 it was followed in 1993 by the Picno 2. The system's audio/visual capabilities seem on par with the SNES, having photo-realistic colours and digitised speech. The interface is a stylus and tablet, and the games resemble advanced variants of Mario Paint - colouring in, drawing, dress-up, a variety of puzzles, number and letter games, and so on. According to the Japanese Wikipedia page there were 20 games and a memory card. It used small flat cartridges.
 
A day in Yokohama:
SEGA's Legacy


18 October 2013
 
 
My first point of contact was Youji Ishii, CEO and President of Arzest, having formerly been a key figure at Sega. He had been suggested by Guest Editor Matt Sephton due to his work on Flicky for arcades. A little research showed connections to Ikegami Tsushinki, not to mention several previous Sega colleagues who now also worked at Arzest. It was time to gear up, ride the Shinkansen to Yokohama with my cameraman in tow, and engage in some pure, gonzo journalism. It was a pleasant sunny day as we strolled through a leafy part of town.
Mr Ishii suggested I spend the day interviewing as many as I could, in addition to him, resulting in interviews with Shinobi creator Yutaka Sugano, Sonic creator Naoto Ohshima, and Panzer Dragoon staffer Manabu Kusunoki.     Mr Ishii also suggested interviewing the following at Arzest, though sadly I just didn't have enough time that day:
 
• Masahito SHIMIZU (aka: TSURUMI600): director and game designer on Michael Jackson Moonwalker (arcades), Japanese producer on Crash Bandicoot, director and designer on Astal
 
• Naotaka UEDA: main programmer on Bushido Blade, director on Kengo
 
• Noboru SHIRASU: director and designer on Bust a Groove, planner on Vib-Ripple
 
I regret not meeting Masahito Shimizu, given his work on a Michael Jackson game, localising an American game for the Japanese market, and also creating Astal for Saturn. Despite the lack of time, however, I actually managed a brief chat with Deep Fear director Kunihiro Shirahata. The day also yielded contacts for a later time. During lunch with the group I casually mentioned that Alex Kidd creator Kotaro Hayashida had seemingly vanished, at which point Mr Ishii whipped out his mobile phone and speed-dialled him. Before I'd even swallowed my mouthful of rice I already had another interview arranged!
Without doubt Arzest is a company that other journalists should visit and really dig into. After the mass exodus from Sega, it's sort of become the surviving embodiment of Sega's former talent. Ironically, today, Arzest does a lot of outsource development for Nintendo, contributing to the creation of Wii Play, while outright developing Yoshi's New Island and Mario & Sonic at the Rio 2016 Olympic Games (both for Nintendo 3DS).
Please enjoy this extensive examination of Sega's history through the eyes of several different staff, encompassing both arcade and console titles, while also contextualising the enormous magnitude of changes in the Japanese games industry around the turn of the Millennium.
 
 
Company mission statement 
 
Our goal at Arzest is to give the people all over the world joy and make them smile through digital entertainment with our company philosophy of "bringing surprises and moving experiences to the world". What truly are "surprises" and "moving experiences"? We are confident that the new challenges of creating something from where there was nothing is what will surprise and move people of the world. Creating something from nothing and stimulating the "hearts" of people all over the world is the meaning for existence of Arzest.
Youji Ishii
 
 
Origin of the corporate name
 
We declare "ARZEST" as our company name. "ARZEST" is derived from the combination of "Art" and "Zest". It is a word we created using what we feel is important to us. Each part acts to concentrate artistry that has been enriched with enthusiasm, to create products that bring a new dimension of stimuli to entertainment...This concept brought us to name our company "ARZEST".
 
http://www.arzest.jp


C.E.O. President: Youji Ishii
1978: Joined SEGA ENTERPRISES Ltd., (currently SEGA Corporation). Designer and director of arcade games "Fantasy Zone", "Hang On", "Out Run", etc. While at SEGA was producer for many games as head of development for the Sega Saturn such as "Nights into Dreams", "Panzer Dragoon", "Sakura Wars".
1999: Founded software development company Artoon Co., Ltd.
2005: Appointed C.E.O. President of AQ Interactive Inc. (currently Marvelous AQL Inc.) with Artoon becoming AQ Interactive's subsidiary.
2007: Acquires public company management knowhow with the Initial Public Offering (IPO) of company.
2010: Founded Arzest Corp., appointed C.E.O. President. The company is committed to taking on new challenges   in digital entertainment, having the great advantage of the contacts and experience accumulated since the early days of videogames.
 
 
Executive Vice President: Naoto Ohshima
1987: Joined SEGA ENTERPRISES Ltd., (currently SEGA Corporation). In charge of game design, character design and direction for home console games "Sonic the Hedgehog", "Nights into Dreams", etc.,
1999: Co-founded Artoon with Youji Ishii and others.
2005: Appointed C.E.O. President of Artoon. Director and producer for home console action games "Blinx" series, "Yoshi's Island DS", "AWAY Shuffle Dungeon", and many other games.
2010: Founded Arzest Corp., appointed Executive Vice President. As a "hands on playing manager", utilises his rich imagination to present his creative designs to the world.
 
 
Vice President: Yutaka Sugano
1986: Joined SEGA ENTERPRISES Ltd., (currently SEGA Corporation). Designer and director of arcade game titles "Shinobi", "Crack Down", and others. After being assigned to Sega of America Inc., participates in the development of "Sonic 2", "Sonic Spinball", and others. After returning to Japan, was in charge of titles such as "Sonic Blast" and titles for development overseas for the SEGA Saturn.
1999: Joins Artoon and is in charge of games such as "Blue Dragon", "AWAY Shuffle Dungeon", "Fling Smash", etc.,
2010: Participates in establishing Arzest. Utilizing his vast experience in working with various teams producing games for both domestic and overseas markets, he designs and produces games for home consoles, smartphones, and various other platforms.
 
 



 
ISHII, Youji
DOB: *secret* / Birthplace: *secret* / Blood Type: *secret*

Interview with Youji ISHII
18 October 2013, Arzest, Yokohama / Duration: 1h 22m
 
Although not a household Sega name like Yuji Naka or Yu Suzuki, Youji Ishii is in fact one of the major foundational figures in Sega's history. He's also one of the longest running industry veterans I interviewed, dating back to 1978 when Sega was still transitioning into games development, and was involved in Sega arcade titles such as Zaxxon. This is especially significant since the mysterious company Ikegami Tsushinki is directly linked to Zaxxon - making this my only encounter with someone who knows firsthand. He created classics such as Flicky and Fantasy Zone, as well as accompanying Yu Suzuki on a pan-European sports car odyssey for Out Run (and he has the tapes to prove it!). In later years Youji Ishii took on a more managerial role, overseeing games such as the original arcade Shinobi and supporting its creator Yutaka Sugano when other Sega managers were sceptical. He is credited as producer on a diverse list of Sega's all-time classics, including Ristar, Panzer Dragoon, NiGHTS into Dreams, Dragon Force, Sakura Taisen, Burning Rangers, Sonic Adventure, and more! 
Although he eventually left Sega, along with other high profile creators, Youji Ishii continued to influence the industry, being credited on titles such as Blue Dragon and Lost Odyssey. So you can understand why I was particularly keen to interview him, now as the CEO / President of Arzest. Make no mistake, the unseen hand of Youji Ishii has touched every echelon of videogames in last 40 years (see his profile in the preceding Arzest intro).
 
Abridged portfolio
 
Deep Scan - (ARC, 1979 - sound effects)                                    
Samurai- (ARC, 1979~80 - sound effects)         
Zaxxon - (ARC, 1982 - sound development)      
Up 'n Down - (ARC, 1983 - game designer)
Flicky - (ARC, 1984 - game design, director)   
Champion Boxing - (ARC, 1984 - unknown)                    
Teddy Boy - (ARC, 1992 - "original game" design)
Hang-On      - (ARC, 1985 - game design, director)
Fantasy Zone  - (ARC, 1986 - game design, director)       
Out Run      - (ARC, 1986 - game design, director)   
Alex Kidd in Miracle World - (MK3, 1986 - supervisor)
Shinobi - (ARC, 1987 - producer)
Altered Beast - (ARC, 1988 - producer)
Tetris - (ARC, 1988 - producer)
Golden Axe - (ARC, 1989 - producer)            
Crack Down - (ARC, 1989 - producer)
Columns       - (ARC, 1990 - producer)
Michael Jackson's Moonwalker - (ARC, 1990 - producer)                       
Dr. Robotnik's Mean Bean Machine - (MD, 1993 - producer)
The Mansion of Hidden Souls - (SS, 1994 - producer)                                    
Clockwork Knight 1& 2 - (SS, 1994 & 95 - producer)
Ristar - (MD, 1995 - producer)
Panzer Dragoon - (SS, 1995 - producer)              
NiGHTS into Dreams - (SS, 1996 - producer)
Guardian Heroes - SS, 1996 - producer)            
Dragon Force - (SS, 1996 - producer)
Christmas NiGHTS into Dreams - (SS, 1996 - project manager)
Sonic R - (SS, 1997 - project manager)
Sonic Jam - (SS, 1997 - project manager)
Sakura Taisen - (SS, 1997 - key organiser)          
Sonic Adventure - (DC, 1998 - prj. management)
Sakura Taisen 2 - (SS, 1998 - exec. producer)
Panzer Dragoon Saga - (SS, 1998 - exec. producer)
Deep Fear - (SS, 1998 - exec. producer)       
Burning Rangers - (SS, 1998 - project manager)      
Blue Stinger - (DC, 1999 - special thanks)        
The King of Fighters EX: Neo Blood - (GBA, 2002 - director)
Blinx 1 & 2 - (Xbox, 2002 & 04 - dev producer)
Bullet Witch - (X360, 2006 - executive producer)
Blue Dragon - (X360, 2006 - executive producer)      
Lost Odyssey - (X360, 2007 - executive producer)
Arcana Heart - (PS2, 2007 - executive producer)
Vampire Rain - (PS3/X360, 2008 - executive producer)
Fantasy Zone: Complete Collection - (PS2, 2008 - special thanks)
echoshift - (PSP, 2010 - executive producer)      
 
JS: What was the first game you saw? When did you have the urge to join the industry?
 
YI: The first one I can remember was when I was at university, Block Kuzushi, and another one called Seesaw Jump.698 Plus, and of course this is not a videogame, but I loved flipper. You know, pinball tables. The reason I got involved in the games industry is I majored in electrical engineering at university, and I really wanted to work for a company that made things, ideally amusement products. So at that time, in 1978 when I graduated, I put my application forward for toy companies. There were many toy companies, but there was only one game company - there was only Sega. In those days, "game companies" meant "mechatronics", not videogames.699
<laughs> Videogames barely existed yet! 
I joined Sega on 1 April 1978. When I joined the R&D division, there were about 20 people in total, and out of these 20 people maybe about 10 were involved with mechatronics. At this time, about the atmosphere, Sega was basically the subsidiary company of a bigger company, a multinational conglomerate called Gulf and Western.700 The president of the company was a foreigner, so there was a lot of communication going on in English. This was the atmosphere. When I joined, I joined the hardware division. At that time I was involved in the development of sound effects, IC TTL,701 and operational amplifiers or op-amps,702 designing and improving them. 
 
JS: Could you describe mechatronics?
 
YI: Basically mechatronics refers to amusement machines that are purely mechanical, like pinball machines, and do not involve a monitor or TV screen, and things like that. In those days the only game we made with a screen was [something like] Monaco Grand Prix,703 sometime around 1977 or 1978?704 I'm sure you know this but, in 1978, Space Invaders by Taito came out. That was the first game in Japan to use a CPU with a joystick.705 It was after that when Sega started making similar games, with a CPU and a joystick.706

 
JS: Could you sketch Sega's offices from 1978? 
 
YI:
<long pause> I'm trying to remember... Hmm... <laughs> Nope! I don't remember! It grew so much, and so quickly, that it's almost impossible to remember!
 
JS: What did you do in the years leading up to Zaxxon?
 
YI: The first two years I was really just a new employee, so I was learning the business by doing things like repairing circuits. From 1980 onwards I started working with sound. I don't really remember everything, but before Zaxxon there were a bunch of different projects... Games like Space Attack,707 and let's see... <produces leaflets> These are the really old games of Sega. Did I make any of these? <browsing> No, not me... No, not this one either. This must have been around 1977... Just a second... 
I remember that I was involved with the sound in this one, Samurai.708
<refers to a leaflet> I recall making sound effects for this one too, Deep Scan.709 In those days it was just sound effects, there's not really music. It's just like "pyun-pyun" and "BAOW!"
 
JS: You did the sound effects for Zaxxon. Tell me about Ikegami Tsushinki's involvement with that game.
 
YI: During the development of Zaxxon, I was pursuing a career as a sound engineer. As a new employee in R&D, I didn't know much about the development history of that game. All I knew is that I had been asked to do the sound development on a new game. But I do remember going to Ikegami Tsushinki to see a nearly finished version of Zaxxon. It was a weird shooting game with an isometric perspective that had never been used before. Instead of using a new soundboard, I was told to convert the Space Attack soundboards that they had in inventory.710 Since it was such an unusual game, I remember developing new jet sounds that had never been heard in other games.
 
JS: After Zaxxon you made Up 'n Down, and Flicky, and Hang-On, and in 1986 you made Fantasy Zone. Were these your first big projects?
 
YI: For me personally it was these three games: Flicky, Hang-On, and Fantasy Zone. These are the ones that were really important to me personally. 
 
JS: Flicky came out in 1984, please tell me about it.711

 
YI: At the time, Mappy was a big hit in Japanese arcades and my superiors asked me to create a game that would exceed it. Back then, Namco had various games like Mappy that were really doing well, so my boss wanted me to create a game that was along those lines but better. Our own take on a "dot eater" type of game. You know, where you have a 2D image and then it's moving and eating dots. This idea is the more dots you eat consecutively, the more the score goes up - 100, 200, 300, 400. Personally I just wanted to copy the idea from pinball, the flipper machines, that your score goes up. 
 
JS: Flicky was originally named "Busty", then "Flippy"? 
 
YI: Originally the game was being developed under the title "Busty". But before it came out, the branch office in the US asked us to change the title because "busty" was a slang word that didn't have a very good meaning. So we changed it to "Flippy", which was based on the way the character moved. But then it was decided to change it again because "Flippy" was too close to Mappy.
 
JS: What's the meaning behind the characters in the "bonus windows"? Why is there a bicycle and balloons in the intro? Were these intended to be in the actual game?
 
YI: Yoshiki Kawasaki712 handled the graphic design for the game. When I asked him these questions, he remembered his reasoning well. Here's what he had to say about it...
 
JS: Tell me about the creation of Fantasy Zone.713
 
YI: In those days, Sega didn't have a good shooting title. They had a team that had been working on space shooting games for a year, and they tried a bunch of things, but none of them really worked out. So the head of the development division came to me and asked me to start from scratch basically, with this, what they created so far, and make a space shooting game. 


JS: What did they do during the year - make prototypes?
 
YI: No, for the previous team it didn't even get to the prototype stage. I was not a part of that team, so... All I know is that the team was not producing anything, so they decided to change the team and give the project to me. At the time I thought I have to make something completely new. I don't remember when it was exactly, but I think Xevious, Twinbee, and R-Type had come out,714 and I needed to make something that could compete against those games.715 And that's why we went with a completely new graphics style, with pastel colours.716
At this point other companies' games, they were based on the mechanic of power-ups. But I didn't think that made much sense. I thought it would be better to have something like a parts shop, where you have to go and buy upgrades yourself. So you would gather money, and then go and buy new parts. So then, how to implement this? That was the thinking.
 
JS: The "shopping system" was original (above), and then other shooters copied it.717
 
YI: Basically, yeah, it's just that we had these shooting games, where you're just flying and you hit a power-up, and then it sort of sticks to your ship? That's strange, right? It doesn't make sense. So I thought it's better if you can go to a shop and just buy that stuff. <laughs>


JS: Were you influenced by Defender?
 
YI: Hmm! I loved Defender! Let's see, Defender's joystick had... <reflects back> You had to push a button to change direction. That's it! The controls were tricky. <laughs> Was it by Atari or...?


JS: It was Eugene Jarvis at Williams Electronics, in 1981. 
 
YI: I loved that game! Do you know a game called Drol for the Commodore? The scrolling for that game was kinda like this.718
Flicky was also like this, with the same kind of scrolling. And then you know, I saw Defender, and I was influenced by Defender too. This leaflet is from that time - these are the instructions for the upright Flicky cabinet. You stick them on. <gestures with leaflet> Like this.


JS: Yes, the inertia and scrolling in Flicky and Fantasy Zone connects the two games...
 
YI: Right! This is a brochure... <sorts through fliers> And this is for Fantasy Zone.


JS: Do you know about the adaptations of Fantasy Zone to consoles? It was released on Nintendo's Famicom in Japan, and the NES in America.
 
YI: Yes, I knew about it, but at that time I was in the coin-op division so I was completely uninvolved with this. I have two of these Fantasy Zone fliers, so this one I can give to you. <gives flier>


JS: Arigatou gozaimasu! Could you please sign it?
 
YI:
<laughs> So this is the story, right. <gestures to text on arcade flier>719 So there's this star, Menon. Do you know the meaning of Menon? Basically it's a combination of Mobius and Xenon. And the opposite of that is Xevious. You know, because Xevious became a hit. So I thought I'd make it the opposite, Menon.720


JS: A joke?
 
YI: Yes, like a gag! <laughs> It's the first time I've told anyone this story!721
 
JS: We've got a world first!
 
YI: You know, at the end of Fantasy Zone, his own father comes out as an enemy.


JS: Yes! The game looks happy and colourful, but there's a dark undercurrent - like fighting his own father. In later games Opa-Opa can even become evil.
 
YI: Huh, that's right... You know, I just can't remember what was going through my head back then. <laughs> I'll say this...When I was creating shooting games, like Fantasy Zone, I always put a lot of thought into the story, and the lore of the game. The ideas of standing up to fight for justice, and in the end having to battle one's own father are sort of classic story concepts. You saw it in the film Star Wars. I think I wanted to do themes like that as sort of a contrast to the colourful graphics.
The common theme would be that when I make shooting games like Fantasy Zone, I wanted to start from the story, from making the story. But of course for people who play the game, maybe the story was not that obvious. Because I can't just stop the game in the middle and have a bunch of story scenes to explain it.


JS: There seems to be a connection to Space Harrier, which says: "Welcome to the Fantasy Zone!"
 
YI: In Space Harrier... Hmm... I don't know. No, I'm not sure. Yu Suzuki made Space Harrier. Back in the day Yu was my junior at the company, and we worked closely together.722 I think our first game together was Champion Boxing, and then later on we worked on Hang-On, and then after that Out Run, and then he did Space Harrier without me. Probably he saw Fantasy Zone, and decided to put this "Welcome to the Fantasy Zone" message in Space Harrier, because we were close colleagues. 
 
JS: But Space Harrier came out in 1985, one year before Fantasy Zone...
 
<looks through Sega's arcade almanac book to confirm>
 
YI: I'm not sure now anymore! <laughs>723



JS: Who named it Fantasy Zone?
 
YI: At that time the head of the development department named it, I guess. 
 
JS: You're credited on Sega Ages: 2500 Fantasy Zone Complete Collection for PS2. Did you know M2 remade Fantasy Zone 2 for it using the Sega-16 arcade board?
 
YI: Maybe it was, but I don't really remember. But I have a feeling I've heard about this. Sorry, I can't remember.
 
JS: You mentioned Sega's arcade game Champion Boxing from 1984 - did Rieko Kodama do the graphics?
 
YI: Yes, yes, and the programmer was Suzuki.


JS: I think this was Rieko Kodama's first game?
 
YI: Hmm... I'm not sure. I don't know if this was her first. 
 
JS: Yu Suzuki gets the credit for Out Run, but you were also a designer? Please describe everyone's involvement.
 
YI: Yu was the director, of course! <laughs> You know at that time, I think I did various aspects of production and project management, but I mostly left things up to Suzuki. So it's correct actually to say Yu Suzuki was the one who deserves credit. 
 
JS: Out Run had some credits in the high score table. Do you know who the two unknown people are?724
YU. = Yu Suzuki (producer)
MIY = Hiroshi Miyauchi (music)
BIN = Satoshi Mifune / Bin Chan (programmer)
KAG = Takafumi Kagaya (designer)
MAT = Tetsu Matsushima (programmer)
IKA = ???
A.O = ???
 
YI:
<looks over list> This will take some time to investigate. I'll get back to you next week - so please wait until then. <later, via email> Unfortunately, I was not able to find out anything about those.
 
JS: I brought a small gift. I wanted something distinctly British, but which would have a special meaning for you. 
 
YI: Can I open it?
 

JS: Sure. It's Out Run for a British home computer. 
 
YI: Amazing! Thank you very much.


JS: This is for the C64. The data is on an audio tape, and the soundtrack is on a separate tape. You load one on your computer, and listen to the music on your stereo.
 
YI: I feel very nostalgic. Thank you very much. Do you know that at the time, when Suzuki-san was making    Out Run, he was driving around Europe? 


JS: He mentioned it in an issue of Retro Gamer...
 
YI: Maybe this was in 1986...? Or maybe around 1985? At this time Sega was trying to make a car driving game. They thought that at this time The Cannonball Run725 movie was very popular, so they decided maybe we should go to New York and then drive a car all across America to the west coast. But the head of Sega at that time was Hayao Nakayama, and he said, "America is too dangerous! But Europe should be safe, so why don't you go to Europe?" So we flew into Frankfurt and we just got a car, and the only other arrangement was to come back via Rome. But basically we just got in a car and said, "OK, we've got a car, now we can just run around - for about three weeks - wherever we like, to get our sources, to get our inspiration." 


JS: Now that's my kind of going to work!
 
YI: There was a road called Romantic Road,726 and we drove all the way to Monaco, and we had this huge camera, a video camera, just filming. A couple of days around then. 


JS: Does that video still exist?
 
YI: We still have it, yes! We still have the tapes, but we don't have anything to play it on.


JS: This was filmed in 1986?
 
YI: Maybe 1985...


JS: That tape is an important historical document. You should archive it.
 
YI:
<laughs> I'm going to look for it, and if I find it I'll contact you again. 


JS: Do you have a secret vault of archive items?
 
YI: Next door is my room and for my collection I just gathered a lot of things.


JS: Can I film video inside the vault?!
 
YI: Uh-uh! <shakes head - whispers> Secret!727


JS: What else is inside?
 
YI:
<long pause> Nothing much.


JS: Lots of people would love to see the video - put it online! Magnetic cassette tape biodegrades. 
 
YI: Yes, I will check!
 
<Youji Ishii leaves the room, returns with a box containing videotapes from his research trip with Yu Suzuki>
 
JS: Oh wow!
 
YI: This was from 1986!
728
<upturns box - tapes cascade onto the table> This is Monte Carlo!
 
JS: Incredible - these tapes contain unseen research for Out Run, filmed with Yu Suzuki!
 
YI: Yes, that's right, the two of us. Chamonix and Nice and... <reading titles> This is "Europe Number 2". And this one is also in Europe, Monte Carlo, and then Monaco... Again another tape on Monaco. I think the dates are April and May. Monte Carlo again, then Chamonix...
 
JS: Was it a red convertible?
YI:
<laughs> You know, we rented a BMW 3 series and we were running on the autobahn in Germany, and running at 200 kilometres per hour, and it's actually on the tape. Both of us shouting really excitedly, oh look at the odometer, it's more than 200km/h!729

 
JS: This is a fantastic historical record! You must find a way to back them up and put it online.
 
YI:
<laughs> I will try! You know, of course I don't really remember all that we were shooting, so maybe there's some... <long pause> I have to check if there's anything that's too embarrassing. <laughs> I will try to look into this, and I will contact you again.730

 
JS: Thank you very much. Please look after them!
 
YI:
<laughs> Thank you very much!
 
JS: Mr Sugano had an interesting story on Shinobi. Your boss didn't like the look of it, but you persuaded the boss that it was a good game and that's why it carried on.
 
YI: I don't remember this either! <laughs> But you know, at this time Sugano-san was really a freshman, just new in the company, so I was really supporting him and helping him out in the beginning.


JS: You were producer on Michael Jackson's Moonwalker for arcades.731 How did Sega get the license? Related to that, do you know about Sega hiring Michael Jackson to create music for Sonic 3?732
 
YI: Please ask this question to Ohshima-san, who is going to be interviewed next. He knows a lot because he was directly involved. He has a very, very interesting story.733
It is incredible - incredible!  


JS: Excellent. Do you know about Sonic X-treme, the unreleased game for the Saturn?
 
YI: Didn't Sugano-san make that one? 


JS: He did Sonic 3D Blast - this one had a fisheye lens.
 
YI: I don't really remember... But Ohshima-san was involved with Sonic Team, so he might know.
JS: You were producer on the first Sakura Taisen. I heard it was quite expensive to make.
 
YI: There was a producer called Hiroi Oji-san, who created Tengai Makyou.734 Shouichirou Irimajiri,735 who was the vice president of Sega, really wanted to get him to make a game for us. So he [Irimajiri] kind of cooked up this plan, kind of a scheme, really... He invited Oji-san and myself and a few others to visit Saipan,736 and the six of us stayed there for four days, just looking at the sea and talking about games and what sort of games we'd like to make. And that's how the game came about. 


JS: The first idea for it formed?
 
YI: Right. The first time we went was before we even had a contract. Then, about a year later we did the same again. All of us went back to that Saipan hotel while the game was in development to work out some of the details.40



JS: You were a producer on many interesting games - Panzer Dragoon, Guardian Heroes, Dragon Force, Burning Rangers, Deep Fear... Any interesting recollections?
 
YI: Just a second, let me look at these titles... Ah, Deep Fear! <pauses reflectively> So Panzer Dragoon, that's Kusunoki-san. I do remember of course all the titles, and being involved, but an interesting episode... I'm not sure. But Deep Fear...41 We had a company called System Sacom42 develop that game for us. That company is out of business now, but they put together a whole team to make it. As you might have guessed, the inspiration was to try to make a game in the vein of Biohazard. One of the producers - or was he the director? - works here now, if you want to ask him about it.


 JS: You're credited as Special Thanks on Blue Stinger. Did you know a Shinya Nishigaki, who passed away in 2004?
 
YI: Yes, I knew him. What was the name of the company that made Blue Stinger?43 After Nishigaki-san quit he joined a company called Cavia. Hayao Nakayama, the guy that was head of development at Sega, he invested in Cavia, and also in Artoon, so we did know Nishigaki-san through that connection. But I didn't know him that well. 


JS: You were with Sega since 1978; you would have witnessed every change. How do you remember it?
 
YI: At this time Sega was really strong in arcade games, and were a major player in Japan, Europe, and the United States, and then of course they started developing for the console market, the SG-1000, Master System, Mega Drive, and so on. But in the Japanese market they were losing to Nintendo, even though, thanks to Sonic the Hedgehog, the Genesis was selling well in America. But worldwide, Nintendo was ahead. At that time I was in the arcade development division. Also at that time, I remember thinking that people would probably be more comfortable playing games in their homes than in public places... 
In 1993 my boss, Hayao Nakayama, had me transferred from the coin-op division to the console gaming division. The idea was that the Saturn was coming out in 1994, and that people from the arcade division would have more experience working with high-spec computer graphics. As mentioned, from the beginning of the 1990s, I started to believe it was preferable to play games in a personal environment where you can choose the time, the place, and you can play with your own friends. 
I strongly believe that in the 1990s there was a switch from the arcades to the more personal kind of hardware such as Saturn, and then of course in 2000 the Xbox, and PlayStation before that, so I felt that this was the natural evolution of the industry. 
 
JS: The trend today is the gravitation to smartphones. 
 
YI: Yes. <nods>
 
JS: Why did you leave Sega?
 
YI: It had been a dream of mine to go independent. I decided that I would work hard for Sega until we got the Dreamcast established and released, and then I would go my own way.
 
<colleagues Sugano, Ohshima, and Kusunoki turn-up; rapid-fire discussion about locations of former colleagues>
 
YI: Sega was gathering all these people, and now everyone has been spreading out, and running their own companies. Back then was probably the peak period.
 
JS: Sega kind of started to wither. With the death of the Dreamcast, a lot of people left I think.
 
YI: That's right. Basically it was around 1999 or 2000 that everybody started to leave.
 
NO: This is going to be in the book? <laughs> I'm not sure we should answer that... 
 
YI: But that's what happened! <jokingly> But please attribute that quote to Ohshima.
 
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: But Rieko Kodama stayed with Sega.
 
<fast discussion in Japanese regarding whether she stayed with or quit Sega>
 
NO: I think she's still with Sega.
 
JS: I tried contacting Sega to arrange an interview, but Sega keeps her locked away like a princess in a fortress!
 
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: I tried Sega's UK PR, American PR. Ultimately the Japanese department quashed it... Today you are president and CEO of Arzest. What are your future hopes?
 
YI: We left Sega and created Artoon, and then this company called AQ Interactive invested and it became listed on the stock market in 2007, and then in 2011 merged with Marvelous into Marvelous AQL. It had become this really big company, so...I guess in 2010 I decided I wanted to start over again and form a new small company, just like Artoon, and that was the impetus to establish Arzest. 


<conversation regarding the day's interview schedule - Naoto Ohshima is up next> 
 
 
Yoshiki Kawasaki explains Flicky
The message we wanted to imbue into Flicky was "protect the children". Children face a variety of dangers when they go outside, and the feeling of "wanting to return them safely to the nest" is something that I think is experienced by not just parents, but anyone who is around children. And it's that emotion that drives Flicky, a sparrow, to protect the chicks, even though their parents are actually chickens. So we incorporated the resident of the apartment where the chicks live, the woman, with an expression of "Oh, I'm so relieved that they're safe!" as a symbol of that emotion - the concern experienced by anyone who is around children. She wasn't intended to be a character that actually affects the game. People have always worried about children, and that will never change. It was that sentiment that led us to switch from the apartment-style backgrounds to the outer space backgrounds, which represent the future. The balloon on the title screen introduction symbolises dreams.
 
European roadtrip
Yu Suzuki was interviewed in both issue 54 and 156 of Retro Gamer magazine, mentioning the road trip which Youji Ishii describes - interestingly, he describes the story differently! In #54 Suzuki said: "The main impetus behind Out Run's creation was my love of The Cannonball Run. The film crosses America, but I realised the scenery along a pan-America course actually doesn't change much, so I decided to collect data in Europe instead - collecting information with a video camera, a still camera, and other equipment. I started out from Frankfurt, where I rented a car. I drove around Monaco and Monte Carlo, along the mountain roads of Switzerland, stopping in hotels in Milan, Venice, and Rome, for a fortnight. I have many happy memories of that trip. The next step was to talk with local people in the places I visited, and later to make those discussions and other episodes reflected in the game."
Although Suzuki never once mentioned Ishii in any of his interviews, he did allude to him when discussing his "superior" during a fountain incident, in issue #156: "Doing research for the game we drove the Romantic Road, the French Riviera, through the Swiss Alps, Florence, and Rome to name a few stops along the way. We stopped at Trevi Fountain along the way, where my superior says, 'Face away from the fountain, and we are going to throw our coins in at the same time. Got it?' So, okay, we did. I am guessing he saw it done in a movie one time, so he said we had to do it. I come to find out later on, when two people face away from the fountain and throw coins in at the same time, they are to be wed."
 
Sakura Taisen
It began as a poetic vision cultivated by a dream team of accomplished creators, survived tribulations as it took double its scheduled development time, and then sold out within hours of release. It spawned stacks of sequels and side games, anime series, manga, albums, and books. As if the mountains of media were not enough, musical stage shows went on regularly from July 1997 to August 2006, and a dedicated shop and cafe in Ikebukuro operated daily.
On the surface, the Sakura Taisen series is a hybrid of bishoujo visual-novel and tactical mecha combat, set in alternate-history 1920s Tokyo, Paris, and New York, with masterpiece-level writing, voice acting, art, and music. It follows several troupes of (nearly) all-female robot pilots who fight against demons and evil magic, all the while working undercover as musical theatre performers. Its worldview embraces absurdity, sentimentality, and nostalgia. Its prime mover, its raison d'être, has always been its characters. Its unapologetic Japanese styling made it simultaneously aloof and exotically fascinating to audiences outside Japan - it was not until the fifth instalment that it was even localised. 
For a detailed description of development: hg101.kontek.net/sakurataisen/sakurataisen.htm
 
Deep Fear interview : Kunihiro SHIRAHATA
 
Mr Ishii left and returned with Kunihiro Shirahata, of Deep Fear fame. Although he offered to answer further questions via email, I never followed through since his only major credit on MobyGames is Deep Fear. While I genuinely love the game, there's not much scope for questions. Please enjoy this brief snippet of interview.
 
JS: Deep Fear was never released in America, but it was in Europe. It was excellent - like Biohazard!
 
KS: Thank you very much.
 
JS: Please take a full page for your signature. 
 
KS: How else is everybody writing theirs? <notices drawings of Sonic & NiGHTS> Ah, this is because it's Ohshima-san, he can do quality pictures like this!
 
JS: How would you describe your role on Deep Fear?
 
KS: I was the development director. I oversaw and directed the design team working on it. <laughs>

 
JS: Are you surprised there are fans outside Japan?
 
KS: Yes, I am. It got a little bit of attention in Japan because of how few games are set underwater, but this is the first time I've heard it was received well overseas. That makes me happy. 
 
JS: Do you have any stories to share about it?
 
KS:
<laughs> There was a foreign movie called The Thing.1 The game was heavily influenced by that movie.
 
JS: Can I email you some questions at a later date?
 
KS: It's alright. <laughs> But if it's in English, we'll have Sugano-san reply to them!
 
 
 
 
~In memory of~
 
NISHIGAKI, Shinya
 
1962 ~ 14 February 2004
Dragon Warrior III       - NES, 1988 - Assistant producer (US release)
Shining Force - MD, 1992 - Promotion director
Landstalker - MD, 1992 - Scenario
Lady Stalker - SFC, 1995 - Scenario, chief map designer
Dark Savior - SS, 1996 - Producer, scenario writer, 3D map planner
Blue Stinger - DC, 1999 - Producer, story/script
Illbleed - DC, 2001 - Producer, story, creature design
The Maze of the Kings - ARC, 2002 - Producer
 
 
Even before I knew his name, or all the works he was involved with, I had been a fan of Shinya Nishigaki's games. Imagine my surprise when, having tremendously enjoyed Blue Stinger and Illbleed on Dreamcast, I discovered the creator behind these two titles was also instrumental in some of my favourite Action-RPGs. 
Landstalker was like my Zelda on Mega Drive; Lady Stalker eschewed platforming but encouraged importing; Dark Savior, meanwhile, stands not only as my favourite Saturn title, but one of my favourite games ever. It perfectly mixed ingenious and challenging 3D play mechanics with the kind of powerful storyline which can only be conveyed through a videogame - you could not achieve what Dark Savior does in any other medium. SegaNerds.com has a fantastic article explaining how the nightmarish parallel worlds actually represent a "mental escape attempt" after committing an atrocity and being placed in a prison coma. It also boasted some of the best 3D visuals on the Saturn, overlaid with beautiful 2D sprites. Nishigaki's Dreamcast titles get more credit, but Dark Savior might in fact be a perfect game. (Though Illbleed does deserve credit for being an almost entirely new genre!)
For the best memorial you will ever read, search for John Andersen's epic 5'200 word Gamasutra article / interview: Remembering Shinya Nishigaki. Not only does it recall the time these two gentlemen met, with interview quotes, and Andersen's attempts to get Nishigaki's games re-released, but it also details his early history, personal life, and reflections from various colleagues. A truly beautifully written piece.
John SZCZEPANIAK, this book's author



 
SUGANO, Yutaka
DOB: 22 May 1961 / Birthplace: *secret* / Blood Type: A

Selected Portfolio
 
Sega (Coin-op Division)                                                            
Alex Kidd: The Lost Stars - Arcade (1986), Game co-designer
Shinobi - Arcade (1987), Director and game design
Crack Down - Arcade (1989), Director and game design


Sega Technical Institute, Palo Alto                                                      
Dick Tracy - Genesis (1990) / Mega Drive (1991), Game design 
Sonic 2       - Mega Drive (1992), Special stage level design
Sonic Spinball - Mega Drive (1993), Producer


Sega (Consumer Division)                                                            
Gale Racer - Saturn (1994), Producer
Panzer Dragoon - Saturn (1995), Special thanks
Mansion of Hidden Souls - Saturn (1995), Producer
Cyber Speedway - Saturn (1995), Producer
Sonic 3D Blast - Saturn (1996), Producer
Manx TT      - Saturn (1997), Producer
Sky Target - Saturn (1997), Senior producer
Sonic Adventure - Dreamcast (1998), Software support


Artoon/AQI                                                                  
Pinobee: Wings of Adventure - GBA (2001), Director, game designer
Ghost Vibration - PS2 (2002), Producer/Director, game designer
Swords of Destiny      - PS2 (2005), Producer/Director
Blue Dragon - X360 (2006), Project manager
echoshift      - PSP (2010), Project manager
FlingSmash - Wii (2010), Producer


Arzest                                                                        
Wii Play: Motion - Wii (2011), Game designer
Mario & Sonic at the Rio 2016 Olympic Games       - 3DS (2016), Producer
 
Interview with Yutaka SUGANO
18 October 2013, Arzest offices / Duration: 1h 35m
 
This was my first interview of the day at Arzest and, given how little inside information is available for the games Yutaka Sugano worked on, it was exciting to get the facts. There's never before documented information on the arcade Alex Kidd, plus amazing anecdotes regarding Shinobi and Crack Down, plus Tetris for Genesis, followed by some very personal accounts of Sega moving him to Palo Alto, California, and working at the Sega Technical Institute.
It's worth noting that Yutaka Sugano speaks very good English, so while we used an interpreter for most questions and answers, at times he would very comfortably switch into giving an English answer! I've tried to indicate this where possible. His interview being placed after Youji Ishii's is intentional.
JS: I have a small gift - something distinctly British, but with special meaning for you.
 
YS: Oh, thank you very much! <opens it> Oh wow! This is incredible.
 
JS: You made the arcade version of Crack Down - this is a licensed conversion for the ZX Spectrum.737
 
YS: Yes, I made Crack Down. This is amazing. So there's not game music on this cassette, but game data?
 
JS: Right, it takes a long time to load the data!
 
YS:
<nostalgically> Yes... That's what it was like 30 years ago.
 
JS: Right, with Japanese computers like the PC-6001.
 
YS: Yes! <in English> Thank you very much - this is very special to me.
 
JS: What was the first game you ever played?
 
YS: The first game I ever played was, I think it was Block Kuzushi... It was this Nintendo home system, like a console, which you could hook up to your TV to play a game. That was the first game I ever played. Then when I entered high school I played these same Block Kuzushi games in the arcades.738
 
JS: When did you have the urge to make games?
 
YS: That urge came after joining Sega. When I was at university I studied mining engineering - my major was in mining engineering as a student. So I'd go underground and look in the tunnels. We'd walk around these deep mining shafts, which was great. That was, pretty much, a fantastic experience for me. And at that time this game called Pitfall came out in arcades, which I enjoyed.739 It was one of my favourites. So I joined the company, joined Sega. That was one of the reasons for joining, and afterwards I was given the chance to create a game. So that was my motivation, being given that opportunity.
 
JS: What was the allure of mining engineering?
 
YS: It looked interesting. At the university I attended you picked a major according to your grades. My grades weren't exactly high, so I was left with mining engineering, chemistry, things like that. <laughs>
 
JS: Did you ever spend time actually working with mining?
 
YS: No. But I've been inside during a study trip that lasted two weeks. It was quite an interesting experience.
 
JS: And after getting a degree you played Pitfall, and it encouraged you to get into games?
 
YS: I played Pitfall while at university. It wasn't a direct correlation; I liked games. At that time I liked games and I felt a bit adventurous. So I thought about joining a games company. Among the companies offering jobs was Sega, which looked interesting. That's how I joined Sega.
 
JS: The creator of Shinobi is a trained mining engineer!
 
YS: Well, in Japan the job you end up getting or the company you join often doesn't have much to do with your university major. It's a bit different than in America I think. I think in Japan it's more important which university you get into, rather than what you major in. 
 
JS: Sega licensed Atari's Pitfall II for arcades, right?
 
YS: I can't really remember... The theme was mining, and the player rides around on rail carts, or mine carts, and then going down... It was the arcade version. But I can't remember the specifics or details.
 
JS: Describe joining Sega in 1986. What was the atmosphere? Sega was focused on arcade games, right?
 
YS: Yes, that is correct. At that time Sega was 90% about arcades and 10% about the consumer market. But the focus on the consumer market increased from that point on.
 
JS: Console games for... The Sega Mark III system?740
 
YS: That's right. It was also known as the Master System.
 
JS: Can you sketch a layout of the Sega offices?
 
YS: I don't think I can, it's been too long. <laughs> But I can give it a try. 
 
JS: Let's do it during a break. What was your first project?
 
YS: When I joined Sega I originally worked on an Alex Kidd arcade game as a co-designer, as the sub-planner.
 
JS: Really?! Excellent! Because I've been trying to find the creator of Alex Kidd!
 
YS:
<English> The coin-op version of Alex Kidd, or the Master System version?
 
JS: Both, either! He left Sega and... Disappeared?
 
YS: I'm not sure who was conducting the consumer version. Ahhh... <pause> I can't really remember though, but... I can try to look for you. Do you know his name? <we look through HG101 book> Ahhh, I remember Hayashida-san... He is currently the president of another company. A small one. Let me look for his business card.741
 
JS: Thank you, I'm keen to document Alex Kidd.
 
YS: At that time Sega was trying to make the character big - they were going to release an arcade version and a consumer version simultaneously. And I worked on the arcade version as a co-designer. 
 
JS: Can you remember the name of the main designer on Alex Kidd: The Lost Stars for coin-op?
 
YS: Hirotsugu Kobayashi was the main game designer.
 
JS: <checks MobyGames on phone> His profile starts in 1995 - what else did he work on?742
 
YS: Hirotsugu Kobayashi was one year ahead of myself at Sega. If you see the name "KOB" on the high score screens, it should be a title he worked on. I don't remember exactly, but he might have worked on some of the following sports titles:
Passing Shot
      (1988)743
M.V.P.
            (1989)744
Clutch Hitter
      (1991)745
 
JS: <looking at screens> Right, and SGA is you?
 
YS: Yes, SGA is for myself.
 
JS: So the two versions were entirely separate projects.
 
YS: Yes, separate. The concept for each was totally different, just the Alex character is the same.
 
JS: <shows HG101 article> This game?
 
YS: That's the consumer version and... Alex Kidd: The Lost Stars, ah yeah, yeah, that's the coin-op version.
 
JS: Later it was also converted to the Master System.746
 
YS: Oh really? Oh no, no, no... <shakes head> There was another game, named Alex Kidd "something" for the Master System. I thought they came out simultaneously...?
 
JS: Yes, Miracle World in 1986, the same as Lost Stars. Later Lost Stars was converted to Master System too.
 
YS:
<English> Ah, OK. So the arcade version was first. I didn't know they converted it later, I thought it was only ever released in arcades. I worked on this version, Lost Stars, and this game is kind of... <laughs> It's terribly difficult to clear!
 
JS: The first level is full of toys and looks inviting, but it's tough! Any interesting recollections?
 
YS: Since I was still new at the time, a freshman at Sega, I always thought to myself during development: "Make it harder! Make it harder!" So I'd create one enemy, then play 10 times and if I was able to get through just once, then I considered it fine. <laughs> That's the kind of difficulty I was aiming for. 
 
JS: From mining to games - like jumping in the deep end!
 
YS:
<laughs> Well, whether designing or programming a game, it would have been like jumping into the deep end, so to speak.
 
JS: Any funny stories regarding arcade Alex Kidd?
 
YS: At the time there were two women from the art department who would ask me how the design was going. They asked about the direction of the game. For example they'd have an enemy and ask, "How are you gonna make use of it?" But since I was a freshman I couldn't really explain it very well. They came by often and they were wearing these high heels. You could hear them coming from behind. Whenever I'd hear that sound I'd get really nervous. <laughs> The sound of high heels was really scary for me back then.
 
JS: Sounds tense! <laughs>
 
YS: I learned a lot from working on Alex Kidd, so I was able to be more confident with Shinobi, my next game.
 
JS: You were its original creator. Here's an article a friend wrote, comparing all the versions of Shinobi.
 
YS: Yes, I was. <looking at HG101 article> I feel so nostalgic looking at this... Well first of all, this "American ninja" thing was very popular in Japan at the time. That actor... Sho Kosugi was his name, he often played the main characters. Those videos were immensely popular in Japan and it seemed the same was true for the US. So we started development on a game that wouldn't just be well-received in Japan but also the US too.
 
JS: Did you have to leave anything out?
 
YS: We didn't really have many hardware restrictions, so that didn't happen. At that time Sega's taikan747 games like Hang-On were popular. Sega often took elements from those games and decided to make controllers that were different. The same was true for Shinobi in the beginning. Because the game was about ninjas the plan was to have a controller with a shuriken. However, manoeuvring the character with that controller didn't go so well, so we decided to use a regular joystick in the end.
 
JS: The bonus game is a remnant of the original shuriken controller, correct?
 
YS: Yes, that's right.
 
JS: The game had Marilyn Monroe portraits and an enemy like Spider-Man - but they were later taken out.748
 
YS: We wanted the game to have an American atmosphere, so we used things like that as a reference... It's a shame they were removed.
 
JS: Maybe due to licensing - someone obviously owns the rights to Monroe's image, and Marvel owns Spider-Man.
 
YS: At that point I was no longer with Sega, but I think you might be right about the reason why these elements were removed.
 
JS: Were you aware of how many conversions Shinobi received? <points to article> At least 14 are listed.749
 
YS: I had no idea about these. <points to SMS screen> I knew about this one. But I had no idea there was a release on a Nintendo system for example. <laughs>
 
JS: Ironic that Sega arcade games were officially released on Nintendo's home system.
 
YS: Yeah, that's right. <laughs> I've heard about the Master System port, but...
 
JS: Shinobi was hugely popular in Europe, so lots of computers got conversions. What kind of influences did you have - Namco's Rolling Thunder?750
 
YS: Yes, yes. Rolling Thunder had a very big influence on me. I liked it a lot. Other things as well. I also liked shoot 'em ups like Fantasy Zone751 and Gradius.752 I liked games that really put you on edge.753

 
JS: Mr Ishii made Fantasy Zone.
 
YS: Yes.      Back in the day, when Shinobi was about 60% done, we all played it and had some fun. When my boss' boss saw the game though he said, "No way, this is unacceptable!" Since I'd only been at the company for one year by that time I was pretty nervous. My boss at the time, Ishii-san... Ishii-san was my boss at Sega. Ishii then told his boss, "This is a great game!" So although there had been talks about cancelling Shinobi, he saved it. When the game came out it became really popular, so I've been grateful to Ishii-san ever since.
 
JS: I can't believe Shinobi was nearly cancelled... How's it feel to be the father of such a long running series?
 
YS: It was the first game I worked on alone, and I'm really happy it's still popular.
 
JS: I liked the bosses and how they taunted players - what methods did you have for designing them?
 
YS: Nothing in particular... But for example - I don't recall exactly - but I thought of having bosses attack vertically and then horizontally. But right now I can't really remember what bosses we had in the game.
 
JS: Let's sketch Sega's office from the time of Shinobi.
 
YS: I will try. <laughs> But I'm confident it will not be perfect. <sketches> I think it was like this. I was sitting around here. I feel kinda bad, I hardly remember. But it was roughly like this.
We had the game designers, the artists, and the programmers. I think they had glass partitions, I'm not sure. This was the room of the big boss, here, the one who said the game wasn't good. He was talking to someone in this room (lower right), and I was sitting here. So everyday I could hear his voice - that was quite stressful for me. 
 
JS: Scary, because you'd see him and he could see you!
 
YS: Yeah. And Ishii, I think he was sitting here (top). This is in 1986. And Kusunoki, he was also in the same division. So he should be able to draw a much, much better picture! <laughs>
 
JS: He joined Sega in 1990, right?
 
YS: I think so.
 
Nico: John, could we call maybe the next one on the list for photographs? 
 
JS: Could my photographer take some photos now?
 
YS: Now's not a good time. We could do it before or after lunch, maybe. <general chat>
 
JS: Let's talk about Crack Down, developed in 1989. It is amazing - like an early stealth game, like Metal Gear. It requires careful timing and precision.
 
YS:
<English> Thank you very much. For me, this is a kind of sequel to Shinobi. So Shinobi was, you know, the character does this to avoid the enemy's view. <moves hand up & down; duck & jump> And then this character in Crack Down, he was kind of... <Japanese> The player could stick close to walls to avoid enemy gunfire. That was the core of the game. 
<English>
Shinobi was a side-view game, right, whereas Crack Down is top-down. So I designed this game for a top-down perspective. <Japanese> When I made Crack Down I was thinking: "How would Shinobi look from a top-down view?"
 
JS: So aiming for a similar sensation of "avoidance"?
 
YS: Yes, that was what I was going for.
 
JS: It runs on Sega's System 24 board754 in high resolution, like Gain Ground.755

 
YS: I was not influenced by Gain Ground, but there was a game by Atari, I forget the name, that had a similar screen layout. That game had 3D elements, where the player would navigate through a maze. It could be one- or two-player. The game had a 3D view and the camera was behind the characters. It was high resolution and the two-player mode made me think: "Oh, so you could do it like that as well." So this way of having two players, this sort of screen layout, influenced me.
 
JS: Set in a maze? Sounds like Xybots... By Ed Logg.756
 
YS: It's possible. Could be...
 
JS: So Crack Down was like a combination of Shinobi and Xybots, in a top-down perspective. 
 
YS: Yes, that's correct. <nods> Yes. The action wasn't as intense, since I felt like making it a bit more enjoyable.
 
JS: A thinking man's action game.
 
YS: Yes, that's right. But maybe I should have made it a bit more action-focused.
 
JS: It stands out; it's more tactical. Was there resistance from your boss again? Suggestions for more action?
 
YS: Not really, no. There wasn't that kind of pressure. 
 
JS: A satanic robot goat is the boss. Were you concerned? America tends to be sensitive about religious iconography.
 
YS: At the time I was not aware of that sensitivity.
 
JS: It reminded me of Sega's 005 - have you seen it?757
 
YS: No, I have not seen it.
 
JS: What about the Mega Drive or computer conversions?
 
YS: Oh, I haven't played any of them. Did you?
 
JS: Only on Mega Drive, but it loses several details. 
 
YS:
<nods> Hmm. Ah, right.
 
JS: Next, you moved to Palo Alto with other Sega staff. Seems extreme to move all those staff?
 
YS: I don't really know why they did that... <laughs> As you know there was the coin-op division of Sega USA.758 The sales company for our coin-op games. As for why Sega moved us all: they wanted us to learn about America, and I happened to be in the coin-op division. 
Later they thought about creating a consumer division - a development company. I think it was after about a year. The head of that new division was Mark Cerny.759 Do you know Mark? He was the boss of the consumer division, and later this division was named the Sega Technical Institute.760 He started that company and then the Sonic Team people joined the Sega Technical Institute. That is kind of the history. But I still honestly don't really know why we went to develop in the US.
 
JS: Comix Zone creator Peter Morawiec has said it was to give Sonic games international appeal.761 Did you volunteer, or did Sega's management tell employees: "Next week you are going to America!"
 
YS:
Sonic 1 was developed in Japan, then Naka-san said, "Let's go develop in America." So they went. Naka-san picked the other team members.
 
JS: You were handpicked by Yuji Naka?
 
YS: Well, not quite. When the STI was founded I was assigned there directly from the coin-op division, that's how I got to come along and work on games there.
 
JS: In the US what kind of support did Sega give? Housing for employees who couldn't speak English?
 
YS: There wasn't really any structured support, I think. But right around the time of our first trip there, there was an incident where a Japanese person was killed in the area. We received some help regarding that matter, on how to stay safe. But we felt on our own. When the new members of Sonic Team arrived later I was able to help them out a bit.
 
JS: Help them... With level design on Sonic 2?
 
YS: Yes, I helped with testing Sonic 2 but also with language problems for example. I was able to help out with that as well. At the time of Sonic 2, a programmer was working on the special stages. I talked with him a bit. He was an American programmer.
 
JS: Was this Peter Morawiec? 
 
YS: He was game designer for a different game. The programmer was... Bill Willis?762
 
JS: Before moving on - are there any other arcade games you worked on? <shows list>
 
YS: No, there are not.
 
JS: Which projects were you involved with in California? Dick Tracy, Sonic 2, and Sonic Spinball?
 
YS: Yes, that's correct. After Sonic Spinball... No, it was just those three.
 
JS: But you're also credited with Special Thanks on Panzer Dragoon, as part of the Sega of America staff?
 
YS: What was it... When I was in America I was a sort  of project manager for the first few months. So it was probably for that.
 
JS: Have you heard of Sonic Crackers?763
 
YS:
<pause> No, I don't know it.
 
JS: Roger Hector of STI said that Michael Jackson was a fan of Sonic, and came to the office to discuss producing the music for Sonic 3. But after his legal scandal, Sega changed the soundtrack. Can you comment?
 
YS: No, I don't know anything about that. Michael Jackson did come to STI and we shook hands, but that's all I know.
 
JS: While you were producing Sonic 3D Blast for the Saturn, others were working on Sonic X-treme. Peter Morawiec told SonicDatabase.com: "For Sonic X-treme, there were a couple of competing games in development, and I believe you are referring to the one by STI Redwood City, with semi-3D rotating playfields? I was not involved in that. Following Comix Zone, our core team negotiated a separate Sega R&D office in Burbank, CA, to focus on Saturn. To compete with Mario, we were designing a full 3D Sonic game, based on a cool sphere-rendering technology (to overcome the polygon faceting resulting from the limited horsepower of the Saturn). This was rather early and never publicised. Ultimately, Naka did not want Americans to mess with his baby and did not approve. In an attempt to save it, I urged Sugano to let us rework it into a bonus game to be included with Sonic 3D Blast on Saturn, which he was producing, but the deadline was impossible to hit." Do you recall this?
 
YS:
Sonic X-treme... The one made by Peter at STI, right? Where you change into a ball and move around?
 
JS: Not sure - it was never publicised.764
<rereads quote>
 
YS: A spherical camera...? I feel that Sonic would change into a ball and move around... Well, originally we wanted to use those as bonus stages in Sonic 3D Blast. But we couldn't transfer Sonic's model data properly, there were some gaps that caused issues. So unfortunately the development was cancelled. So Sonic 3D Blast is now just the game it is.
 
JS: Did cancellations happen a lot?
 
YS: I'm not sure... Sonic was a key character for Sega and headquarters had tight control over his image and things like that. So an independent team working on it in the US was a bit problematic. It was a bit of a company politics issue.
 
JS: I've read many interviews which describe tension between Japan and America. Especially during the Saturn!
 
YS: There were discussions from the perspective of sales. In the US the Mega Drive was doing great but in Japan it didn't work out so well, so they wanted to focus on the Saturn. So there were two forces pulling in different directions. The 32X was an attempt to prolong the Mega Drive's life, but it didn't last long.
 
JS: How many cancelled games have you seen?
 
YS: While I was in charge, or in general? How many were there... <pause> About 10% of the games, not more than 20%.
 
JS: In terms of numbers, how many?
 
YS: Personally I'd say I've seen about five games, or so?
 
JS: Do you want to comment on them? Your words might be the only record.
 
YS: Well there are always various reasons for the cancellation of these games, so it's hard to comment. Some games were almost completed but not released, others were only in the planning stages when it happened. So it's a bit difficult. There are many reasons. The saddest cases are games that were finished but couldn't be sold. The one I feel most sad about is the Genesis port of Tetris. The cartridges were produced and stored, but not sold. Sega of America was just starting out and they filled their warehouse when they were told, "You can't sell these!" Which was unfortunate.765
 
JS: <shocked> You said Tetris for Genesis?! Can you confirm: was this Tetris for the American market?
 
YS: If my memory is correct, Tetris on Genesis for the US region was manufactured but never released.
 
JS: A few finished copies of the Japanese Mega Drive release are in circulation, and sell for a fortune.766
 
YS: I see. Those were probably leaked in an illegal way. I don't know where from.
JS: I've never seen the Genesis version. So it was manufactured, not distributed, and then destroyed?
 
YS: Yes, I guess so.
 
JS: Do you have a copy? Does anyone?
 
YS:
<laughs> No, I don't.
 
JS: Private collectors would go crazy for it.
 
YS:
<laughs> It's the magic phantom game!767
 
JS: You shifted to the role of producer at Sega. How would you describe being a producer?
 
YS: Well... Personally I feel it was less about dealing with the details of a game like the design, and instead having other people make it for you. So being a producer is close to being a director, I feel.
 
JS: You left Sega in 1999, for Artoon.768 Why?
 
YS: Why I quit? Well... First of all, I wasn't really involved in actual game development at that time. I was doing peripheral work for the Dreamcast but felt like going back to game development, so that was the first reason. Another was that I was interested in non-Sega platforms.
 
JS: Please describe your time at Artoon. 
 
YS: Artoon had just been founded, so we tried to grow the company. We were overflowing with motivation, I suppose. Well, we still are. Instead of just being a producer I was working hands-on, which I preferred.
 
JS: In 2010 you helped establish Arzest. Why the transition from Artoon to Arzest?
 
YS: The goal was still to keep Artoon growing. But then we got capital from a different company, and then we merged. The companies Cavia and feelplus769 [sic] were also merged, into AQ Interactive. The management workload piled up and we weren't able to make games  freely any more. That's why we wanted to start a new company like Artoon. And we didn't want to use capital from other companies, we wanted to do it by ourselves.
 
JS: All the best Sega developers are now at Arzest.
 
YS:
<English> Partly, but yes, it's kind of interesting now. We all used to work for Sega, but at the time of the company changing platforms, from Saturn to Dreamcast, we resigned from Sega and decided to make a new company - Artoon.
 
JS: So do you guys sit and chat about the good old days?
 
YS:
<laughs> We don't really talk about that at the office. We've been working together for 10 years, so we don't really talk about it. But with members from other companies [who are new to Arzest] we sometimes do. 
 
JS: Any interesting projects you can comment on?
 
YS: Well... Nothing special at the moment. We're thinking of doing other things besides games, to challenge ourselves with something new.
 
JS: Any hints of what? 
 
YS: Hmm... It's top secret. <laughs> I can't say much!
 
JS: I'll keep an eye out in future. Good luck.
 
YS: Thank you. 
 
JS: Any final thoughts?
 
YS: Let's see... My starting point was exciting and fun games, since I liked those. I want to make games like that with this company as well, to make games that people enjoy. I would be really grateful if people followed and supported Arzest.
 
JS: Could you sign these two signature books?
 
YS: This way, in kanji? <chat about kanji & group photo>
 
JS: Thank you very much for your time today.
 
YS: Oh, it's okay! Anytime! At the beginning we were quite surprised you wanted to interview us. We thought: "Why would you want to interview us?"
 
JS: I'm surprised that you were surprised! You gentlemen were involved with the greatest games from Japan!
 
YS:
<laughs> Thank you very much.
 
HANAWA, Steve

 
 
Did Tetris on Genesis exist?
 

 
This short investigative experiment encapsulates the difficulties faced with producing this trilogy of books. We're talking about Tetris here, the universally known and overwhelmingly well-documented puzzle game. This isn't exactly the "Untold History" of games, so it should have been an easy footnote... Ultimately though I spent over a month investigating it, alongside producing the rest of Volume 3.
Yutaka Sugano was asked about unreleased games and stated: "The one I feel most sad about is the Genesis port of Tetris. The cartridges were produced and stored, but not sold. Sega of America was just starting out and they filled their warehouse when they were told, 'You can't sell these!' Which was unfortunate." I made sure to ask again for confirmation, being told: "If my memory is correct, Tetris on Genesis for the US region was manufactured but never released." I even triple-checked later via email to be certain. There was no mistake, Mr Sugano very specifically mentioned the Genesis console as opposed to Mega Drive, the Sega of America branch, and the US sales region. This was surprising. 
The Mega Drive system launched in Japan on 29 October 1988; the Genesis launched in America on 14 August 1989 (first in New York and Los Angeles, and nationwide by month's end). Meanwhile Tetris was developed and announced for the Mega Drive, with an advertised Japanese launch date of April 1989 (Beep! Mega Drive magazine specifically lists 15 April). Beep! magazine was previewing it in their May issue which went on sale in April, but after this the game was cancelled and the manufactured stock destroyed. The reason for the cancellation was due to problems with the licensing agreement for Tetris being split between computers, arcades, and consoles. Sega didn't have the rights to release it. We know final retail-version boxed copies were manufactured, a figure of 100k is quoted, and some were saved from destruction. The number saved is unknown but Racketboy claims 10 copies in circulation; when appearing on auction they have sold for small fortunes. Bootleg copies were later produced and are now easily found dirt cheap, but the title screens lack the Sega logo. In 2006 the Mega Drive version of Tetris, plus a full cover and manual scan, was officially made available in Sega Ages 2500: Vol.28 - Tetris Collection for PlayStation 2.
The reason Sugano's statement was surprising is because if Genesis copies for the US region were indeed manufactured, with "Genesis" emblazoned on its box, this should have occurred before the destruction of the Japanese Mega Drive copies (post-April), and therefore at least 3-4 months before the Genesis itself even launched (early August). If true this could imply Tetris was planned as a launch title. But it raises other questions, such as whether Sega would have manufactured a warehouse full so far in advance, whether they were pursuing a Tetris license for America, and why haven't we ever seen or heard of it before? 
For something as well documented as Tetris, things were getting surprisingly confusing. I also had the same difficulty ascertaining specifics on the existence (or non-) of Otogirisou on Satellaview, the larger floppy disk versions of early Falcom games, Dead Phoenix by Capcom, the connection between Cannon Ball and Pang, the PC ports of Mario Bros., various Batman licenses, Michael Jackson at Sega, the list goes on. Some stuff simply is not documented. The only solution here was to start asking anyone who might be able to share a first-hand account of Sega's Tetris.
First I contacted Sega expert Ken Horowitz, who stated: "I think Sugano may be confusing this with his time at Sega of America, perhaps? I've spoken to upwards of a half-dozen SOA people who were there for the Genesis launch, and none ever mentioned Tetris. Steve Hanawa would know, as he's the one who got Sega the game, and then its replacement, Columns, when Nintendo secured exclusivity. He only ever mentioned the MD version, and he was the liaison between SOA and SOJ."
Ken then contacted Al Nilsen, the Director of Marketing at Sega of America from 1989 to 1993. Al Nilsen stated: "I have no recollection of this. Definitely not for the launch. We never had a game that we manufactured but never sold. I don't remember any Tetris discussions. Could this have been a third-party game?"
Needing to get in touch with Steve Hanawa I was given his contact details by a member of the Assembler Games forum. What followed was a fascinating email discussion on the topic. After explaining all that I'd found, Steve Hanawa gave a detailed statement:
"Regarding Tetris for Genesis, I would like to give you some background. When I was producing Monopoly for the Master System in San Francisco, at a base developer that later became Spectrum Holobyte, I saw a strange game that was being programmed at the work station next to our Monopoly. And I had a chance to play this Tetris, to give my input, and it was very addictive. I was the first Japanese to play Tetris! So I called Sega of Japan and told my boss that I'd found this simple and addictive game, and I was able to obtain a sample copy for Sega of Japan. They decided immediately to take a license for arcade and consumer versions.
"Sega of Japan developed the arcade version first and it was very successful, and then they ported it to Mega Drive. When Sega of Japan completed the first lot of cartridge production (I was told 100K pieces), they found Sega of Japan didn't have the legal right for consumer sales. There were two licensing sources which existed for Tetris - one for PCs and arcades, and one for consoles which was secured by Bullet-Proof Software and Nintendo. That's why Tetris for Genesis was never released in the States, and not even in Japan for Mega Drive. As you mentioned, some evaluation copies were taken to Taiwan for producing the pirated version for Mega Drive. I have one. That's all I know about the Tetris cartridges."
Just to add context, after this Mr Hanawa worked to bring Columns to the Mega Drive/Genesis, as he explained to Ken Horowitz of Sega-16: "Columns was another game I brought to Sega of Japan. A friend found this game on the internet and asked my opinion. Since Tetris was a big hit, I was always looking for the next Tetris. So my friend found Columns at a website, and it was shareware. I played the game and introduced it to Sega of Japan for their evaluation. Their decision was to get all of the rights for the game from the original designer/programmer."
I now knew the background behind Tetris' cancellation from the man who discovered it, plus his later introduction of Columns, but this neither corroborated nor disproved Yutaka Sugano's statement. So I conveyed my thoughts, where if I understood correctly, only a Japanese version of Tetris was manufactured, in Japan, for the Japanese Mega Drive?
SH: "I thought the Japanese version (Mega Drive) was manufactured, because normally they publish the Mega Drive cartridges first."
I then asked if there were no American copies made in the USA for the Genesis.
SH: "There was no US made cartridges, at least for Sega titles."
This at least clarified Sugano's statement, in that if a warehouse had been filled for Sega of America, the cartridges would not have been manufactured in America. If you also check the back of Genesis boxes, they all state "Made in Japan" or Taiwan. But I still needed to ascertain if there were perhaps two versions manufactured, one for each region? One for Japan, and one for America?
SH: "We had multiple versions based on the languages."
Unfortunately this is applicable to many Sega games. Some had languages built in (Bare Knuckle / Streets of Rage), while others had versions made for each region. I needed a conclusive statement pertaining to witnessing this first hand, and asked: "Did you personally see the boxed copies with the word 'Genesis' printed on the box itself?"
SH: "I had never seen the production Genesis version of Tetris, or even the Mega Drive version."
This makes things tricky, since while Mr Hanawa never personally saw the Genesis version nor did he actually see the Mega Drive version (as stated earlier the one he has is a Taiwanese bootleg). But we know the Mega Drive version definitely existed. Unfortunately while there is tangible, verifiable evidence for the Mega Drive release, there isn't physical evidence (yet) for the Genesis version.
Of course an absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, and while I could prove the Genesis version simply by holding it in my hands, now that I am aware of the possibility of its existence, disproving it is far more difficult. Philosophers have wrestled with such problems for millennia (Immanuel Kant's The Critique of Pure Reason, 1781, is a good primer). It also ties directly to Yusaku Yamamoto's foreword in Volume 1, when he wrote: "I believe that an interview with a game creator is a work of archaeology, a way of digging into and examining the process of creation from the perspective of the person being interviewed. That creator's perspective is just one glimpse from among a variety of perspectives that exist over the course of a product created by a group of people. A game has as many truths as there are people who took a hand in its creation. Each person experiences their own dramas, and provides their own artistic ideas. If you interview several people who worked together, they might contradict each other. Sometimes those contradictions are because one person is wrong. But sometimes, everyone is correct. That is why a writer delivering a creator's own words to game fans must also tell them that those words are just one perspective out of many."
Was there, at some point in time, a warehouse filled with boxed copies of Tetris, with "Genesis" adorning the cover? I genuinely do not know. (If there were, the boxes would use the old style logo, as found on Columns, not the newer logo you see on the bootleg cartridges!) I also do not know if there's anyone else to ask. All I can say is that every page you read of this trilogy of books, every footnote needed an examination such as the one described here. Sometimes the answers were quick, or even known beforehand, but other times there was a lengthy correspondence in trying to ascertain just one fact. The footnotes took up as much if not more time than the book itself, cross-referencing and trying to untangle over 30 years of forgotten memories. Some things we may never know and it's only going to get more difficult. 
 
Special thanks to: Steve Hanawa, Ken Horowitz, Al Nilsen, Matthew Hawkins, and everyone on the Assembler forums: Bramsworth, Youloute, Sayin999, and HiSpec
 
 
 
 



OHSHIMA, Naoto
 

DOB: 26 February 1964 / Birthplace: *secret* / Blood Type: *secret*
Portfolio 
 
Despite Naoto Ohshima being one of the more well known interviewees in this trilogy of books, meaning most readers are already aware of his work, having a precise portfolio listing was especially important here because MobyGames has portfolio listings for four separate people named Naoto Ohshima, and one for Naoto Oshima. One of these gentleman worked exclusively on the Wizardry series, while another is (or was) a programmer on the Silent Hill series at Konami. Disturbingly this Konami employee for a long time was credited as being the same person as the creator of Sonic the Hedgehog - to the point that some interviewers even asked Sega's Ohshima about Silent Hill's art direction. Complicating the task is that Naoto Ohshima used at least two nicknames - variations on "Rocky Nao" and "Big Island" - while for older titles there's no clarification on whether "designer" means level planner or graphics artist. The list below is based on several different online sources - but unavoidably there are probably errors.
 
Phantasy Star - SMS - (1987, character design)
Space Harrier 3D - SMS - (1988, art designer)
Kujaku-Ou / SpellCaster - SMS - (1988, designer)
Phantasy Star II - MD - (1989, graphics design)
Tommy Lasorda Baseball / Super League - MD - (1989, fielder designer)                        
Hokuto no Ken: SKD / Last Battle - MD - (1989, art director)
Labyrinth of Death / Fatal Labyrinth - MD - (1990, graphics designer)
Sonic the Hedgehog - MD - (1991, character design)
Sonic CD - SCD - (1993, director)
Knuckles' Chaotix       - 32X - (1995, original character concept)                  
Sonic 3D - MD/SAT - (1996, advisor)
NiGHTS into Dreams - SAT       - (1996, director, NiGHTS character designer)      
Christmas NiGHTS into Dreams - SAT      - (1996, director, visual designer)            
Sonic Jam - SAT - (1997, supervisor)
Sonic R - SAT - (1997, graphic advisors)                        
Burning Rangers - SAT - (1998, director, graphic artist, character designer)
Sonic Adventure - DC - (1998, story coord. & motion design, CG movie prod. & ed.)
Pinobee: Wings of Adventure - GBA - (2001, director, character designer)
Ghost Vibration - PS2 - (2002, game designer)
The King of Fighters EX: Neo Blood - GBA - (2002, art director)                              
Blinx: The Time Sweeper - Xbox - (2002, director, game designer)
Blinx 2: Masters of Time & Space - Xbox - (2004, director, game designer)
Yoshi Topsy-Turvy - GBA - (2004, producer)
Yoshi's Island DS - NDS - (2006, senior producer)
Blue Dragon - X360 - (2006, executive producer)                        
Vampire Rain - X360/PS3 - (2007~8, producer)
Away: Shuffle Dungeon - NDS - (2008, character designer)
Ju-on: The Grudge - Wii - (2009, chief producer)
echoshift      - PSP - (2010, producer)
FlingSmash - Wii      - (2010, senior producers)                        
Wii Play: Motion - Wii - (2011, director)
Terra Battle - Mobile - (2014, special character illustration)
Yoshi's New Island - 3DS - (2014, development producer)
Mario & Sonic at the Rio 2016 Olympic Games       - 3DS - (2016, supervisor)
Hey! Pikmin - 3DS      (2017, development producer)
Interview with Naoto OHSHIMA
18 October 2013, Arzest, Yokohama / Duration: 1h 46m
 
Does the legendary Naoto Ohshima even require an introduction? This is the man who designed the world famous, spiky, blue, lightning-fast Sonic the Hedgehog, which elevated Sega and its Mega Drive console, struck a blow against Nintendo, and is still popular today. In fact at the time of editing this interview the hugely successful Sonic Mania has been out for over six months. Take a moment to consider any number of iconic and timeless fairytale characters from over the centuries; from The Little Mermaid through to The Little Prince, The Smurfs, or any number of tales involving intelligent deer, lions, frogs, ducks, swans, mice, bears, beasts, and more. The fast, blue hedgehog we know as Sonic is nearly 30-years-old and, in truth, more recognisable to adults and children alike than many of the fairytale characters on the Wikipedia list I browsed while writing the above sentence. Sadly given the way the industry in Japan works, it is Sega which has profited from Sonic's success, rather than his creator.
Besides obvious mascot discussions, and my desire to quash fake rumours invented by fans, I was particularly keen to discuss Ohshima's involvement in the Phantasy Star series, and his Saturn projects like NiGHTS and Burning Rangers, in addition to the short-lived Blinx series of time-manipulation games on Xbox. It's unfortunate we had so little time on the day to ask questions. But first, however, I had to ask Naoto Ohshima precisely who he was... 
 
JS: There's several people in games with the same name, Naoto Ohshima, but sometimes different kanji. The Western press mixes you all up. One was involved with ASCII and Wizardry, another with Konami...770
 
NO:
<laughs> Is that so?
 
JS: I'd like to confirm: you never did graphics for the Wizardry games?
 
NO: No.
 
JS: Ever worked on the Silent Hill games by Konami?
 
NO: I never had anything to do with those.
 
JS: In English the pronunciation is Ohshima, regardless of kanji, and lots of places combine you all into one person!
 
NO: I see! <everyone laughs>
 
JS: Can you recall the first game you ever saw?
 
NO:
Space Invaders, I think, in the arcade. That was the very first one.
 
JS: And what inspired you to get into games?
 
NO: I was working in advertising, and I came to realise that no matter how hard I worked in that field, my efforts weren't going to bring anyone happiness. If I put that same effort into creating something like games, I felt that I could bring joy to others. So in 1987 I decided I wanted to get into game development instead.
 
JS: The adverts were for TV or magazines?
 
NO: Magazines.
 
JS: Any famous ads you were involved with?
 
NO: I worked on campaigns for Wacoal - a company that makes women's underwear. <laughs> And I did posters for K-1. That's a Japanese martial arts association.771
 
JS: Wow. From lingerie and martial arts to games.
 
NO: Yes, exactly.
 
JS: Describe joining Sega around 1987.
 
NO: I chose Sega because of the arcade version of Space Harrier which came out 1985. I saw that game and was like, "Wow - the company that made this has to be an interesting place to work." <makes arcade noise - vrrrm!>
I didn't enter the company through the usual route, where they interview huge groups [of young people freshly entering the work force, in hopes of joining the next year's group of new employees]. I just had a solo interview where I showed them my portfolio and they asked me to start immediately.
 
JS: You showed them your advertising work?
 
NO: Not just that, but also the artwork I created as a student. You know, the sorts of technical pieces you create while studying art - pictures of Venus de Milo and such. Sega was looking for talented artists, and that was what interested them.
 
JS: The fact Sega hired you lead to huge success - you're the creator of Sonic. You made that company!
 
NO:
<laughs> Well, in Japan, I'm not perceived as being anyone particularly special. My work appears to have resonated more with foreigners.
 
JS: So... You didn't have a good experience in Japan?
 
NO: Well, in Japanese companies, the creator doesn't get to keep any ownership of the work.
 
JS: That's sad. Your first project was Phantasy Star...
 
NO: Yes.
 
JS: Is this what the office looked like in 1987?772
 
NO: Yes...Yes. I think the art department was here? <points> And game design, and programming. <in English> This is first development, and second development. Number "1" is arcades, and "2" is consumer or home console games.773

Typically in the games industry, a game designer would come up with the mechanics and visual style of a game, and assemble programmers and artists to execute upon the plan. But at Sega, games were collaborations between programmers, graphic designers, and planners.774 The planner is not involved with the visual aspects of the game at all. 
For example, in Nintendo's system, you would enter the company as either a programmer or an artist. At Sega, you're a programmer or a designer. And the design department did both art and game design. So at Nintendo, becoming a talented artist precluded you from developing games. But here, at Sega, you have artists doing planning, and some developing into game designers. And of course there was also a game design track on the programming side as well.
JS: What are your memories of Phantasy Star? I heard you designed the Odin character (below) because Rieko Kodama felt she couldn't draw macho guys.775
 
NO: When I sat down to work in front of my computer on my first day at Sega, they told me to draw whatever I wanted so that I could get used to using their computer system. So I drew Superman. <laughs> And everyone was like, "Wow, that looks just like Superman!" 
I think Kodama remembered that, so when she wanted a muscular character for Phantasy Star, she came to me. <laughs>
 
JS: Which computer? 
 
NO: It was a proprietary Sega tool.
 
JS: Can you draw a sketch? I'm fascinated by proprietary tools. <gives examples>
 
NO:
<sketching> This is a light pen. This is the palette. This is how you draw.
 
JS: Was the intention always to have 3D dungeons?
 
NO: I believe so. At the time, I was the new guy - a total novice. My superior was responsible for the monster designs, and had me drawing monster after monster. If they got approved, I did the pixel art for them on the computer. So my Phantasy Star experience was just drawing one monster after another. And, you know, I put a lot of effort into that, but...776
 
JS: How many of your monster designs were used?
 
NO: I don't remember exactly, but I doubt it was more than one in three of the designs. I mean that no more than one in three of the monsters used in the game were designed by me. The rest were drawn by other artists.
 
JS: The game is unusual in that instead of a male knight in armour, the main character is a galactic princess - or queen, even. Did Rieko Kodama feel strongly about this?
 
NO: As I mentioned, I was not one of the main creators of Phantasy Star, so I don't know all the details of its development. Personally speaking, I remember Yuji Naka's involvement in Phantasy Star the most strongly. In those days, we didn't have a director - we all made the game together. But I believe it was Yuji Naka who took on the mantle of team leader. So I believe he was the one who wanted a female protagonist.
 
JS: That's interesting. Most players believe it was Rieko Kodama who decided that.
 
NO: Yuji Naka can't draw, so it was Kodama's artwork that established the characters and the mood of the world. But I believe the two of them discussed all of the specific design decisions first.
 
JS: You were credited as Rocky Nao?
 
NO: I think that's right, yeah. I'm not entirely sure.
 
JS: Why did everyone use nicknames?
 
NO: Sega forbade us from using our real names in credits at the time. You know, I didn't put a ton of thought into my nickname, but I believe I had just seen the Rocky movie... <laughs>
 
JS: Did Sega do this to prevent headhunting?
 
NO: Probably to prevent headhunting and also for copyright reasons.
 
JS: What do you mean copyright reasons?
 
NO: Having real names provides evidence of what each person contributed to the game. So, for example, that opens up the possibility that staff members could [claim ownership over their work] and sue for a percentage of the game's revenue. Such a lawsuit probably wouldn't fly under Japanese law, but in another country, who knows? Nowadays companies deal with this issue by making new employees sign an agreement that anything they create while employed at the company belongs to the company. But there was nothing like that in those days.777
 
JS: Tell me about your involvement with Phantasy Star II. I've read it was going to use 3D dungeons like the first?
 
NO: Hmmm... what sort of game was Phantasy Star II...? <author explains> Huh. I wonder why we did that? I would imagine it was due to the hardware transition to 16-bit, which allowed us to make clearer and more distinct graphics. One issue with 3D dungeons is that they don't provide a wide view of the area. We probably thought using a different perspective would allow us to better compete against games like Dragon Quest.


JS: You didn't work on it, but do you know anything about Phantasy Star IV on Mega CD? <describes it>778
NO: I'm sorry, I don't.
 
JS: Let's talk about your work on Sonic the Hedgehog. 
 
NO: I created the first design proposal for Sonic after three years in the design department. Although it wasn't Sonic then - the main character was a human boy. My pitch was that the maps of action games were, at that time, always full of squares, everything at right angles. What if we could make a game where a character was running over smooth terrain, running in circles through loops and such? So I presented my proposal to Sega, and they told me that it probably could not be done. But that if anyone could program it, it would be Yuji Naka. They said that if I could get him on board, we could proceed with the project.
 
JS: Do you still have those first sketches of the boy?
 
NO: I remember the idea struck me right as I was going to bed, and I was afraid that I wouldn't remember it in the morning. So I drew it quickly in the notebook and then fell asleep.
 
JS: Dr Eggman is an enigmatic villain. Some claim he was based on Teddy Roosevelt...?779
 
NO: I think I first learned about the Teddy Roosevelt resemblance after I had completed the design for Dr Eggman, but the design was probably subconsciously influenced by a variety of characters I'd encountered at various points in my life, who all contributed to a composite image of a nerdy, socially awkward, tinker-type with glasses and a moustache and a fat belly... 
In a way, he's a symbol for humanity, viewing nature as "dirty" and destroying it to make "clean" things like roads and buildings. 
 
JS: Mr Ishii said you had an incredible story regarding Michael Jackson and the music for Sonic the Hedgehog 3?
 
NO: Michael Jackson was kind enough to make some music for the game. He sent us a demo tape, and we all gathered around to listen to it. And it was music, but... Michael Jackson had made all of it with his mouth. <hums a beat> It was like that, but layer after layer of it, complete with oohs and aahs, a drum track, simulated trumpets - all simply hummed by Michael Jackson. And of course his trademark "Wow!" A multitrack recording in which every track was hummed by Michael Jackson - we couldn't believe it. 
Ultimately, due to various incidents which took place,780 we were not able to use the Michael Jackson songs. But Sega probably still possesses that phantom Michael Jackson tape!
JS: Was there a working prototype with his voiced music?
 
NO: I don't know. But even if there was, I'd think it would pale in comparison to the value of a never-released tape of Michael Jackson doing a cappella recordings.
 
JS: Priceless! Mr Ishii actually showed me tapes he shot around Europe, for Out Run.
 
NO: Ahh.
 
JS: You're credited on Knuckles Chaotix781 as character designer. Do you know about its Mega Drive prototype called Sonic Crackers? <shows comparison screens>782
 
NO: I don't think I was directly involved with this. But... I believe I was asked to design this character, Vector the Crocodile,783 and this character here, Charmy Bee.784
 
JS: Had you heard anything about Sonic Crackers?
 
NO: I probably heard about it at some point, but wasn't involved and don't know the details.
 
JS: Fans think the crescent on Knuckles' chest was to be the Nike logo as part of a sponsorship deal which fell through. Is that actually true?785
 
NO: Oh, I wouldn't know. After I became famous for designing the original Sonic the Hedgehog I had younger members of the team design subsequent characters, in the hope that they would be able to share in the series' success. So a variety of artists ended up designing the rest of the Sonic characters. Tails was designed by someone named [Yasushi] Yamaguchi,786 and Knuckles was...Let's see...That was the work of [Takashi] Yuda,787 who worked on Space Channel 5. [Manabu] Kusunoki, who you'll interview next, designed Mighty the Armadillo from Chaotix. And this one in the middle here, with the horns, was designed by a manga artist named [Takumi] Miyake.788 He went on to be the art director for NiGHTS.
 
JS: You're credited as director on Burning Rangers. Please describe its development.
 
NO: The project began when we were trying to create realistic fire effects. The programming team did a lot of experimentation and came up with really beautiful ways to express fire. And then that got us thinking about what we could do with that. We'd also wanted to see if we could make a game that felt like Japanese animation, and we ended up pursuing that goal as well.789
 
JS: It also really pushed the Saturn hardware. Any interesting stories?
 
NO: About the technical side...I really don't have any. One story I do remember is that in the game, if you ventured off the main path, you'd find people who needed to be rescued. And as we made more and more of these people, we started modeling them after manga artists we knew, and eventually even our own team members. And we had a lot of fun with that.
 
JS: I liked that the rescued NPCs send you emails! Whose idea was this?790
 
NO: Oh, wow...At this point I have no idea. It could have been me, it could have been someone else...Back in those days email was just catching on and it felt like a pretty natural inclusion.
 
JS: Level two, Silent Blue, has a dolphin. Is this a reference to the Ecco games?
 
NO: No, it was just that we had a water level and that lead to the team deciding to add in a dolphin.
 
JS: Some players joke that dolphins are popular at Sega.
 
NO: The Ecco games were certainly wonderful, but dolphins were extremely popular in Japan even before Ecco; the popularity of dolphins preceded the game. There were also lots of people at Sega who loved dolphins. It's kind of like the way Chinese people are associated with panda bears. 
 
JS: I see! Can you tell me about the game's audio cues?
 
NO: One thing I really loved about Burning Rangers was its navigation system. In a 3D environment, it's impossible to tell which way is north and which is west, for example. So having a voice tell you to turn left or turn right, like the way car navigation systems work, was a new idea and I think a very good one.
 
JS: I imported the Japanese version while studying Japanese at school, and it helped me to learn directions.
 
NO:
<laughs>
 
JS: You were designer on the two Blinx games, where you control time.791 After Blinx a variety of other games had time control, such as Braid.792 Have you played any?
 
NO:
Prince of Persia793 was another game that had a lot of time manipulation, and I thought of Blinx every time I played it.
 
JS: Do you feel they were influenced by Blinx?
 
NO: In Japan there was a game called Jigen Kairou
from Sony...I'm not sure what it was called in English? Oh yes, echoshift. I produced this.794
<calls up video, describes how the time-control gameplay works>
 
JS: You have a lot of experience creating mascot characters. Today it seems as if fewer companies are using mascots, preferring mature or realistic settings.795
 
NO: I wonder...That's a difficult question. Nintendo treats its characters with great care, and considers them one    of its greatest strengths. But it's true that you don't see as many games like that these days. These sorts of mascot character-driven games have become more rare, but I don't think they'll ever disappear entirely. 
Part of it is the advances in console hardware. The technology has advanced rapidly over the years, allowing us to create more realistic games that simply were not possible previously.
I see the game industry as being part of the larger entertainment industry, including movies and other forms of recreation. I see movies as the elder brother of gaming; it was born first, and has had more time to mature. If you look at movie releases, about 80% of them are realistic [filmed], while only 10 or 20% are animated. I believe the game industry has developed similarly. And if you look at the financials, the profits from that portion of animated film are very significant. They're important and successful because it's something families can enjoy together, and I suspect mascot-character games will continue to fill a similar role as the game industry develops.
So even if mascot games are not well represented in the videogame marketplace, I don't believe their audience has dwindled as much as their diminished presence might suggest.
 
JS: Sega worked on a lot of games which were never released. How many unreleased games have you seen?
 
NO: Hmmm...The projects I've been directly involved with at Sega have always had strong leadership that kept them on schedule and resulted in timely releases. So I don't believe any of the projects I worked on there had to be cancelled. I think the games that tend to be rejected are the ones that are usually vague conceptually, or change drastically during development because they aren't much fun. And Sony has had to pull the plug on a number of games I was involved with for reasons like that.
 
JS: Can you describe them?
 
NO: Hmmm...I can think of three sorts of games that tend to get rejected. In one, the developers just don't have a firm grasp from the start on what aspect of their game is fun, and so attempt to figure it out as they go along. And in the end, they don't find it, and the game just doesn't end up being fun. 
In another, the game does have a solid concept, but it's extremely ambitious, and creating the technology necessary to execute on this concept would be absurdly time-consuming; the sort of game where even after a year or two of work, the end is nowhere in sight. 
The third is a game that everyone believes will be fun during the planning phase, but then after a prototype is made, for some reason it just isn't much fun at all. That's just basically bad luck. 
These are the three pitfalls that face original games that are not like anything else on the market. This is part of the reason that so many developers will seek to copy already existing games - that's how you can avoid these situations.


JS: That's a valuable lesson for anyone wanting to get into games design! Thank you.
 
NO:
<laughs>
 
JS: Do you have any final messages?
 
NO: Can you be a bit more specific?
 
JS: A personal message, or something you wanted to discuss but I didn't ask?
 
NO: I don't really have anything like that in mind...But you know, I just heard recently that a videogame museum opened in Germany,796 with the intent of preserving Japanese games as a part of history. And now, a man appears wanting to hear directly from game developers, in order to make a historical record of the game industry. <laughs> This is a thought that had never even crossed our minds before. We've just been making games, putting them aside, and getting to work on the next one. It's a shock suddenly to have people wanting to preserve the history of what we've done, and I'm very moved by it.
 
JS: People love the history of games. I write for Retro Gamer magazine which only covers old games.
 
NO:
Only old games?! But they do cover new games too, surely! <flips through>
 
JS: Only if its related to an old game, like a recent sequel to Sonic the Hedgehog. <describes the magazine> Can I get a photo of you holding it?
 
NO: Like this?
 
JS: Sure! Thank you for giving up your time today - it's been an honour.

 
 
 
Sonic the Hedgehog's origins
 
Like many of the best creations from long ago, it's difficult to piece together the exact events of its genesis. Cross-referencing the story Ohshima relayed here with those recorded in Udon's History of Sonic book and ROM's Mega Drive book, all three do sort of match up - though with discrepancies. Both books quote an internal mascot competition within Sega, including an abandoned rabbit character and a proto-Sonic known as Mr Needlemouse, and also a cancelled 3D robot-sim called Metal Lancer which Yuji Naka worked on. However, Udon states the mascot came before the start of Sonic the Hedgehog's development, with Ohshima told to move forward with it and Yuji Naka's boss suggesting he also work on this "Defeat Mario" project. ROM's book meanwhile quotes Ohshima as saying: "At the time the company was looking to adopt a mascot, we had already been independently working on the game for some time." Complicating matters, Kotaro Hayashida in his Untold History interview describes how he conceptualised the game's original design vision! 
Ohshima's quote in his own Untold History interview lends credence to the ROM chronology, that a game concept was started early, Naka joined as programmer and created some kind of proof-of-concept, and then later it was integrated with the internal mascot contest, where Ohshima's rabbit entry was in the lead, later replaced by the iconic hedgehog. Ultimately we may never know. However! The story about Ohshima proposing a circular landscape starring a child - a human boy - has, as far as this author can tell, never been documented anywhere else. 
Level designer Hirokazu Yasuhara is cited as joining the project later, after the rabbit character is introduced, but before Sonic is decided upon. From here the chronology is simple. A number of dropped concepts are also well documented by various sources, including how an armadillo character was proposed alongside Sonic, how Sonic was to have a blonde human girlfriend called "Madonna", and also his own music band.
 
 
Michael Jackson and Sega
 
Given how many insane and unsubstantiated Sonic rumours are accepted as true, such as the Roosevelt and Nike connections, it's strange that the fact Michael Jackson was involved in the soundtrack for Sonic 3 is often dismissed as myth. As recently as 2016 online media was still trying to ascertain if this was actually true, with The Huffington Post and subsequently The Independent newspapers acting as if they'd made some sort of astonishing breakthrough. In reality there has been solid evidence for the Jackson connection for well over a decade. The earliest example I could find was from late 2005, on the Secrets of Sonic Team website, in an email interview with Roger Hector. This is a fan website though, so if you wanted hard-hitting journalism from a reliable source, Ashley Day documented the fact categorically in GamesTM magazine by Imagine Publishing.
The August 2007 issue of GamesTM magazine (#60) contained a Behind the Scenes feature on Sonic 3, written by Ashley Day, where Roger Hector, former project-manager of the now-defunct Sega Technical Institute, on page 143 said:
"Michael Jackson was a very big fan of Sonic and he wanted to record a soundtrack for the game. He came to STI and met with the team to discuss the design theme, story, and feel of the game. He then went away and recorded an entire soundtrack that covered all of the worlds. It was fantastic. The music fitted perfectly for the game, and they had a distinctive Michael Jackson sound. We had it all ready and integrated into [Sonic 3] when the first news stories came out accusing him of child molestation, and Sega had to back away from this collaboration. It was very late in the development process, and we quickly had to put together a complete replacement music track. Howard Drossin, STI's music guy, stepped in and did a great job, working around the clock to get it done. It was too bad nobody outside ever heard the Michael Jackson music."
What has never been described though, until now, is that Michael Jackson had sent Sega a demo tape of himself making music "a capella". The term as explained by Wikipedia: "A cappella (Italian for 'in the manner of the chapel') music is specifically group or solo singing without instrumental accompaniment." Basically someone acts like a human beat box and generates all sounds vocally / with their mouth. 
Typing "Michael Jackson a capella" into YouTube brings up over 2.5 million results. There's an example where Jackson sings a capella for Oprah Winfrey, and a lot of fans doing remixes of his songs a capella. Some are genuinely incredible. To hear examples of Sonic music tracks done a capella, the YouTube channel blazerh44Redux has several fantastic remixes - have a listen and try to imagine Sonic 3 with this style of music, vocalised by Michael Jackson himself and output via the Mega Drive as voice samples. 
 



KUSUNOKI, Manabu
DOB: 4 June 1969 / Birthplace: Nara / Blood Type: A

Portfolio
 
Super League - ARC - (1987) 
Hot Rod      - ARC - (1988)
Bonanza Brothers      - ARC, System24 - (1990)     
SegaSonic the Hedgehog - ARC, Model2 - (1993, designer)
Knuckles' Chaotix - 32X - (1995, original character concept)                  
Baku Baku Animal - SAT - (1995, technical support)                        
Panzer Dragoon - SAT - (1995, original char. & dragon model des., opening CG prod.)
Panzer Dragoon II: Zwei - SAT - (1996, original design & settings, CG production)
Panzer Dragoon Saga - SAT      - (1998, original concept & setting, chief designer, CG prod.)
Sonic Adventure - DC - (1998, CG movie director)                        
Pinobee: Wings of Adventure - GBA - (2001, high-end CG designer)
Ghost Vibration - PS2 - (2002, director, art director, graphic designer)            
Ghost Trap - GBA - (2002, director)
Blinx: The Time Sweeper - Xbox - (2002, movie creators)
Blinx 2: Masters of Time & Space - Xbox - (2004, movie creator)                        
Yoshi Topsy-Turvy - GBA - (2004, graphics design)
Swords of Destiny      - PS2 - (2005, movie director, story boards)                  
Blue Dragon - X360 - (2006, concept art)
echoshift - PSP - (2010, planning support)
FlingSmash - Wii - (2010, art director)                              
The Last Story - Wii - (2011, design works)
Crimson Dragon       - Xbone - (2013, concept art)                        
Terra Battle - Mobile - (2014, graphic design)
Cry-On      - X360 - Unreleased
Interview with Manabu KUSUNOKI
18 October 2013, Arzest, Yokohama / Duration: 1h 19m
 
The final interview of the day during my visit to Arzest. While Mr Kusunoki has a large portfolio of prominent titles, including things like Blue Dragon and The Last Story, my primary aim was to cover two specific topics: bizarre Sonic the Hedgehog spin-off titles, SegaSonic and Chaotix, and the sublime Panzer Dragoon series. The entire Panzer series is a personal favourite, and in this author's opinion its aesthetic styling, setting, narrative, music, and both shooting & RPG mechanics have never been bettered in such an overall perfectly balanced combination. It is the apex of good Japanese game design. Given his involvement in the series' creation, this was a rare opportunity - including the chance to discuss the destruction of Panzer Dragoon Saga's source code. Throughout the decades there have been whispered stories of bizarre shenanigans and strife at Sega, so I was hoping for some earth-shattering revelations. (For an incredibly detailed Saga feature, which I consulted for, search: www.theringer.com - they have plenty of dev quotes!)
 
JS: What was the first game you saw?
 
MK: The first game I ever saw - and this was a shocking experience at the time - was a tennis game where two block characters hit a block ball back and forth. I believe I was around 10-years-old at the time. I didn't especially care for it, actually. 
The first game that got me excited about the potential of videogames was Xevious.797  
 
JS: Did it make you want to develop games?
 
MK: I think the games that made me want to develop games were the oversized Sega coin-op machines in game centers, like Space Harrier and Out Run.798 There was something very compelling to me about the visuals of those games. So I studied art in school, hoping I could use those skills to get into the games industry, and eventually applied for a job at Sega.
 
JS: Space Harrier had a big impact on a lot of people.
 
MK: I think a lot of developers from my generation have vivid memories of the first time they saw those vehicle-style games in a game center or arcade.  
 
JS: Describe joining Sega. Your first game I could find a credit for was Bonanza Bros. for arcades in 1990.799
 
MK: I joined Sega in 1987, and initially worked in the arcade game division. I did work on some titles before Bonanza Bros., like Super League, a baseball game. And...have you heard of Hot Rod? It was game where players raced little cars with a top-view perspective. I worked on that one as well. But Bonanza Bros. was my first title as a full-fledged art director. Before that, I was one of multiple graphic artists on various games.
 
JS: You created the distinct visual style of Bonanza Bros.?
 
MK: That's right. The most direct influence was the film The Blues Brothers,800 which was very popular with the whole development team. We wanted to make a game with a similar vibe, which is why I designed the characters like that.
 
JS: Let's discuss your next game, SegaSonic the Hedgehog from 1993... 
 
MK: The title was originally in development as Sonic the Hedgehog but, during development, Sega lost the "Sonic" trademark. We were afraid that we wouldn't be able to use the "Sonic" title, so we added the "Sega" part and that's how we ended up with "SegaSonic". After that, I believe they cleared up the trademark dispute, and that's why only the arcade version ended up as SegaSonic.  But that's just my conjecture.
 
JS: Sega didn't own the Sonic the Hedgehog trademark?
 
MK: I don't really know the details. They certainly own it now, but at the time there was some dispute involving the "Sonic" part, and out of an abundance of caution, we changed the title. That was the situation we were dealing with at the time. 
 
JS: You don't remember who disputed the trademark?
 
MK: No, I don't remember.
 
JS: It was unusual - you controlled it with a trackball. 
 
MK: One of the other planners on the project was a big fan of Atari's Marble Madness.801 He thought the trackball used in that game would be perfect for Sonic's style of gameplay, which involves rolling into a ball. So he suggested we try it out, and that was the genesis of the SegaSonic project. 
 
JS: You're credited as the designer. In English designer means you build the levels, but in Japanese it means you work on graphics, while planners build levels.
 
MK: Yes, in Japan the art director on games is often credited as the designer.
 
JS: So you created the two new characters?
 
MK: Yes, I designed the armadillo [Mighty] and flying squirrel [Ray] characters. I did come up with backstories for them, but I can't recall them anymore. I do recall why I chose those two animals, though. In order for them to control just like Sonic did, they needed to be animals that could have the same proportions, with heads that were roughly half the size of the body. And since the game starred a hedgehog, which is a relatively obscure animal, I wanted his companions to be equally unusual. 
 
JS: And I believe you also created characters for Knuckles Chaotix on the 32X?802
 
MK: No, that was not me. That was a different artist working at Sega.
 
JS: Perhaps you can help solve a mystery?
 
MK:
<nervous laughter>
 
JS: <showing printed images> This is Knuckles Chaotix on the 32X, and this is an unreleased Mega Drive prototype named Sonic Crackers, which later morphed into Chaotix.803 Do you know anything?
 
MK: I'm afraid not. Have you tried asking Mr Ohshima?
 
JS: I have. He didn't know anything about this game. He only said you created Mighty the Armadillo.
 
MK: That's right. That one. <points>
 
JS: There's a lot of mysteries at Sega. Any secrets you'd like to share?
 
MK: About Sonic?
 
JS: About anything at Sega. 
 
MK:
<very long pause - nervous glances>
 
JS: Let's talk Panzer Dragoon. I've always felt it has a tremendously beautiful sekaikan; the atmosphere, the world, the depth. There's even a unique language!
 
MK:
Panzer Dragoon is what we came up with when we were brainstorming titles to push Sega's new Saturn hardware. The company wanted to have a wide variety of software for the platform, so they were going to make a racing game, a belt-scrolling action game, a shooting game, and so on. Yukio Futatsugi and I were assigned to be the planners of the shooting game. So he and I were the ones who came up with the idea for Panzer Dragoon.
The first thing we decided was that even though we were making a shooting game, we didn't want the usual aesthetic. This would be the first time that players would be experiencing 3D worlds in a home console, and we wanted to put the world, or sekaikan, front and center. We wanted that to be the primary selling point of Panzer Dragoon.
 
JS: I'm curious about any inspirations. There's a French connection with Moebius. But it also feels similar to a French TV animation called, in English, Spartakus and the Sun Beneath the Sea, and in French Les Mondes Engloutis.804
 
MK: I can't say that title rings any bells.805
 
JS: It was by Nina Wolmark, and has a style which reminds me of both Moebius and Panzer Dragoon. 
 
MK: Ah.
 
JS: Do you know Sega of America replaced Moebius' cover art with a CG rendering for the American release?
 
MK: I did know about that. In those days the company had come to think of the Japanese and American markets as being completely different. We were often told by Sega of America: "This won't sell in America." This wasn't unique to Panzer Dragoon - lots of games had their packaging and characters changed, and there wasn't much that any of us could do about it. After all, we didn't understand the American market, so who were we to argue? In Panzer Dragoon's case, the change wasn't as bad as it was for some of the other titles, so we gave it the green light.
 
JS: As a European I knew of Moebius' art already, so I was disappointed it was not on the Euro release.
 
MK: I'm sorry about that. <nervous laughter>
 
JS: I'd heard that during the concurrent development of Zwei and Saga two staff died, and the team went to a shrine to be purified. Who were the staff?806
 
MK: Actually, no one passed away during development. It is true that we went through a purification rite, but that was because we were having trouble making progress on the game. There had also been a number of incidents with staff members getting sick or being in accidents, and we'd hoped that would lift the cloud over the team. So we all went down to a shrine to participate in the rite together.
 
JS: Every article on the series mentions how staff passed away. But actually, nobody passed away?
 
MK: Correct, nobody passed away during the development of Panzer Dragoon Saga.
 
JS: And Panzer Dragoon II: Zwei?
 
MK: Somebody did pass away from a car accident during the development of Panzer Dragon II: Zwei.
 
JS: Perhaps that's where the story came from.
 
MK: I couldn't say. This is the first I've heard of this rumour.
 
JS: It must refer to the person who died in the car crash...
 
MK: Well, that occurred after Zwei was finished. The game was already on sale.
 
JS: But development of Zwei and Saga overlapped?
 
MK: That's correct.
 
JS: The person who passed away in the accident, what was their role on Zwei?
 
MK: I'm not entirely sure about that. They were in the art department, working on event scenes or movie scenes, I believe.
 
JS: Would you like me to have a memorial page for them?
 
MK: That's not a decision for me to make. You would need to speak to their family. I would suggest you leave the matter alone.807

 
JS: Yukio Futatsugi said the code for Panzer Dragoon Saga was destroyed due to internal conflicts at Sega.808
 
MK: This is the first I've heard about this.
 
JS: Did you know the source code was destroyed or lost?
 
MK: I did know that. Sega was in the midst of a major restructuring while we were developing Saga, so as soon as the game was completed the team was broken up and scattered. Since there was a lot of confusion about who was responsible [for things like preserving the source code], it was not a total shock to me to hear that the source code was lost in the move. But this is the first I've ever heard of it having been an intentional act by someone.
 
JS: It was from an interview in GamesTM. <reads quote>
 
MK: I can't imagine anyone would do it intentionally... 
 
JS: You'd be surprised. Many people have told me that once their game was released everything was deleted.
 
MK:
<long pause>
 
JS: I'm impressed Mr Ishii kept his Out Run research tapes.
 
MK:
<even longer pause>
 
JS: Moving on... Could you draw the office from Saga?
 
MK:
<laughs - sketches> I'm not at all sure about this...Is this okay? There's something else I just remembered. <returns to drawing> We had quite a lot of people working on the game. We had a movie team, and a cutscene team. Map team, battle team...That was how everything was arranged.
 
JS: How many staff altogether on Saga? 
 
MK: Between 50 and 70, throughout the project.
 
JS: A very expensive production.
 
MK: It was. Certainly for the time period.
 
JS: Some people say Final Fantasy VII, but for me, Panzer Dragoon Saga is the best RPG of the era - maybe ever!
 
MK: Thank you.
 
JS: Do you know how much it sells for second-hand?
 
MK: I have no idea.
 
JS: Over £120.809 Because there's so few copies.
 
MK: We made about 30'000 units for the American Saturn market.
 
JS: I'd heard it was less than that for the West...810
 
MK: I believe that's the figure... It was a very difficult game to make. <laughs>
 
JS: Any interesting stories from the Panzer series?
MK:
<laughs> I'm trying to think of something...Hmm. Well, I've always really loved Moebius, even before we worked together on Panzer Dragoon. It was always a dream of mine to work with him. So when we had a chance to hire an artist for promotional artwork, I really wanted to ask Moebius, but I could not imagine that he would want to work with us. But I reached out and asked, and when he said he would, it was one of the most exciting moments of my career. 
<excitedly> Even thinking about it now, I still cannot believe that I did it. I sent a world-class artist like Moebius my dragon designs and he drew them...I'm so happy that it worked out the way that it did.
 
JS: You were later involved with Crimson Dragon?811
 
MK: Yes. I worked on aspects like the concept art and the dragon design. But I left the project quite some time ago, and I understand that a great deal has changed since then. I've heard it will be released on the Xbox One. 
 
JS: I was disappointed they switched away from X360.
 
MK: Yes, I'm not sure why they did that. I was disappointed as well.
 
JS: You were the main graphic designer on Cry On for the X360.812 How much work was done on it?
 
MK: I worked on Blue Dragon with Hironobu Sakaguchi of Final Fantasy fame. He asked me to work on another title with him, so I ended up on the planning team for Cry On. The game made it some ways into the pre-production phase before being rejected. There's no interesting story behind that; it was just a business decision.
 
JS: I found this Japanese magazine scan on the internet.
 
MK: Yes, it's quite recent, about five years ago. This red text says, "Forget about ash, make it fast with Cry On." <taps page> This was part of a fan campaign that was trying to get the game released.
 
JS: What kind of game would it have been? There are no screenshots online anywhere!
 
MK: Well, as other companies were involved with the planning for this game, it's possible - and I do not know one way or the other - that the game may not be entirely dead. So I don't think it would be appropriate for me to reveal much about it.
 
JS: Please keep a private diary. In the future, if no one talks about it, that diary may be the only historical record.
 
MK:
<laughs> But it never even made it that far! There were a lot of concept art designs done for it. Maybe those will find their way into a different game one day. 
 
JS: Let's discuss unreleased games. How many have you witnessed over your career?
 
MK:
Cry On
was actually the first game that I was involved with to be cancelled. I don't really have much experience with that - I can remember another title or two that got cancelled, but that's about it. The Japanese game market started to recede around 1999 or so, and I know that sort of thing started to happen a lot at other companies. But I've been surprisingly lucky not to experience it much.
 
JS: You don't recall any earlier unreleased Sega games?
 
MK: No, not at all. Remember that in those days, we were developing games in short time-frames with small teams. So games rarely got into the sorts of "death spirals" that halt progress the way they do nowadays.
 
JS: You mentioned the shrinking industry. Where do you see the future of Japanese games?
 
MK: Hmm. That's a difficult question. Until about five or six years ago, the industry was focused on globalisation - trying to compete with foreign games in foreign markets. But these sorts of knee-jerk globalisation strategies finally seem to be falling by the wayside. Now the focus is slowly shifting back to making games that are more uniquely Japanese, incorporating Japanese elements and using Japanese development methods, much like the Japanese manga and anime industries do. In my opinion, this is exactly what we need to be doing. Setting out to make a global success is one way to ensure that you never will. Japan needs to be making Japan-style games.
 
JS: Do you have any final message? 
 
MK: Hmm...Nothing comes to mind. 
<after taking photos for a minute or two>

Oh, actually, may I say something? When the developers of my generation joined the gaming industry, there was nothing there - nothing to build off of it. Nothing had been done before. And in a way, that made it easy to create things. Everything we did broke new ground. Nowadays, though, I see young people who love games, and are excited to join the industry, but to them, it's as if everything that can be done has been done before. At least, compared to the way things were in my time.
And so, they tend to end up just arranging and updating existing ideas. 
<very emotional - almost tearful>

So the message I'd like to send is to our successors at Sega, and all the young people of the game industry: I know it must be incredibly difficult, but please don't give up trying to create new and original things.
 
JS: That's a beautiful message. <fights back emotion>
 
<YI, YS, NO, and MS are in the room signing the books; they notice Hitoshi YONEDA's signature>
 
JS: The cover artist for my book is Hitoshi Yoneda, he did the cover for Sega's Phantasy Star II.
 
MK: I'm a fan of his too! <laughs>
 
<everyone's impressed and converses regarding the signature - MK signs the book>
 
NO: That's the Panzer Dragoon head. <laughs - signatures finish off> Lunch! Lunch time!
 
<everyone moves to the building's dining hall>
 
SegaSonic
 
The "SegaSonic" spin-off games for arcades (1993) are fascinating. Most should know the isometric speedrun game controlled with a trackball, allowing up to three players. I was able to play through the entire game at the Hyper Japan convention in London, 2016, where an original arcade unit was on freeplay in the games area. It is not a good game - several bystanders joined, but after a few minutes gave up. The controls are imprecise with a noticeable feeling of, not quite input lag, but an irritating fuzziness. Your character seems to move the instant the trackball is spun, but stopping or turning directions feels like you're drunk. It's also quite bland.
There were at least three other games with the moniker SegaSonic, each with a subtitle. The first two are described by MobyGames:
"Popcorn Shop is a vending machine. It dispenses three flavours: salted, butter, and curry. The twist: it's also an arcade game. The player chooses their flavour, then begins the minigame. Gameplay consists of turning a crank to help Tails get the corn over the fire. Whether the player succeeds or not, the popcorn is microwaved and dispensed."
"Cosmo Fighter is a kiddy ride with a built-in game. Sonic is piloting a starfighter in order to save his friends from Dr Eggman in a scrolling shoot-em-up. Upon defeating Eggman the ship is upgraded. The game has two buttons, one to charge weapons and one to shoot. It also has a joystick which changes direction and tilts the cabinet. Also included is a lever which increases speed and also tilts the cabinet."
The third arcade game, SegaSonic Bros., was unreleased. The ShouTime blog managed to acquire a prototype in 2016 and have put details online. It appears to be a rather plain colour-block puzzle game, featuring blue, red, and yellow Sonics (the eponymous brothers). ShouTime states: "Designed by the creator of Bubble Bobble, Fukio Mitsuji, this went to location test and failed."
The unanswered question however, is why the odd name of SegaSonic for these four games? Kusunoki says there was a dispute over the trademark, but couldn't recall details. Trawling trademarkia.com yields a clue. There are multiple pages documenting the history of the Sega trademark "Sonic the Hedgehog", including a weird anomaly! It seems Sega of America failed in their paperwork for this trademark (#74142016), since the site states: "Abandoned - No Statement of Use Filed" with a date of 13 July 1993, which corresponds to the time of the arcade games. 
According to the United States Patent and Trademark Office: "If the applicant does not file a statement of use or extension request within six (6) months from the date the notice of allowance issued, the application is abandoned."
 
 



HAYASHIDA, Kotaro
AKA: Ossale Kohta 

DOB: 14 February 1961 / Birthplace: Nagasaki / Blood Type: AB
Works involving Kotaro Hayashida
 SEGA 
Chainbit - (ARC • Unreleased)      
Hustle Chumy - (SG-1000 • 1984)
Champion Pro Wrestling - (SG-1000 • 1985)
Zoom 909 - (SG-1000 • 1985)
Pitfall II - (ARC/SG • 1985)            
Great Soccer - (MK-III • 1985)
Astro Flash / TransBot - (MK-III • 1985)
The Magical Castle Pit Pot - (MK-III • 1985)            
Seishun Scandal / My Hero - (MK-III • 1986)
Ninja Princess - (MK-III • 1986)            
Gokuaku Doumei Dump Matsumoto / Pro Wrestling - (MK-III • 1986)
Alex Kidd in Miracle World  - (MK-III • 1986)            
Woody Pop: Shinjinrui no Block Kuzugi      (MK-III • 1987)
Akai Koudan Zillion      - (MK-III • 1987)            
Alex Kidd BMX Trial - (MK-III • 1987)            
Phantasy Star - (MK-III • 1987)            
Tensai Bakabon - (MK-III • 1988)
Super Racing - (MK-III • 1988)
Space Harrier II - (MD • 1988)
Alex Kidd in the Enchanted Castle - (MD • 1989)            
Sonic the Hedgehog - (MD • 1990)            
Shi no Meikyuu / Fatal Labyrinth - (MD • 1991)
Phantasy Star II Text Adventure - (MD • 1991)
Shining in the Darkness - (MD • 1991)            
Shining Force - (MD • 1992)            
Landstalker - (MD • 1992)            
Snapper      - (32X or SAT • Unreleased)      
Grandia - (SAT • 1997, Sega)      
Gungriffon II - (SAT • 1998, Sega)
Gungriffon Blaze - (PS2 • 2000, Capcom)      
Bomberman Generation - (GC • 2002, Hudson)
Revelation - (PS2 • Unreleased)            
 
 
Interview with Kotaro HAYASHIDA
9 November 2013, Tokyo / Duration: 3h 8m
 
This interview was a complete surprise! For a number of years myself and Kurt Kalata of Hardcore Gaming 101, and also Darran Jones of Retro Gamer, had discussed the mysterious nature of Alex Kidd creator Kotaro Hayashida, also known as Ossale Kohta. To our knowledge no photo of him had ever been published, and the one Japanese interview we'd unearthed had his face deliberately hidden; there were no official English interviews. He was an enigma, like so many other foundational Japanese developers; in addition to creating Alex Kidd, at one time Sega's official mascot, Hayashida was also instrumental in starting the Phantasy Star series. Around the time of my book's creation the Sega Mega Drive/Genesis: Collected Works by Read-Only Memory was published, featuring what might be the first English interview with Hayashida, and revealing him to have been instrumental in creating Sonic the Hedgehog as well! Unfortunately tracking him down seemed almost impossible...
So when Youji Ishii of Arzest made an impromptu phone call during lunch, and arranged a meeting right there at our table, it was an opportunity not to be missed. Finally I could pull back the curtain to see and speak with an undocumented legend. Although initially keen to hide his face, even providing a sketch his daughter had drawn, Kotaro Hayashida eventually agreed to being shown.
Several questions were provided by Kurt Kalata, notably regarding Pit Pot, and quite a few were done later via email. To be honest, three hours simply wasn't enough time for someone with such an illustrious career, and I would have loved to have spent twice as long - going in-depth on almost all of the titles in his portfolio.
On the day I presented him with the Alex Kidd article featured on HG101 - and we also played a janken (rock-paper-scissors) match, in honour of its use in his signature series.
Also a big thanks to Tobias Bjarneby of LEVEL magazine in Sweden for helping with translation.
 
JS: Were you surprised by Youji Ishii's phone call?813
 
KH: Yes! <laughs> Luckily today my schedule involved coming in to work, to this office. So his phone call was good timing. How long have you been here? Are you going back and forth between England and Japan?
 
JS: I arrived 10 September, and I will stay in Japan until 15 November, then return to the UK.
 
KH: On a weekday it would have been even more difficult, probably impossible for me to make time. 
 
JS: My friend and I are big Alex Kidd fans; we produced a book on Sega! 
 
KH: I actually checked your website online, Hardcore Gaming 101, and I saw this feature.
 
JS: Kurt bought all the versions of  Alex Kidd - Japanese, American and European - for his collection.
 
KH: That's amazing. Though, I really only created Alex Kidd in Miracle World - and Enchanted Castle for the Mega Drive. It's only the two games. 
 
JS: Indeed! Do you remember the first game you saw?
 
KH: I barely played games as a child, but... Hmm, what was the first one? Well, perhaps Pong by Atari  the ping-pong game. I believe that was the first game I ever played. And Block Buster...!
 
JS: You started working at Sega in April of 1983, correct?814
 
KH: Yes, that's correct. I actually studied law, then moved to Tokyo after graduation. Originally I was going to join Namco, but then got a job offer from Sega, which I recognised from the arcade machines I'd played at junior high school.
 
JS: How would you describe the company at that time? Can you describe the range of staff working there? 
 
KH: We were engaged in the manufacture and sale of arcade games. My research and development department was created two years before I joined the company. Sega began to hire many university graduate developers at this time. I do not remember the number of all the employees, but there were about 50 when I joined Sega. At that time the work was divided between the game planning, art & design, and programming sections. The engineers were all university engineering department graduates or graduates of technical high schools. The graphic designers were also from art colleges or vocational schools, and many of the planners were university graduates in the humanities. The age range was a mixture of employees who had already worked for Sega for a long time and new graduates out of school. Apart from the artists, most staff were men.
 
JS: Tell me more. Was it what you expected?
 
KH: Because it was my first experience as a working adult, I didn't particularly feel that it was surprising. For a full three months after starting to work at the company, I just kept writing game ideas but none of them were ever put to use. I was really worried whether or not I would be able to continue working there! <laughs>
 
JS: Do you recall Sega working with Ikegami Tsushinki815 to develop arcade titles?
 
KH: Yes, Zaxxon816 was the most famous of those games. Ikegami Tsushinki developed the hardware the games ran on, I believe. We made games based on their hardware, but it's difficult to recall which ones. We did use their hardware to make games for many years. Stuff like Congo Bongo,817 also known as Tip Top, and Future Spy.818 They may not have resulted in finished products, though. Those were all on Ikegami Tsushinki hardware. But I wasn't involved with those games.
 
JS: Ikegami Tsushinki is so mysterious. They worked for competing developers during the 1980s, and yet there's almost no information on them.
 
KH: Well, I don't know that much about the business side of things. I just made the games...
 
JS: Tell me about Sega's Pitfall II remake.819
 
KH: The Pitfall license belonged to Activision, right? I don't know the administrative details of how or why Sega came to pick it up. I was just a game designer at the time... 
I created all of the maps in the game - they're all original to this version. The programmer was a Mr Kidooka  have you heard of him?820 He works at Arc System Works in Shin-Yokohama.
 
JS: Kidooka was part of the team that developed Sega's "Mk" systems.821
 
KH: Right. He was with Sega at first. I was the game designer on Pitfall II and Kidooka was the programmer.
 
JS: You joined Sega the year Nintendo released the Famicom. Did Famicom's growing popularity worry you?
 
KH: Yes, well... Nintendo's hardware allowed for four-colour sprites. At Sega, our SG-1000 sprites could only be a single colour.822 Nintendo used a custom chip to make this happen.823 These extra colours gave the graphics a lot of extra impact, and really helped sell the system. 
At that time, Hiroshi Yamauchi was the head of Nintendo. The rumour I heard was that he ordered three million of those customised chips in order to get a discount from the manufacturer, so that Nintendo could sell the Famicom for under ¥15'000. Sega's hardware initially utilised a generic chip, not a customised one. This made programming easy  but left Sega with no way to distinguish their hardware.
 
JS: Yes, it was ¥14'800. What do you mean distinguish?
 
KH: I'm talking about the experience of the games' graphics from a consumer standpoint. Famicom graphics were beautiful and had four times as much colour as Sega games. Only arcade games could match those colour capabilities back then, and Nintendo's idea was bringing those kinds of arcade gaming experiences right into your home. Sega simply didn't have the colour capabilities to compete in this regard. 
If you want my personal opinion... Not as a Sega employee, that is, but as a designer, I would have preferred creating games for Nintendo back then. <laughs> But I was hired by Sega, and wanted to make the best games possible for them, for their hardware. And I did.
 
JS: Did others at Sega feel the same? How did competition from Nintendo affect your work in the mid-1980s?
 
KH: I haven't checked to be sure, but because there was such an obvious difference in the number of colours they could use with sprites, I think most software developers felt the same way at the time. If it were not for Nintendo, prominent games which were developed in competition to them may never have come to be.
 
JS: Eventually Sega released the Mark III - more advanced than Famicom. Did that make you feel better?
 
KH: Yes, a whole lot better! <strong laugh> But here in Japan, Nintendo had already taken the lead in terms of market share. The Famicom brand was just too established and well-known to challenge head-on. So despite the stronger graphics technology of the Mark III, we just could not compete. We saw better results abroad, though I didn't realise it at the time. Internationally, the Master System and NES were probably about equally well-known. We ported many games for export to other regions of the world.
 
JS: 1985 was quite a breakthrough year for Sega, with Hang-On, Space Harrier, and the new Mark III hardware. What was the atmosphere like?
 
KH: The overseas release of the Master System made Sega's games famous worldwide, and we had a leap forward in sales. After this console games became one of the main products at Sega, and our work became more and more busy!
 
JS: I believe in Europe the Master System outsold the NES. Europe and Brazil were the biggest markets for it.
 
KH: It's a shame... We should've focused even more on the European market. If we'd done better back home in Japan, we probably could've done that, but... <shrugs>
 
JS: Sega's home division was called Second Development Unit. Was it clear you were #2 and arcade devs were #1? Were arcade games more important for Sega?
 
KH: You're right. The division for home console games was still new, while the division for arcade games, which had a proven track record of success, was given priority. <laughs> The number one mission of the console division was porting arcade games to consoles!
 
JS: What did the collaboration look like between the console and arcade divisions back then? What was your personal relation to Yu Suzuki? You both started at Sega in 1983 and released your first games in 1984. 
 
KH: There was little exchange between departments for console games and arcade games. The office buildings for development were different. There was always the sense that Sega were better with arcade game development, but as soon as our original consumer games began to take off we slowly began to see each other as rivals. 
Yu Suzuki joined the company at the same time as me. You are correct, 1984 was the year of our first releases. We lived in the same Sega dormitory for a while, so we were on good terms. Because our departments were different we didn't work together, but we consulted each other. 
 
JS: What's the connection between the unreleased arcade title Chainbit and Fushigi no Oshiro Pit Pot?824

 
KH: When I joined Sega in 1983, Chainbit was the first game I worked on, but it didn't score well during its location test, and they pulled it. But we still wanted to use the core gameplay concept in a consumer product, so we made Pit Pot. However, there's no "official" connection between the two. Chainbit's transition into Pit Pot was never made public - obviously we wanted to sell it as a new product, not as a retooling of a failed game! But for me, the two are one and the same.
 
JS: Were there any major differences to Pit Pot?
 
KH: The biggest difference was the hexagonal tiles.
 
JS: The tiles being square-shaped in Pit Pot...?
 
KH: Yes, precisely. They're easier to work with. 
 
JS: Could you draw a picture of Chainbit?
KH: Well... The core concept changed many times, but... Hexagonal tiles are more often used in military simulators... <draws>
 
JS: Could you describe Chainbit's gameplay?
 
KH:
Chainbit never got a character of its own, but in terms of the action... Well, these people were standing like this, fighting... <draws> And when loops are closed, like this, they fall down, like this... <draws - laughs> I'm not very good at drawing! Honestly, if you try to imagine playing Pit Pot with hexagons instead of squares, it's basically the same thing.
 
JS: The fact it reached location testing, it was basically finished but not mass-produced?
 
KH: It was sort of provisionally finished, but then after the location test failure, they made another version of it and tried again. I never worked on the revised version, I was only on the project until the first location test. After the first version scored poorly, they told me, "We don't need you anymore." <laughs> That's how it happened. 
That same year, Sega opened its console division. I was transferred there to work with console games instead, so I was not involved in Chainbit's further development anymore.
 
JS: What happened to the data? Could it be in a box somewhere at Sega?
 
KH: I don't think so, no... I honestly don't know where that data could be found today. It never resulted in a finished product, you know. I guess it was deleted somewhere along the road. <laughs>
 
JS: That's awful. Even if a game didn't make it, a lot of work still went into it. 
 
KH: I see... I think it's all a matter of perspective. People will obviously feel that way, but to Sega, this was a product that simply never came to fruition. Therefore, it was unnecessary, disposable trash. <laughs>
 
JS: Fans have gone through Sega's trash, finding unreleased games.
 
KH: Wow, that's scary, going through the trash! <intense laugh> They probably shouldn't just throw that stuff away!
 
JS: How many unreleased games have you seen?
 
KH: Well, unreleased games... Not more than 10, I'd say. About five, perhaps. And ones that were close to finished like that... Hmm. Chainbit was definitely an exception. A lot of time did go into that. I've worked on 29 games over the course of my career,825 with maybe an additional four or five games that never saw the light of day. 
 
JS: Do you remember their names?
KH: Well... I don't think I worked on any of those games while still at Sega. When I left the company, though, I made several games that were never released. The original Chainbit concept was the only Sega project I worked on never to become a finished product. I'm trying to remember... No, I can't think of anything else.
I remember working on a big title at Game Arts, and I've also spent time on an unreleased game at my current company, Liber Entertainment.826 I previously told you I'd probably worked on four or five unreleased games  but three of them I remember clearly: Chainbit, the Game Arts project, which was an action game, and another one at Liber Entertainment.
 
JS: What was the action game at Game Arts?
 
KH: Imagine a Grand Theft Auto style title... A motorcycle game with a female lead. It was a great game, but the publisher told us the release wouldn't happen.
 
JS: That sounds amazing. Was it in 3D?
 
KH: Yes.
 
JS: Tell me more! Was it set in the present day, the future? Did you play as a criminal, a policewoman?
 
KH: Well... Certain scenes were violent and gory, but the game wasn't necessarily about crime. It was set in a near future. According to the story... Now how did it go... The main character was not a criminal. She was on the run, and fighting against the villain. That's how the premise was laid out. I'd say it was more about following a narrative than allowing the player to roam an expansive game world freely.
 
JS: Did it have a name?
 
KH: It was called Revelation, sort of bringing the concept of destiny and fate to mind.827 I was the producer during its development. It was for the PlayStation 2, and it was about 50% finished, I'd wager. The game was playable.
 
JS: What happened to the prototype?
 
KH: I think it's still over at Game Arts.
 
JS: Let's hope they haven't thrown it away!
KH: I don't think they have. <laughs>
 
JS: Perhaps it'll resurface one day?
 
KH: I guess that's a possibility. A lot of 3D data for the characters definitely still remains. Many of the people at my current company worked with me on that game.
 
JS: Please tell them I'm sad to hear the project was cancelled despite their hard work.
 
KH: I will, thank you.
 
<hands author a print-out of a large face and games list>
 
JS: Can I keep this?
 
KH: Sure, it's fine. Here's also a CD with the illustration on it, <laughs> plus my portfolio list in Japanese.
 
JS: Is this a prototype illustration for Alex Kidd?
 
KH: No, no, no. This is very recent - my daughter drew this. <strong laugh> It's of me! She's an illustrator.
 
JS: Why haven't I ever seen a picture of you in an article?
 
KH: Well, I never showed my face to the media back then, and I still don't. <laughs> Back in the day, Sega forbade us all from appearing in magazines, it was a policy towards employees, and I guess that's stuck with me all this time... Nowadays though, Sega's scrapped that policy. If only I'd been allowed to appear in the media when I was younger!
 
JS: It's sad that despite creating iconic games you are not better known. Not long after you quit Sega, both Yuji Naka and Yu Suzuki became household names! 
 
KH: Sega didn't see the need for a single developer to take the spotlight for a certain product, but rather felt that the company should get the credit. If they gave too much attention to the creator of a hit title, there was always the possibility that another company would come take that creator. Of course, I want to be recognized for my work, but not everything about becoming famous is good.
 
JS: For your chapter, would you prefer this or...?
KH: You can use this. <points to print-out>
 
JS: You don't want a photo?
 
KH: That's right.
 
JS: OK. That's too bad, but I'll use the illustration.
 
KH: Yes, please use it whenever you want to show a picture of me.
 
JS: How about I paste this on to a photo of you?
 
KH: Sure, whatever works.
 
JS: When I'm finished I'll send you a PDF for approval.
 
KH: That sounds good.828
 
JS: Where did your pseudonym Ossale Kohta come from? 
 
KH: It was the original name of Alex Kidd. I guess I just liked the sound of it...? It has an air of nobility. In Alex Kidd, Alex is a prince, so I wanted something regal sounding, like "Alex LaSalle", so we derived it from that.829 It was purely about the feel of it. 
 
JS: In Phantasy Star a character inside a dungeons asks the player if they're "searching for Alex Ossale".830

 
KH: Oh yes, yes! <laughs> I was one of the scenario writers on Phantasy Star.
 
JS: So the name has a feeling of grandeur?
 
KH: Yes, precisely. The name "Kidd" came from Youji Ishii, my supervisor when I was working on the game. I'd named the character "Alex Ossale", but since the game was aimed at a young audience, he thought we should change the surname to "Kidd" instead. At first, he thought of the name simply as "Kid", a simple way of saying the character was indeed a child himself. But we later, finally, settled for "Kidd", making it a proper surname in the process. Perhaps Mr Ishii has forgotten all about that, though... <laughs>
 
JS: You came up with the original Alex Kidd character?
 
KH: Yes, that's right. Miracle World was the first game in the series, after all. I drew some pictures for the project outline, describing the characters and world, but I didn't have a finished concept for the visual design. Instead I asked someone else to take care of drawing Alex.
 
JS: Who drew Alex? Rieko Kodama is one of the artists, another is Matilda Yoko...831
 
KH: Yoko-san is the designer of the main character of Alex Kidd. Some say Alex looks like me, <laughs> but to tell the truth, I never asked who or what she used as a model when drawing Alex.
 
JS: How did you develop Alex Kidd? What did you do, in terms of character and game design, to differentiate it from Super Mario Bros. released in 1985?
 
KH: Well... Hmm, I might get this a bit wrong after all this time, but... At first, Sega were planning on making a Dragon Ball game... I guess this happened long enough ago that it's okay for me to talk about this! The project began as a Dragon Ball title, not as a direct competitor to Super Mario Bros.
 
JS: Ah, so it wasn't meant to compete with Mario at all?
 
KH: Not from the start, no. But when we were told we could not use the Dragon Ball license any more, we were forced to come up with our own ideas instead. For example, when it was Dragon Ball, Goku fought with his Power Pole, but we changed that to a punch attack.
It was only after we came up with the plan to restart the project as Alex Kidd in Miracle World that we started thinking about Mario, and looking for ways in which to differentiate the title from it. 
 
JS: When was this? 
 
KH: Hmm, when could it have been? The game was released in 1986. It could've been in... '85? I believe it took us about three months to produce the game. Yes, I think this was back in 1985.
 
JS: Do you remember when you first saw Super Mario Bros. on Famicom? What did you think?
KH: Several games featuring Mario as the main character had already come out before that, but this was Nintendo's first attempt with a side-scrolling action game. I initially thought it was a clone or imitation of Namco's Pac-Land, but it was excellently made so I developed a new appreciation for it. I was impressed with the design philosophy behind the controls and overall operation of the game. It also made me interested in coming up with ideas to give games more volume with limited data.
 
JS: How close is Miracle World
to your initial plans for it? You once compared it to an Action-RPG.832
 
KH: An Action-RPG... Well, the concept never really changed. We made the game as we envisioned it from the get-go. I mean, we were aware of Mario, but we never tried making a Mario-style game. Sure, you can jump around, but ever since I first started working with games, I've had lots of different ideas of how to mix genres together. The adventure elements sort of fused with the platform and action mechanics. 
I can't really pinpoint what I was thinking about; how I was thinking. It was not like Sega ordered me to make the game in any particular way, I just brought together different concepts I'd envisioned in my own mind. That's the kind of game it is. I guess you could say it was created from my own needs and preferences.
JS: RPGs include EXP, levelling, buying new gear, and so on. There are shops where Alex buys stuff - but I'm curious if you considered an EXP system or explorable map?
 
KH: It's actually the other way around: we added every idea that we had! <laughs>
 
JS: And the end result was exactly what you wanted?
 
KH: Yes. We included everything. Every vehicle, every item... Everything!
 
JS: No dramatic shift occurred?
 
KH: That's right. There was no such change. Well, apart from the initial transition from a Dragon Ball product to a completely original concept, that is.
 
JS: Some of Miracle World feels very Japanese. What was Sega's attitude to international audiences in the 1980s? 
 
KH: We were not consciously thinking of Europe, unfortunately. To start with the games were seen as commodities purely for Japan.
 
JS: How did game's battles end up being janken - rock, paper, scissors? The bosses even resemble hands!
 
KH: To be honest, from an action game standpoint, part of me regrets that decision. The game flow suffered immensely, and you cannot practice to hone your skills and get better. It wasn't a great fit for an action game. Looking back on those mechanics, I don't exactly love them. At the time, we added them because we thought it would be a fun way to make the game stand out. 
 
JS: Yes! Everyone mentions it when discussing the game.
 
KH:
Janken is very popular in Japan, after all. They're not random though. Everything is pre-determined within the game data itself. It's all about having a good memory.833
 
JS: I'm filming footage for a DVD to go alongside my books. Could we film a janken match - see who wins?
 
KH: <laughs> Sure, sounds like a fun idea.
 
JS: Yes! Later, during a break? <laughs> Which Alex Kidd came first - Miracle World or Lost Stars? It seems as if they were developed simultaneously, by rival teams? 
 
KH:
Miracle World was the first game. I believe the arcade team were then told by Sega to create an action title based on the same character. I never really spoke to them about the actual game content and direction. We had no real dialogue about anything apart from the Alex character himself. Lost Stars was conceived by someone else.834
 
JS: How do you feel about the arcade game?
 
KH: Well... I've played it, of course. But the concept is vastly different from my own, for example completely lacking vehicles to pilot... Were there even items? I can't recall. Since there's no real common denominator to be found, I honestly don't know a whole lot about the game. In my mind, it's an entirely different product.
 
JS: All the Alex Kidd games are eclectically different.   
• High-Tech World is actually Anmitsu Hine.835
(top)
• Then there's BMX Trial - a racing game.836
(middle)
 
KH: Yes, this is a completely different game. <taps page> They just changed the character to Alex Kidd. I know the designer behind it. Anmitsu Hine is an extremely difficult game! <laughs>
 
JS: And Shinobi World - here's the pre-release version, <shows screen> and then they swapped in Alex.837
 
KH: Yes, the same thing happened with this Shinobi World. They just changed the character and the cover art.
 
JS: Were you involved in others apart from Miracle World and Enchanted Castle? You're credited on BMX Trial...?
 
KH: Yes, well, I actually came up with the concept and planning for the game. We made a BMX racing game and then simply put Alex on the bike. <laughs>
 
JS: And Shinobi World? (bottom)
 
KH: No, I wasn't part of that project at all. As far as I know, they simply took an existing title and swapped the character sprites. I'm not familiar with the title.
 
JS: Was it weird seeing a character you created appear in unfamiliar situations?
 
KH: I didn't have a problem with that, really. I did not solely come up with Alex Kidd and his world, so I can't really complain... When it came to Miracle World's actual design and mechanics, I had very strong opinions about that. But that's it. I've never had a feeling of "No, don't do that!" regarding Alex Kidd popping up in a number of vastly different games. And even if I had felt that way, I wouldn't even begin to know who to talk to about it! But I wasn't upset. I don't know if there was even a producer to talk to back then. There probably wasn't, apart from the CEO. We were all game designers, the idea that someone was "producing" games or products simply didn't exist at that time.
 
JS: Do you remember Alex Kidd's inclusion in the Dreamcast title Segagaga?
 
KH: To be honest, <laughs> I haven't actually had much experience with that game. I only know it exists. I've heard Alex Kidd is in there somewhere, and I think that sounds like fun.
 
JS: The game pokes fun at the concept of mascots. When Sonic became Sega's main icon, Alex was demoted and now works at a convenience store. It's a bit sad...
 
KH: Sonic and his games are valued higher, especially in Japan. So that's kind of a cute way of expressing Alex Kidd's current status. I don't know who came up with that, though. 
 
JS: Why wasn't there a sequel to the Mega Drive game? Was one ever planned? Fans wanted more games in the series.
 
KH: Well, from the perspective of the European market, an Enchanted Castle sequel may have seemed like a no-brainer. But Sega felt differently, whether it was Sega Europe or Sega Japan... I imagine they felt that Sonic would be enough. The thing is, in Japan, we hardly realised how popular Alex Kidd had become overseas. If we'd been aware of that, we could've probably made another game in the series. But Sega Japan either didn't know or didn't care. <laughs> I guess that's a question for someone in business affairs.
 
JS: Speaking of Sonic, in the book Sega Mega Drive/Genesis: Collected Works you stated: "The idea to create Sonic the Hedgehog was also mine. It is my understanding that a lot of the ideas for Sonic were inherited from what might have been further Alex Kidd instalments. Back then I was working as head of the department. I let Hirokazu Yasuhara838 lead with the content specifications, but I created the initial concept. I set the project up to foster a response to Mario. We had to develop a platform game with a striking appearance in order to compete against games like Mario 3. In contrast to Mario we created a world with curved landscapes and gave Sonic a speedy feel." This is incredible, please tell us more. What parts did you create, and what came from Yuji Naka, Naoto Ohshima, and Hirokazu Yasuhara?
 
KH: I was in charge of product concepts. So the "Sense of speed" and "curved design", along with the player character to go with those concepts (a hedgehog), and the parts that made up the game levels (pinball, etc.). Yasuhara worked on game design using those concepts, Ohshima worked on character design, and Naka was in charge of the game's programming.
 
JS: How did the Zillion project first come to be?839
 
KH: It was conceived by Sega's toy division, Sega Toys. They sold a toy gun called Zillion, so I guess that's where it all started. I believe the gun uses infrared light to function. When you successfully hit your opponent's target area, the gun reacts. That's how the toy worked. In order to promote the sales of this product, they commissioned an animated series,840 in which the characters used the guns. They also wanted a game to help promote it as well.
JS: So the idea was the toy, anime, and game would form an all-encompassing franchise?
 
KH: Yes, exactly.
 
JS: I liked it, so do colleagues.
 
KH: Are you familiar with a man named Mark Cerny?
 
JS: I know of him. I haven't spoken with him, though.
 
KH: He's with Sony now, but you know, he's worked with Sega too. I've actually worked with him. 
 
JS: Cool! He had been head of Sega Technical Institute.
 
KH: I think that's right. I know he worked on Sega Game Toshokan, their short-lived dial-up online service, and developed the Mega Modem.841 He was also involved with the 3D glasses. He was a big fan of Zillion too! <laughs>
 
JS: I didn't know that... You mean, the Master System's 3D glasses?
 
KH: Correct.
 
JS: That's a good fact for the book! Zillion, which you were the planner on, seems somewhat inspired by Impossible Mission.842
 
KH: Yes, inspired. <laughs> It sure was. We were definitely inspired by that game. 
The anime featured three main characters, and all we had to work with was the graphics of these characters and some background art. And that was it! We knew that the characters used laser guns to shoot their enemies. Apart from that, we had to make everything up from scratch. We had no idea what the plot was going to be. <laughs>
 
JS: Some compare Zillion to Metroid. Is that fair?
 
KH: We didn't think about Metroid at all. And wasn't Zillion released before Metroid...?
 
JS: Metroid came out August 1986 and Zillion came out May 1987 - so about nine months later?843
 
KH: Oh, I see. Well, Metroid definitely did not influence the development of Zillion, anyway.
 
JS: Were you involved with Tri-Formation? Outside Japan it was titled Zillion II: The Tri-Formation.844
 
KH: Was there a Zillion II...? No, I only worked on one Zillion game. I don't recall anything about a sequel.
 
JS: The first game focused on slow methodical exploration; the sequel was more action-centric.
 
KH: That sounds vaguely familiar... But no, I wasn't involved in that project whatsoever.
 
JS: Is there anything you wish to add regarding Zillion? 
 
KH: Well, it was a long time ago... If I recall anything, I'll let you know!
 
JS: Which version of Impossible Mission did you play?
 
KH: I can't recall! <laughs> I played lots of games back then. I wouldn't exactly have called myself an Impossible Mission fan, it's just one of many games which I happened to enjoy.
 
JS: In the West, there's a misconception Japan did not like Western games. I've heard the phrase "yoge kusoge", meaning "Western games are crap". But I've discovered Japan, America, and Europe all influenced each other. 
 
KH: Oh yes, us Japanese developers were definitely inspired by Western games. I hardly think the "yoge kusoge" term is widely used today. Back in the day, when Japanese games were known all over the world and nothing else competed, I guess some people embraced that mentality. 
But when we started out as game developers, we would play games on Apple computers, and often found inspiration for the core concepts of our games      in "yoge"  Western games. Taking those concepts, mixing them up, and giving them a Japanese flair is an interesting part of our game development culture. So it was very common for Western games to serve as the jumping-off point for our development efforts. For example, Phantasy Star straight-up stole from both  Ultima and Wizardry! <laughs>
 
JS: I think Phantasy Star is the superior game, though.
 
KH: Oh, thank you very much. I thought the movement in Wizardry's 3D sections felt clunky, since the game simply pasted a new screen without any kind of transitional effect. <laughs> There was often no way of telling if you'd moved at all. I guess this was meant as a sort of trap mechanic for the player, but I found it annoying and often couldn't figure where I was or what direction I was facing. That's why we created an animated transition between the screens for the 3D portions of Phantasy Star. That made navigating the mazes easier.
 
JS: You were both Executive Planner and Scenario Writer. Would you say you had the biggest role in shaping it?
 
KH: Yes, I would. <long pause, no follow up>
 
JS: Phantasy Star came out 20 Dec. 1987, three days before Final Fantasy. It outshines both that and Dragon Quest. I'm sad those two get the praise, while Phantasy Star is overlooked due to being on an underdog console.
 
KH: Exactly. I would say the fact that it was released directly and exclusively on a Sega console really limited its overall exposure. 

JS: It's one of my favourite RPGs of all time.
 
KH: Thanks. <laughs> Thank you!
 
JS: How did the project start? Describe the first day. Did Sega tell you, "We need an RPG - go make one!" 
KH: That's exactly right. The project began right around the time Dragon Quest II was released.845RPGs had only recently become a popular genre among Japanese console gamers. Sega felt they needed some RPGs of their own, and went on to release several of them. But when we were getting started, no one at Sega really knew what an RPG was. I had to give an internal presentation to explain what RPGs were, and what made Dragon Quest such a fun game, and why Sega should make them too. <laughs>
 
JS: What makes Phantasy Star unique is you didn't just recycle European medieval fantasy, like other RPGs. You created an original sci-fi setting. 
 
KH: Well... I mean, I guess we could have embraced the whole European medieval fantasy standard. Both Dragon Quest and Final Fantasy utilised it, after all. But while Phantasy Star is still fantasy, I strongly believed that we would need to go with a different motif if we wanted our game to stand out.
 
JS: What were your sources of inspiration? Old sci-fi novels or movies?


KH:
<laughs>
Star Wars!
 
JS: Star Wars has Princess Leia being saved, but in Phantasy Star it's Princess Alis who saves everyone! Today, critics discuss the slow evolution of strong female leads. But you did it 30 years ago!
 
KH: One of the reasons was, once again, that if everyone else was doing it one way, I wanted to do it the other. That's just the kind of designer I am. I wanted to try something fresh. Just like when I based Alex Kidd around janken!
<laughs>
 
JS: Today, Phantasy Star is seen as featuring a positive female role model. Most think this came from Rieko Kodama - but it sounds as if you were the advocate?
 
KH: I do not think it was a situation where I said, "Okay everyone, here's the plan!" In fact, everyone who worked on the game basically did whatever they wanted. I doubt I was the one who came up with the idea of using a female protagonist. It was probably more like someone else - maybe Rieko Kodama - suggested it to me, and I voiced my approval. But now that I think about, I think the female protagonist came from the original story proposal written by Ms Aoki. 
JS: Do you know her full name?
 
KH: Chieko Aoki. But her surname may have changed when she got married.846
 
JS: I've spoken with Naoto Ohshima, who worked on Phantasy Star, and would love to talk with Rieko Kodama too. Unfortunately Sega won't let anyone interview her!847
 
KH:
<laughs> I probably couldn't see her either, even if I walked to the Sega headquarters myself...
 
JS: I would've loved to sit down with you, Aoki, Ohshima, Kodama, and Naka all together - and we play Phantasy Star with commentary. Gather the whole team at once!
 
KH: Yes, I think that would've been nice... But it's probably impossible to arrange. <laughs>
 
JS: Could you draw an office sketch?
 
KH: Hmm... I don't remember it so well. <laughs> You know the layout was changed very often at Sega. The seating arrangements, even the divisions were changed all the time. So whatever I draw, I'm not completely sure it would be the exact depiction of the situation.
 
JS: As close as possible. Just the Phantasy Star office. Do you have any interesting anecdotes?
 
KH: Hmm... <long contemplative pause>
 
JS: Did anything have to be cut due to memory restrictions?
 
KH: Oh, you knew about that? Is it a famous story?
 
JS: I don't know anything specific; everyone always mentions content had to be cut due to memory... 
 
KH: Have you interviewed Yuji Naka, as well...?
 
JS: No. You worked closely with Yuji Naka. People have said he was Sega's most talented programmer.
 
KH: Naka-san is a great programmer and there were a lot of other programmers who were even better in those days. But he really understood the product concepts and never shied away from pouring his energy and effort into something to make it a reality and a better product.
 
JS: His technical description of programming Phantasy Star and its dungeons makes for good reading.
 
KH: With the dungeon graphics, we used a rotation trick like this, <draws - illustrating that each of the four corners is identical> so that it only took one fourth (1/4) as much memory. Also, the monster animation - I believe this was the first console RPG of its kind to feature animated enemies. Dragon Quest had a few effects, but no proper animations. 
The Mark III did not allow us to draw huge character sprites though, so we had to draw parts of them directly into the background art. For example, with this character, <referring to a screenshot> this was all a part of the background, while only this portion that animated actually used sprites. It was really a pain in the ass! But it allowed us to make large, animated characters. That never would have been possibly without this sort of trickery. Hard work to say the least! <laughs>
 
JS: Also characters on the map hold their weapons in the correct hand no matter which direction they face. In other games, characters were mirrored and look ambidextrous! 
 
KH: Yes, we were a bit picky with stuff like that.
 
JS: I've read you also considered a password system alongside battery back-up?
 
KH: Hmm, was there a back-up battery...? Yes, I think it did end up having a back-up battery in the cartridge, but we had a password system in place as well, for saving the player's progress. The idea was that we'd have a password system ready to go, just in case. Back then, cartridge batteries were not common, you see. It wasn't deemed necessary, and they cost lots of money. Dragon Quest had a simple password system, and we made one in Phantasy Star as well, but ultimately we did replace it with the battery back-up feature. 
 
JS: You're credited on Phantasy Star III and IV, under "Special Thanks". Why is that?
 
KH: I did not work on either of the games, but I guess I was "specially thanked" because I know the people behind the games. <laughs> They were both developed within other Sega divisions.
JS: Where were you sitting in this office?
       
KH: Was I a section manager yet? I don't think so... So probably right around here. Yes, that's right, I became the section manager after Phantasy Star.
 
JS: Were you disappointed you didn't work on the sequels?
 
KH: Hmm... Chieko Aoki took the mantle as the primary game designer for the series. I passed the baton to her, so to speak. And I have no regrets about that.
 
JS: You didn't work on the sequels to Alex Kidd or Phantasy Star. How did it feel leaving behind the games you brought to the world? 
 
KH: You may call it a trend, but really that was one of the characteristics of Sega. Originally, I think it would have been better for the life of the product, or intellectual property, to have the same producer work on each instalment. As for myself, I really didn't care what form my work took as long as I was able to provide entertainment for our users, so I didn't focus on any one particular series.
 
JS: How often have you been interviewed about your work with Alex Kidd and Phantasy Star?
 
KH: I was asked by Sega to participate in two different interviews, this year and last. And a person from the UK got in touch and asked me if I wanted to answer some questions, via Sega.848 But this type of interview is a first for me!
JS: Since we're doing this without Sega's knowledge we can discuss secrets!
 
KH: I guess Sega's limitation period for these things is over anyway, so I don't think that'll be a problem.

JS: Do you know of a cancelled Sega CD version of PSIV? 
 
KH: No, I'm afraid I don't... It was cancelled, you say?
 
JS: It started on Sega CD but later shifted to Mega Drive.
 
KH: Well, I don't know anything about it.
 
JS: Rumours are: (1) they were developed back-to-back, and (2) it started on CD but was downscaled to cartridge.849
 
KH: No, I really don't know a thing about it.
 
JS: That's OK. I'm asking every Sega employee.
 
KH: Has anyone ever told you anything interesting?
 
JS: No, actually! Let's talk about the Shining series. How did the relationship between Sega, Sonic Software Planning,850 and Climax Entertainment work?
 
KH: Oh... Well, at first, it was just Sega and Climax. Then, in the middle of development, Climax got a new owner and ended up splitting in two. Programmers Kan Naito851 and Hiroyuki Takahashi852 went their separate ways, with Naito staying at Climax and Takahashi establishing Sonic Software Planning.
 
JS: Climax was split into two different companies?
 
KH: Yes, exactly. The people who left Climax came to Sonic Software Planning, which was a wholly-owned subsidiary of Sega. Sonic Software Planning developed Shining Force, while Climax focused on a different game, called Landstalker.
 
JS: What was Sega's role? Did you oversee Shining Force?
 
KH: Right, we oversaw its development. Since Sonic Software Planning was a wholly-owned Sega subsidiary, we worked with them as they developed the game. That was my role.
 
JS: You were involved with Landstalker and Shining Force?
 
KH: I was - I oversaw both. Well, I only had to oversee the production of them. <laughs>
 
JS: Any stories regarding the Shining series?
 
KH: When it came to Shining in the Darkness, the core concept was already planned out. There wasn't much for me to do  they were already rockstars. There was a programmer, Kan Naito, who had worked on Dragon Quest. I think he programmed Dragon Quest III? And he was given a lot of the credit for the game's success. The combination of Naito and the Takahashi brothers made for a very attractive development team, and Sega was eager to work with them. I was asked to oversee the project.
Then when I became involved with Shining Force, the game was almost done already. <laughs>  
 
JS: Please describe Hiroyuki and Shugo Takahashi. Did you feel their parting from Sega was inevitable?
 
KH: They're really good at golf! It felt as if they always wanted to be the best. And their relationship with Sega, well... Back then, Hayao Nakayama was CEO of the company, and... The Takahashi brothers wanted to boost Sonic Software Planning's reputation as a good company to work with or outsource stuff to, by making really good games. I guess it became harder and harder for them to make the unique games they truly wished to make. That's why they ended up leaving Sega. 
Sure, they enjoyed a good relationship with Sega, but could've probably just as easily worked with companies like Nintendo or Sony. They're always open to talk business as long as they retain the ability to produce great games. I don't think they were particularly wedded to Sega. Their company, now known as Camelot Software Planning, is home to about 30 highly skilled game creators who really know their trade.
 
JS: Shinya Nishigaki worked at Climax, right?853
 
KH: Ah, that's right. Shinya Nishigaki...
 
JS: Did you know he passed in away in 2004? 
 
KH: No, I didn't know, is it... <emotional> Is it true? This is the first time I've heard it.
 
JS: I'm having memorial pages. Would you like to say something for his page?
 
KH: Yes, we talked a lot when he was at Climax, in our roles as producer and director. But I think I've only seen him once since then. That's why I didn't know he'd passed. I think he was at Cavia, Hayao Nakayama's company. It isn't around anymore, though. Do you know of it? I actually saw him in Los Angeles once, at E3, around that time.
 
JS: What was your role on Grandia? Producer?
 
KH: Exactly. I joined the Grandia team as the game was wrapping up. All I did was oversee the production.
 
JS: When and why did you leave Sega? There's a four year portfolio gap between Landstalker and Grandia. 
 
KH: I left Sega in 1995. This was around the same time that I started working on Grandia. And yes, there was sort of a void, during the years leading up to me leaving the company. I guess you could say it was due to internal restructuring within Sega. A lot of stuff happened, and perhaps I was a little too vocal about my dissatisfactions. That certainly did not help my position any. <laughs> As a result, I was not really able to work on games anymore. I ended up in more of an administrative position within the company, where I was shut out from the creative side. And I really missed making games. 
I also moved around a lot. I went to Osaka, to the Kansai R&D studio, a Sega division that isn't around anymore. I spent roughly a year there, in 1993. And, oh, I'm remembering... I worked on another shelved game there! <laughs> After that, I was sent to Sega-Sammy to oversee one of their projects, and I spent about a year there. But of course, I still wanted to make games myself. Because I was ordered to go to another company, I felt alienated from Sega. So I found another place to work. I quit Sega and went straight into Game Arts. 
 
JS: What was the name of the unreleased Kansai game?
 
KH: It was called Snapper. It was being developed for the Saturn, or perhaps 32X. Hmm... Saturn, I think. It was an action title. From what I remember, the character you controlled was like a bullet, fighting enemies as you flew through the air. You could fly in eight different directions, and then fire yourself at foes by pressing a button.
 
JS: Today, many developers devote their careers to one genre of game or even only one IP, but you went from Alex Kidd to Zillion to Phantasy Star, and more!
 
KH: Shares for Sega hardware were only one-tenth (1/10) that of Nintendo's and, because we didn't have any other companies to cooperate with on development, we had to produce all sorts of genres by ourselves. Because I had a relatively proven track record, the company had me take charge of project after project in a variety of genres.
 
JS: If you could go back in time and do it all again at Sega, what would you do differently? Any regrets?
 
KH: I have no regrets. I think that basically the way Sega operated would not change even after travelling back in time. <laughs>
 
JS: Tell me about your company, Liber Entertainment.
 
KH: Well... We settled for the "Entertainment" moniker because we want to entertain and instil a sense of surprise and unpredictability. Making people happy, basically. I think this particular kind of entertainment won't ever go away, and I'm happy to contribute. That's what I feel about my current company. Of course, I'd be happy to see the company grow... It's about being welcoming to people and upfront with them, kind of... "We made this for you, what do you think?" That kind of feeling. And I hope people will react by saying, "Wow, this stuff is good!"
 
JS: I'm sorry we don't have more time - there's so much to discuss! Surging Aura which you wrote scenarios for,854 the Phantasy Star remake, ideas for an Alex Kidd sequel... 
 
KH: I haven't played the Phantasy Star remake... But if Sega asks me to make another Alex Kidd, I would. If they give me permission to use the character, I will! <laughs>

JS: Your many fans would be delighted to hear that.
 
KH: If we have the opportunity, let's do this again. Feel free to email questions.
 
John Szczepaniak VS Kotaro Hayashida
 
JS: Shall we try a janken match?
 
KH: Yes, lets!
 
<sets up area - Nico filming>
 
JS: We're here at the office of Mr Hayashida, creator of Alex Kidd, and we're about to re-enact a janken match.
 
<janken-po!>
John: 0 / Hayashida: 1 
 
JS: Best out of three?
 
<janken-po!>
John: 1 / Hayashida: 1
 
JS: We're on a tie-breaker now! Who will win?
 
<janken-po!>
John: 1 / Hayashida: 2
 
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: As if there was any doubt about the master of janken winning this match. Thank you!
 
KH:
Arigatou gozaimashita! That was fun!
 
Chieko Aoki's Untold History
 
Given that Chieko Aoki played such a significant role in one of the best RPG series of all time, and yet is almost completely unknown, I thought it important to raise awareness. The following are from the World of Phantasy Star book, translated into English by Shmuplations.com - the quotes below are by Miki Morimoto, one of the game designers on Phantasy Star, and also Kotaro Hayashida. While the photo here is of Ms Morimoto, there does not seem to be any photos of Ms Aoki.
Miki Morimoto: "Phantasy Star came about when Sega decided it needed to create an RPG. They started soliciting game design ideas, and Chieko Aoki had this story idea she'd been mulling over for awhile. We used that and worked it into what became the original story draft for Phantasy Star. Even at that early stage, almost all the dialogue was already written - that was how much Chieko loved Phantasy Star.
"She was a very quiet, shy person, but she also had a strong inner core. During development, when everything was getting crazy, she'd be unfazed, working steadily at her own pace. I think she had a lot of attachment to the story and world of Phantasy Star. One time we had to work on bug checking late into the night, so Chieko and I made some makeshift beds out of office chairs and spent the night in a conference room. It felt just like a field trip. There'd be questions about the game circulating around the development room, and Chieko would often answer them. So we gave her the nickname 'Otegami Chie' (Letter Chie)."
Kotaro Hayashida: "People ask us a lot about the dungeon bakery, even today. Yeah, everyone thought it was weird. I've forgotten who exactly came up with the idea originally, but I believe it was a girl. I remember we talked about the event in the story where you go to meet the Motavian governor, and someone pointed out that since the governor is such an important person, you should probably bring him some kind of souvenir. Then we asked what it should be, and a girl said cake was good. We agreed it would be boring if the cake shop was in some normal or easily accessible place, and I think that was how we decided to put it in the dungeon. I think the woman who suggested it was probably Morimoto or Aoki, but whoever said it probably no longer remembers themselves. That event reflects the large number of women on the Phantasy Star development staff."
 
 
Dragon Ball versus Alex Kidd
 
The Dragon Ball manga ran from 1984 to 1995; the anime series premiered in 1986. That same year saw the first two console videogame adaptations: one by Epoch for its Super Cassette Vision system, released in September; the other for Famicom, developed by Tose and published by Bandai, and released on 27 November (aka: Dragon Power outside Japan). There were also a couple of handheld LCD games released in 1986. Officially there was no Dragon Ball game for the Master System, and in fact there was none for Sega hardware until around 1994.
When you consider it, there's actually a lot of similarities between the first Alex Kidd and the Dragon Ball property, though surprisingly few have made the connection. One exception being YouTube user Anthogeek, who in February 2016 produced a 3:37 minute video speculating if Alex Kidd plagiarised Dragon Ball, giving several examples.
He cited: the diminutive stature of Alex and Goku, their red and blue colour schemes, and both of their general resemblances to a monkey; the fact that when Alex gets the Power Bracelet he can attack from a distance using the "The Shocking Waves of Destruction", which is basically like Goku's Ki Blast or fireball; the ferocious appetites of both characters and messy displays of eating; the resemblance of Alex's  pointy-eared enemy Janken the Great and some Dragon Ball characters, such as Emperor Pilaf; the fact Goku uses      rock-paper-scissors as part of his martial arts, while Alex's entire boss battle system is based on it; the incredible resemblance between a bull enemy that Goku fights, with its domed background, compared to the bull enemy Alex fights outside identical buildings; how Master Roshi in Dragon Ball is similar to the wise old man who explains Alex's Radaxian heritage (not to mention also resembles the wizard from Alex Kidd in the Enchanted Castle); while Alex's flying Peticopter looks vaguely like Dragon Ball's 115 capsule aeroplane. He also points out Goku's obvious connection to Sun Wukong, the Monkey King in Journey to the West, which Alex also took direct inspiration from.
Admittedly some of these are stretching it a bit, and it's not always entirely clear which came first, given that Dragon Ball continued for many years after Alex Kidd's release. Nevertheless, after hearing Kotaro Hayashida's revelation about the official license, Anthogeek's video makes for compelling viewing!
 



KODAMA, Rieko
 

Rieko Kodama (nicknamed Phoenix Rie) has been involved with some of Sega's highest profile projects, such as Alex Kidd, Phantasy Star, Sonic the Hedgehog, Skies of Arcadia, and others. 
Born in Kanagawa, Japan, she initially considered working in advertising in high school, but became interested in graphic design at college. In 1984 she joined Sega, starting with character design for arcade titles such as Champion Boxing and Ninja Princess. Ms Kodama built up a reputation as an artist and was soon given a chance to work on larger projects, such as being the main graphic designer on Phantasy Star, and was responsible for creating all the character designs, the 2D maps, battle-scene backgrounds, and townspeople, among other things. Later on she moved on to the roles of planner and producer.
Regarding the "Phoenix Rie" nickname, Rieko Kodama told The Next Level: "Back in the day, Sega said we couldn't show our real names, thus everyone went under nicknames in the credits. As for the reason behind the name... Agh, it's so embarrassing! It's a secret! <laughs>"
 
Abridged Portfolio
Champion Boxing - ARC (1984), Designer
Ninja Princess - ARC (1984), Designer
Alex Kidd in Miracle World - SMS (1986), Character designer
Phantasy Star - SMS (1987), Graphic designer
Altered Beast - MD (1989), Designer      
AK in the Enchanted Castle - MD (1989), Assistant director
Phantasy Star II - MD (1989), Executive designer
Sorcerian - MD (1989), Graphic designer
Shadow Dancer - MD (1990), Graphic designer
Sonic the Hedgehog - MD (1991), Graphic designer
Sonic the Hedgehog 2 - MD (1992), Artist
Phantasy Star IV - MD (1993), Director
Magic Knight Rayearth - SS (1995), Director
Deep Fear - SS (1998), Producer
Skies of Arcadia - DC (2000), Producer
Skies of Arcadia Legends - GC (2002), Producer
Phantasy Star Generation 1 - PS2 (2003), Thanks
Project Altered Beast - PS2 (2005), Producer
Phantasy Star Generation 2 -      PS2 (2005) Thanks
 
Interview with Rieko KODAMA
Courtesy of Tobias Bjarneby, LEVEL Magazine, Sweden
 
This interview is actually a combination of three different interviews with Rieko Kodama, for LEVEL magazine in Sweden, provided by Tobias Bjarneby in exchange for use of my Kotaro Hayashida interview. I provided the audio for transcription into Swedish, and Tobias provided this text - according to Tobias this will be the first time these materials have been published in English. Some answers have been edited for coherence.
I had on multiple occasions tried to arrange an interview with Rieko Kodama, going through Sega UK's public relations department, Sega America's PR side, the Japanese side directly, I even went to the Sega booth at TGS, gave my business card, and made an impassioned plea to allow an interview. No dice. I also asked everyone who had worked with her, but none were still in contact. For whatever reason, Sega does not allow anyone to meet Rieko Kodama.
Sadly this is typical of how Japanese game developers function: secretive and coveting their most talented staff. The obsessive degree to which they attempt to control a situation is infuriating, which is the reason this trilogy of books was started, to attempt to break through such barriers. While I was unable to speak directly with Ms Kodama, I am extremely pleased to provide this interview, which details three of my all-time favourite games: Phantasy Star I, the best 8-bit console RPG ever developed, wholly eclipsing both Dragon Quest and Final Fantasy; Phantasy Star IV, a melancholy sequel with fantastic music; plus Skies of Arcadia, a swashbuckling pirate adventure set entirely in the skies of a fantasy world. (Biography information and game-specific boxouts taken from MobyGames.)
 
TB: Where did you find inspiration for Phantasy Star? 
 
RK: With regards to the game design - the game system, 3D dungeons, graphics, and so on - we wanted to develop something that was different from console RPGs that were popular in Japan at the time.855 The team created the game with new elements such as the adoption of the 3D dungeons,856 animation of monsters, animated 2D field/town maps where, for example, the water's edge was moving, and illustration-like graphical cutscenes.857 We were not inspired or influenced by other works very much, Phantasy Star was born as we took on the challenge of creating something different from console RPGs that had been released before. 
 
TB: How did you and Yuji Naka work together on the game? What were your individual roles? 
 
RK: Naka-san and the person responsible for the scenario858 established the development team as they wanted to create an RPG within Sega; I joined them as a graphic designer for characters and maps. 
I was in charge of graphic designs for characters, field/town maps, and so on. The features I thought up were the graphic design images in the entire game. Because it was so far removed from "fantasy", which was the representative style of RPGs we had in Japan at that time, I incorporated things that would give players a sense of familiarity, such as medieval European armour in the characters' costumes.
 
TB: It's been said Yuji Naka and the team were quite influenced by Star Wars. 
 
RK: I guess the title was certainly influenced by Star Wars in terms of how the story is set in outer space and the way human-type and non-human-type races take an active role in making friendships. 
While we loved Star Wars, and we wanted to convey such visual power and story in the form of a console RPG, the movie did not influence us to begin development of Phantasy Star.
 
TB: When designing the characters for the Phantasy Star games, how much of your own personality did you bring into it? Can you find something of yourself in Alis?
 
RK: I don't know if any of my characteristics were reflected in Alis, but I would like to be the kind of person who adheres to my own will, and does not let my troubles get me down, much like Alis strives in the game. As for the other characters, there are people in the development team who they could be like. I think we could make friends with them, fight together believing in each other, and make a journey together.859

 
TB: Regarding character personalities, how did you create Alis? What kind of character did you want her to be? And what kind of feelings did you want to express?
 
RK: I designed her as I expected her to be a character that many women, including myself, could empathise with. She is a woman that other women would feel like supporting and making friends with. 
 
TB: Where did the other characters' personalities come from? What was your inspirations for Odin and Noah?860

 
RK: As two men Alis can depend on, I designed Noah with intelligence as his best feature, and Odin, with power as his. I tried to create Noah as a mysterious character, while portraying Odin in the image of a typical leading man in heroic fantasies. 
Though their personalities are different, I imagined the contrast of their visual designs to be like Raistlin Majere861 and Caramon Majere862 in Dragonlance, a series of novels from Advanced Dungeons & Dragons.863

Noah is far more gentle and a better person than Raistlin, but may be similar in the fact that they are both low in physical strength despite their powerful magic. 
 
TB: What do you remember from the development of the game? Do you have any favourite memories?
 
RK: At the time we had none of the CG tools we have today, but even so we made the 3D dungeons. Frame by frame we had staff create the animation stills, and then we manually put them together to create motion. I was touched when I saw the dungeons moving smoothly on the screen. They could be created with CG software easily now, but it was a continuing process of trial and error back then. 
 
TB: What are your favourite parts? Do any characters or storylines have a special place in your heart?
 
RK: One point is that this is a game with a female leading character. With this, we could challenge the stereotype that the main characters of games should be men. It would be fairly difficult for male users to empathise with a heroine, but I was happy we could try something new.
Another point is that we could attempt various things like animated maps, or one with moving walkways, 3D dungeons, animated enemies, and so on. 
Also, I feel glad we achieved things that had not been done in console RPGs before that, like displaying the characters' expressions with large images. 
 
TB: What are your personal feelings for those early Phantasy Star games?
 
RK: To me, these were RPGs I developed for the first time, and I suppose it overturned the view of console RPGs that Japanese people had at the time. 
 
TB: Would you say games are firstly pure entertainment, or do you think it's more important games can be special places players can escape to?
 
RK: I do not think it is bad to enjoy games because people want to get away from routine; I myself sometimes get lost in reading books, games, or movies, as I want to forget everyday life. However, I believe games should not be created as a place to run away to, and there should be no game developer who makes games with an intention like that. I would like players to enjoy a game, however, as they are absorbed in the lore and stories we offer. 
People can communicate with each other through games. For example, you can talk with those who enjoyed the same game after playing it, or exchange information. In that regard, you can say all games are entertainment. I want a game not to be just a place to escape into, but something that is to be enjoyed both during and after the playing of it. Like books and movies whose emotions are shared all over the world. 
 
TB: Phantasy Star IV was planned for Mega CD. How did it effect development when you switched to the Mega Drive? Would it have been a different game on Mega CD?
 
RK: At first, we had the option of choosing Mega CD. I remember we decided to release Phantasy Star IV on Mega Drive at a relatively early stage. If we had developed it on Mega CD, I guess we would have added many cutscenes. It would have taken advantage of the high capacity of CDs, such as for the music and featuring vocals. However, though it was called "CD", the base of its hardware was the Mega Drive, and if asked if there were great differences between those two systems, I would say there was little difference. 
 
TB: Old magazine previews show you initially planned to implement a 3D perspective for the dungeons, like the one in Phantasy Star on Master System. Was that idea abandoned because of the shift from CD to cartridge?
 
RK: We did experiments. The reason we abandoned the idea was because the rendering capability of the Mega Drive was insufficient to express the more realistic, natural caves we were thinking of at the time for 3D dungeons. Even if we could have increased the number of dungeons and if we had adopted CD instead of cartridge, the limited drawing capability would have kept the graphics simple, and they would look unspectacular
 
TB: The Macro system for the battles was a big step forward from the previous games. Can you please tell us about the system?
 
RK: I do not remember well now, but the system was prepared so that the player could pull off combinations of attacks they had found more effective, and that the user who had found their own combinations could set them in advance to use at any time. This system was created with the main focus being on personalised customisation, rather than to simplify the input system in battles. 
 
TB: How did you come up with the Hunter's Guild?
 
RK: The Hunter's Guild system was created since we did not just want the game to progress only with the provided scenario; we wanted an element that would allow the user to play stories by selecting them on their own. Also, as the hero's class was "Hunter", we wanted it to be helpful in drawing attention to the character's personality, and letting the player have a sense of working and living within the in-game world.
 
TB: Nei dies in Phantasy Star II, and in Phantasy Star IV Alys died.864 At the time, letting playable characters die was unusual. Were you worried players would be upset?
 
RK: We were greatly concerned, but we adopted the story, feeling it would allow us to express how the hero [Chaz] matured by overcoming the death of his mentor Alys. This certainly offers a dramatic development as a scenario, but unlike characters we only read about and see in novels and movies, you actually get to play as those characters in games, and have a stronger attachment to them. 
 
TB: Is Alys Brangwin the "reincarnation" of Alis Landale from the first Phantasy Star game?865
 
RK: No, she's not. 
 
TB: Myau returns in PSIV, almost 2'000-years-old.866 How did you first come up with the idea for the musk cat race?
 
RK: This setting had been present from the time of Phantasy Star I. About how I came up with it... I can no longer remember... 
 
TB: The character design for Dark Force is one of the elements that you have kept over the years. What inspired you when you first created it?     
 
RK: I guess Dark Force is people's malice that has gathered and consolidated. Not that a single person, devil, or monster can threaten the hero and his companions, but a little malice everybody has at the back of their mind accumulates and attempts retaliation toward people. The underlying setting is that people notice mistakes they have made after Dark Force appears, and correct them. I drew its design as I thought it could be an object that would give evil thoughts to people if it took visible form. However, since it is thoughts and feelings that gathered, its figure could vary depending on the people who see it. 
 
TB: The Japanese versions of Phantasy Star are a bit different from the English. Is this due to translation errors or did you intentionally change names and scenarios?
 
RK: These were intentional. We consulted with the translators and the overseas staff of Sega at the time, and changed the character names and phrases into the terms that could be easily understood by foreign players.867

 
TB: Many consider Phantasy Star IV one of the best RPGs ever made. In your opinion, is it the best in the series? 
 
RK: Since Phantasy Star IV was the first title where I coordinated everything from the standpoint as a director, I naturally have an attachment to it. If I speak just from the viewpoint as a creator, Phantasy Star I should be the best title after all. Phantasy Star IV is organised better with its game content and as a product, but we attempted more ambitious ideas in Phantasy Star I, things which had not been done before in console RPGs at the time.
 
TB: You have said that Final Fantasy IV is one of your favourite RPGs. What is it that you like about that game? Do you have any other favourites?
 
RK: I have played most Final Fantasy series titles. My favourites are III, IV, and VI.868 I remember I was immersed in all those games. I love their scenarios, characters, systems, worldviews, and so on, rather than finding particular points to be wonderful. 
 
TB: Palma, Motavia, Dezoris, or Rykros - where would you personally want to live, and why?
 
RK: Well, I would choose Motavia maybe, since Motavians are cute and their villages look like they would be fun if they became peaceful.869
 
TB: Will you ever make a story-driven Phantasy Star? 
 
RK: Mmm, how about it? I would be glad if Sega's staff, even if not myself, create one some day. 
 
TB: Skies of Arcadia started as an RPG for Sega Saturn. What were your ideas for the game back then? Did they differ from the way Skies of Arcadia turned out?
 
RK: We had a big goal to create a "completely 3D RPG" with polygons, which was a cutting edge technology back then. However, the conceived content was way too large to be processed on the Sega Saturn, so the project was carried over to the next generation of hardware, the Dreamcast. Even so, our initial concept of a "fully 3D RPG" never changed, regardless of the hardware change.
 
TB: What were your goals with the story of the game? What feeling did you want to create for those playing?
 
RK:
Treasure Island, Moby Dick, Robinson Crusoe, Sinbad... In every country, the stories surrounding sailors and ocean voyages have always captured the hearts of children and even those of grown ups, keeping them fascinated and inspired. We wanted to provide the same kind of experience once again through Skies of Arcadia's story and gameplay.
Moreover, people were not only exploring the world back then. While the mighty soldiers from Spain and England were waging wars, the merchants and scientists were making forays overseas in this era. Through the story, we wanted our audience to feel the atmosphere of an era undergoing significant change, when all kinds of people were excited and active. Then we moved the story setting from "the ocean" to "the sky" to allow the player to discover another enjoyable adventure on a bigger scale. 
 
TB: How did you come up with the idea to set the game in a world of islands in the sky?
 
RK: The idea developed as we were pondering the most effective method to present our concept of the "fully 3D world". Normally you would express a piece of land in 2D, but as soon as it is adapted into 3D you can float it like an island in the air, and you can view the world on a wider scale: "viewing the ground under your feet and over your head". Alternatively you can also utilise this 3D realm for a game of searching, by "going beneath the soil". It's a world on a large scale with plenty of reasons to explore... Creating such an environment would lead to an entertaining adventure RPG, so that's why islands in the air were chosen to be the setting of the game.870
 
TB: You made memorable characters in the Phantasy Star games, and Skies of Arcadia also has very strong characters. Vyse and Aika are perhaps the best examples. Please tell us how these characters were conceived.
 
RK: Vyse, is characterised by his strong will to "never give up". The sailors in the past travelled across the water on vessels to reach the world beyond the ocean, often not even listed on a map. Vyse is a character who inherited all of the many aspects of the uncrushable spirit of these sailors. He is more popular among male players than female players. Although he is still a young boy, he has a qualifying attitude. He is popular for his manliness that makes you think, "I want go with him!"
As for Aika, we paid much attention to depict her as "Vyse's good partner" instead of a girl. She is cheerful, energetic, and skilled. And under any conditions, even when she is separated from Vyse, she always believes in him. Anyone would be happy have a friend like her around.
 
TB: Since you worked so much with the Phantasy Star games, did you use them for inspiration, or did you try to stay away from them? Do Skies of Arcadia and Phantasy Star have anything in common?
 
RK: Of course we applied the RPG creation know-how we earned through the Phantasy Star series, but we did not link those two together at all, because we were planning to create a completely new RPG which was separate from Phantasy Star. If I were to mention a common factor, that would be the fact various different species appear in Phantasy Star, as well as various people with different nationalities appearing in Skies of Arcadia. For both RPGs, we presented the differences between the residents and cultures of the game-world with care, instead of just creating a vast world haphazardly.
 
TB: There have been a lot of strong female characters in your games, and Skies of Arcadia is no exception. Did you consciously try to get strong female characters in?
 
RK: I believe that a story or world cannot revolve around male power alone, you can not neglect the great amount of female power beside it. Therefore I did not consciously introduce a strong female character, it was rather coincidental. Moreover, I want people to find that the game is not projecting that a strong female is represented by a person like Aika alone, who is always tough in the battlefield. There is another type like Vyse's mother, who has a strong heart to hold back her own emotions at her child's departure.
 
TB: As a person with a background in graphical design, what was it like to make an RPG in 3D? Did you feel you could finally do things you had not been able to before?
 
RK: All of a sudden the freedom of expression had expanded. I felt as if I was thrown into the ocean while I was swimming in a pool. In the beginning I was lost, wondering: "how far can I swim?" and "how deep is it down there?" However in the end, I realised that as long as you "know how to swim", you can swim no matter where it is, in a pool or the ocean, and I started to feel more and more confident. The team also became more devoted to experimenting to achieve a higher quality. In that sense, both my team and I could survive in this ocean of the unknown "3D RPG".
   
TB: Many modern RPGs tend to have extravagant CG movies to move the plot. In the case of Skies of Arcadia, the cutscenes are more simplistic, and the focus is only on the plot itself and the relationship between the characters. This makes the game feel more down-to-earth, like it could actually happen. Was this a conscious decision; did this force you to focus on the relationship between characters?
 
RK: Although it is so common nowadays, back then we wanted to make a game based on the world of a "giant sandbox" wherein the character could walk freely and fly around. Instead of using movie clips, to progress the game, we chose a style which let characters walk around and experience the world. And because of that, I believe that the player could be left feeling like the encounter with the character really took place "on the street".
 
TB: During the Dreamcast era, Sega published a lot of really inventive, original games, such as Shenmue, Jet Set Radio, Phantasy Star Online, and Skies of Arcadia. Did you feel that it was a special, creative atmosphere at the company during this time which enabled you to make all these incredible games?
 
RK: Sega back then divided teams per studio to develop games. And I find that each title is characterised by the personality of the studio leader and the team very well. I believe that each studio developed its own uniqueness and methods while they felt "we want to be better than the other studios", which resulted in great numbers of unique titles full of originality being released. 
 
TB: What is your best personal memory from the production of Skies of Arcadia?
 
RK: We had this stormy discussion over the visual character design of Vyse, which caused the team to split into two. Just to make decisions over the hair style, or trouser colour (white versus black); the heated discussion took place and continued until the morning, even involving the president of the company at that time! 
I regard this as proof of the fact that everyone really cared for and loved this title to the level that they did not even want to compromise over the clothing styles - but as I recall it now, I realise that we did not have to get quite so heated. <laughs>

 
TB: Looking back at Skies of Arcadia today, how do you feel? Is there something that you are particularly proud of?
 
RK: I am very happy with it, especially as I realise this title is still cherished by people from all over the world even though it is about to hit its 20th anniversary since release. Moreover, I am still proud of the team who dedicated themselves and their creativity at their best for this title, without losing their heart, regardless of the exhaustingly long development period. This experience has been my dearest treasure, even now, as I was able to work with a fantastic team of people who are no less than the crew on the Delphinus.871

 
Phantasy Star (20 December 1987)
Phantasy Star has distinct anime-style visual aesthetics and contains many characteristic gameplay elements of the genre. The core gameplay is influenced by the Ultima games, with simpler turn-based combat against randomly appearing enemies, which is similar to Wizardry. The player navigates a top-down overworld, visiting towns and dungeons represented by icons. Dungeons have pseudo-3D graphics and are maze-like. The game is notable for being one of the earliest RPGs with a    pre-determined female protagonist. It is set in a sci-fi environment where advanced technology and magic co-exist, somewhat reminiscent of Star Wars.
Algol is a star system that consists of three planets: the green Palma, the arid Motavia, and the icy Dezoris. Recently, the formerly benevolent King Lassic converted to a new religion and begins to rule Algol with an iron fist. Nero, the leader of a rebel group, is brutally killed by Lassic's robotic policemen. His last words are to his sister Alis: he implores her to find a warrior named Odin. Alis swears revenge against Lassic and embarks on a journey to find Odin and other companions who would help her defeat the tyrant.
 
Phantasy Star IV  (17 December 1993)
 
The Algol star system is facing troubled times. Millennia ago it was peaceful, but then Palma was destroyed, damaging nearby Motavia. A thousand years have passed since the cataclysm. Motavia has healed and life is beginning to return to the way it once was. The Hunter's Guild on Motavia helps to keep things steady. But a dark evil once thought to be long dead is beginning to stir once again, and the young hunter, Chaz, is about to begin his ultimate adventure.
Phantasy Star IV is a Japanese-style Role-Playing Game with top-down world map, random battles, and turn-based combat. The gameplay is similar to that of previous instalments; dungeons are again 2D like Phantasy Star II, though less maze-like. 
Besides regular attacks and techs, characters also possess unique attacks that have limited uses and can be replenished after the character rests. Characters can also execute combination attacks, merging two or more techs or special attacks. The player may opt to assign macro command sets for the party instead of inputting commands manually. 
There are a few segments in the game with vehicle combat, which mostly follows the same turn-based formula as the regular battles. Side-quests are present in the form of hunter assignments for Chaz and his friends. A "party talk" feature is available, showing conversations between characters. The game uses manga-style comic book panels for its cutscenes.
 
Skies of Arcadia  (5 October 2000)
Arcadia is a world where continents float above, and people travel by airship. Vyse and Aika are members of the Blue Rogues - noble pirates who attack only Valuan warships. During a confrontation with one, they encounter a girl, Fina, who is on an important mission she cannot reveal. Involved in the conflict with Valua, the trio of heroes must explore the world of Arcadia in order to defeat the Empire.
Skies of Arcadia is a traditional Japanese Role-Playing Game with turn-based combat and random battles. Beside party-based combat, there are also airship battles. These battles are round-based, with the player planning several turns ahead.
An airship is available to the player from the game's start; the game's "world map" consists entirely of air space, with islands that can be accessed. The airship can also be customised to a degree, and crew members in various parts of the world recruited.
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Interview with Yasuhide KOBAYASHI
19 September 2013, Tokyo Game Show / Duration: 49 minutes
 
During my emails with
Wonder Boy creator Ryuichi Nishizawa, for his interview in V2, he suggested several friends and colleagues to be interviewed, offering to introduce as many as needed. He made quite a lot of suggestions, such was his passion for the project! So many, that I was only able to meet a few - one being Yasuhide Kobayashi. Their connection was through colleagues at Sega, with Kobayashi's earliest MobyGames credit being on Dyna Brothers. My interest however was his later producer roles (see portfolio - interestingly, while he negotiated contracts for several high profile PS1 games, there are no credits online). I wanted to gather anecdotes and also further my understanding of what a producer does. Given our schedules, the best time for an interview was at the Tokyo Game Show. 
In fact, this turned out to be the highlight of the show - it was my first time attending TGS, and honestly once is enough. In the morning I crammed into the tiny press office with my photographer and interpreter, sipping complimentary juice and watching as a militia of foreign and domestic journalists desperately tried to outmanoeuvre each other with live laptop updates of nothing happening out on the show floor. After abandoning the demo queues we made our way to a canteen area. We had less than an hour, so all questions were pre-written in Japanese, with only a few chances to freestyle. I chose to focus on Sky Odyssey and Mister Mosquito, two of my all-time favourite games, and Ico, given its popularity among readers. My hope is that other journalists take up the baton and interview Yasuhide Kobayashi more thoroughly, since he has a lot to share! These days he is the CEO of Smile Connect E - www.sc-e.jp
 
JS: Can you recall the first time you saw a videogame?
 
YK: The first game I ever played was on Nintendo's Famicom. I remember it was Super Mario Bros. on the Famicom, at my friend's house. 
 
JS: Did you ever play Takahashi Meijin no Bouken Jima?872
 
YK: Oh yes!
 
JS: Two days ago I interviewed Ryuichi Nishizawa, its original creator.
 
YK: Hmm, oh really?
 
JS: How do you know Mr Nishizawa? 
 
YK: I don't actually know Nishizawa-san from Westone directly. <points to colleague seated at nearby table> Right over there, can you see the guy wearing red clothes? That guy is a friend of Nishizawa-san, his name is Hiroshi Aso-san.873 He spoke with Nishizawa-san, and then introduced me to you John, via email.
 
JS: Mr Nishizawa told me an amusing story about Mr Aso. The Sega graphics machine, called a Digitizer...
 
YK: Oh yeah! Big thing. <nods> Yes, yes.
 
JS: Aso rocked up to Nishizawa's with this thing in the back of a van, Sega promised him one, and it's HUGE!
 
YK: <laughs> Yeah, that guy over there, Aso-san.
 
JS: I found a rumour online, saying his nickname is "Shy Guy Aso". Is that true? 874
 
YK: Shy?! <intense laughter> As far as him being a "shy guy", oh no, he's what we call a "maniac" in Japan.875 Where did you find that information?
 
JS: A Sega website listing game credits, which also lists both nicknames and pseudonyms.
 
YK: <laughs> Oh really? No, that's totally a lie! <intense laughter> Anyway, I've never actually worked directly with Nishizawa-san from Westone, but I know him as a producer.
 
JS: Here's a book on Sega which I helped produce, with Nishizawa's interview.
 
<looks through HG101's Sega Arcade Classics book>
 
TK:
<seeing After Burner comparison screens for NES and Famicom> Who made those?! The text says... Tengen for the NES version, and Sunsoft for the Famicom version. <laughs> Oh, I remember these! They were officially licensed. This version, for the X68000, was actually developed by Dempa Shimbun.876 The same programmer developed the Mega Drive or Genesis version. <nostalgically> Oh wow, these screenshots really take me back! This is an amazing book - great work!
 
JS: <shows Retro Gamer> I freelance for this. 
 
YK: <looks through> Ahh, right, right. This magazine only covers old games? Amazing. I really like this sort of thing. You guys are real maniacs, it's clear you're really passionate about this. 
 
JS: In the UK we love classic games. Tell me about your introduction to the industry. Was Sega your first company? 
 
YK: After I graduated from university I went straight into Sega right after that. In the beginning I was not involved in the games section - at that time I was working in the educational computer department; educational computers and software, the Sega AI Computer. In 1988, after the Mega Drive had been released, that's when I transferred to the games section of Sega. My job at that time involved signing contracts with third-party publishers. It started from there and I worked on games for the Mega Drive, Mega CD, and Game Gear.
 
JS: Did you work on the Sega Mark III?
 
YK: No, the Mega Drive was my first. I quit the company before the Sega Saturn was released, and I switched companies over to Sony Computer Entertainment! <laughs> Once I went over to Sony my job still involved arranging or making contracts with  third-party publishers. I did that for about three years - I arranged contracts with Capcom, Konami, Square, Namco, Enix, and so on. After that I moved over to the development section for games.
 
JS: Wow, leaving Sega just as Sony rose to power! The earliest credit for you I can find is Dyna Brothers877 by CSK Research Institute, or CRI. Tell me about CSK and CRI.
 
YK: As for CRI, they were sort of our partner company; CRI and Sega are like "brothers". <laughs> Sega's parent company is called CSK, and CRI was another sub-company of CSK. So there was CSK and then under that there was CRI and Sega. So I knew of CRI, but I never really worked together with them or anything; I kind of knew of them as more of a third-party publisher.
 
JS: You mentioned this credit was regarding "public relations" while at Sega's planning division?
 
YK: It was like that with Dyna Brothers - sometimes the publisher would put my name in there, as one of the format holders, and as a kind of special thanks. <laughs>
 
JS: Most of your credits are as producer; describe the role.
 
YK: As for the job of a producer, we find the kind of person who can make the kind of game that we think will sell well. Then you receive funding from the company, release the game, and use that to bring a lot more money into the company. That's basically the job of a producer.
 
JS: How many projects are cancelled each year?
 
YK: I'm trying to remember, but I can't really do the calculations to figure out how many games ended up not being released - let me think. <long pause> Hmm... This is kind of a secret, but probably only around 25% of the games actually get released. 
That was when I was working at the company - nowadays probably even more are getting cancelled.
 
JS: Many in your portfolio are highly original, often developed by small experimental teams. Do you have a preference for these and choose to act as producer?
 
YK: <laughs> Yes, and yes! I chose to be on those projects. As a producer I prefer games which are original.
 
JS: You are credited on Sky Odyssey for PS2.878 Was the main developer CAProduction in Nagasaki?879

 
YK: Ahh, CAProduction. <nostalgically>
Sky Odyssey, that sure takes me back! Yes, CAProduction created that. Why do you know about CAProduction? <laughs>
 
JS: Their first game was Hagane, on Super Famicom.880 They also made Sapphire for the PC Engine CD-ROM.881 Plus Kishin Douji Zenki: Battle Raiden.882 Today they're working on secret projects for Nintendo, like Mario Party.
 
YK: Really? I didn't even know that. I had the good fortune to meet Fukuda-san, who was the main programmer for CAProduction. Originally he worked at Tecno Soft; he worked on Thunder Force for the Sharp X68000.883 And when I was at Sega, there was a guy who knew Fukuda-san.
 
JS: That's awesome! <looks online> He's a legend!
 
YK: I know, right? <laughs> So I was producer on Sky Odyssey and I visited them in Nagasaki. Once every two months or so. 
 
JS: Did you have any influence on Sky Odyssey's content?
 
YK: Regarding Sky Odyssey, yes, I gave a lot of direction on how to make the game more interesting. I personally was really into flight games and flight simulators. So I would tell them, maybe you should change it like this, or change it like that. I gave them advice like that.
 
JS: You liked Pilotwings I take it?
 
YK: <with emphasis - English> Of course! And Microsoft Flight Simulator too! <laughs>

 
JS: Sky Odyssey reminded me of Indiana Jones and also Tales of the Gold Monkey. It had a strong sekaikan.884
 
YK: Yes, indeed. Thanks. <laughs> I have a lot of nostalgia for that game. How do I put it? We went through a lot of trial and error developing it. The road leading up to that kind of sekaikan, or the game's atmosphere, took a lot of trial and error, because we tried a lot of different things. And in the end I do feel that it resulted in a really good atmosphere for the game.
 
JS: Any interesting stories?
 
YK: About Sky Odyssey, or the company?
 
JS: Both! I am fascinated by the company. It's about as hardcore as hardcore gets among enthusiasts. 
 
YK: Hmm, I see. <laughs> Actually, all I've got are stories about really hard times. I don't really have anything funny or interesting. It took a looong time to develop Sky Odyssey, because the PlayStation 2 is really difficult hardware to program for. And it took a lot of money, because it took a long time to make; so we'd run out of budget and think, okay, now what are we going to do? <laughs> So ultimately, when we finally finished it, I can't really say that I had the best parting of ways with CAProduction. Sky Odyssey did not sell very well.
 
JS: That's a terrible shame. When I bought a PS2, my first three games were Fantavision, Sky Odyssey, and Ico.885
 
YK: <intense laugh> Thank you! So yes, it's kind of difficult to put into words, but we didn't really have the best break up when I left CAProduction. 
 
JS: You're credited on Mister Mosquito and Ka 2 for the PS2.886 This was developed by ZOOM in Sapporo.887 Did you travel to Hokkaido?
 
YK: I was really busy, so I'd only go to CAProduction like once every two months, and only go to ZOOM in Sapporo maybe once every two months. 
 
JS: On 7 October I'm visiting Hokkaido.
 
YK: Are you visiting Mr Satou?
 
JS: Hopefully! I phoned Mr Satou, and we're trying to arrange something.888
 
YK: Great! Tell him I say hi.
 
JS: ZOOM is very interesting, their first game...
 
YK: ...It was Genocide on X68000. Yes! <laughs> I was officially a producer for both of their games, Ka and Ka 2 on PS2.
 
JS: <shows image of mosquito landing on boob of girl in bath> All the magazines used this screenshot.
 
YK: <intense laughter> Yes, they did!
 
JS: Did you influence the content of these games?
 
YK:
<laughs> Regarding Ka, as far as the content goes I made sure to stay out of it as much as possible. But as the producer, I made the decision to call it Ka, and other decisions like that. I suggested a lot of options for the names of the two games. Ka was just one option, but I can't really remember the others.
 
JS: What can you recall as producer on Ico?889 Were you there when it was first prototyped for the PlayStation 1?
 
YK: Yes, I remember! At the beginning I was not a member of the team, I joined them later. When the PlayStation 1 prototype of Ico was being developed, already underway, I switched over to work on that project partway through. I was the Executive Producer with Ico, so there were producers working under me, basically. Since the development team and my specific section were pretty much at the centre of the project, you could say that I was directly related to it.
 
JS: A video of this early version of Ico was released.890 Can you recall why it shifted to PS2? Was this a request from management at Sony, or the development team itself?
 
YK: So the first version of Ico was shown? I can't remember that. As for why it was moved to PlayStation 2, this was not actually because of a decision made by the development team themselves, it was someone above who told them to do that. They did not really have much say in the decision. It's not like the development team said, "Oh, we really want to port it to the PlayStation 2." 
It was right around the time when the PlayStation 2 was coming out. So instead of releasing this game at the very end of the previous hardware generation, it was decided to release it for this new hardware, the PlayStation 2, in order to help it grow further and further. We felt that would help the game sell more as well - that's what I told the people above me, and that's what I also told our development team. And everyone agreed with it, so that's why the decision was made to shift development to PlayStation 2.
 
JS: It was your suggestion to move it to PS2?
 
YK: Yes. It was my suggestion. It was ultimately Sony's decision, but I thought to do that before they actually gave us their decision.891
 
JS: Might Sony consider putting the earlier, unreleased PlayStation 1 version on PlayStation Network? People would be excited to play it.
 
YK: How can I put this? No matter who answers, they'll probably just tell you no. So I it should be fine for me to comment. Since I was only the Executive Producer on Ico I can't really give a definitive answer. I think it would probably just be best to say I do not think it will happen, because I lack the authority to decide that. The main reason is that the version of Ico made for PS1 is not complete. Right in the middle of development for PS1 we switched over to the PS2, so we've only got a partial build of the PS1 version. So I don't think it would be possible.
 
JS: Could you draw a sketch of the Ico office layout?
 
YK: Back at the time when I was producing Ico, I don't really remember most of it. My memory is a bit faded. <begins sketching> This office was Operator's Side for PS2.892 This was my office here. <upper right corner> This is... How can put this? This was externally contracted workers - an outside development team's office. For example, Wild Arms,893 or Dark Cloud 2.894

 
JS: Can you tell me anything about The Last Guardian? People were hoping it would be shown at this TGS.895
 
YK: Hmm... I'm not sure what I should say. <long pause> I wish the team good luck - everybody try your best! <laughs knowingly>896 Seriously, I mean, we've been making it since about 2006. <laughs>

 
JS: Where is Mr Ueda now?
 
YK: Where? 
 
JS: Where.
 
YK: Where...? What do you mean by where? <cocks eyebrow>
 
JS: Where is Mr Ueda?
 
YK: <laughs> I saw him last week. He's in Tokyo.
 
JS: Because he left Sony in 2011.
 
YK: I know. He started up his own company.897 And he's still involved with The Last Guardian.
 
JS: I'm looking forward to its release.
 
YK: <leans forward - intense English> Me too! <laughs>
 
JS: <laughs>
 
YK: <nods, laughs even harder!> Yes, yes!
 
JS: Sony seems popular this coming generation, thanks to its consumer friendly policies regarding used games, lending, and importing. Do you want to comment?
 
YK: Good question! Let me think about this one. <pauses for thought> Hmm... Speaking from the position of someone who creates games, I think it's really unfortunate - I don't want people buying used games, I would prefer they bought it new. Some developers are actually kind of disappointed that you can still buy used games. Because if customers only bought new games that would be better for the developers. But consumers do have that right, so there's not really much you can do about it. Sony is basically respecting a consumer's rights. For example by not blocking things. So I think they're just acting normally. I feel that Microsoft really kind of made a mistake there.
 
JS: Yes, everyone agrees!
 
YK: The decision of Sony, in contrast, is not constraining to consumers. Compared to Microsoft, I think Sony just did what was obviously the right thing to do. The decision was normal, because it's the consumer's rights. They're allowed to do whatever to their own games. But Microsoft made the wrong decision which went against consumers. So it's not that Sony is trying to be good to consumers, Sony is merely performing its expected duty. In the end, what I would like to say is, if you're a good consumer please try to buy new games - I'd like people to pay for the games that they play.
 
JS: Some have argued Sony's success is simply from maintaining the status quo of previous generations. 
 
YK: <laughs> I don't think that's true. As for my own personal opinion, and I'm speaking purely on behalf of myself, so I can say whatever I feel - but I feel that in the future, machines dedicated only to games are probably going to get phased out. I think the PS4 will probably do really well, business wise, but passed that I don't think the users are going to have much desire for game-only hardware. The future is uncertain.
 
JS: That's sad. When I was young, a games machine was purely for games. Today it's multimedia, the internet, or exclusive to your phone. Everything is merging.
 
YK: <nods> Yes, exactly.
 
JS: I miss the old days. I'm very old fashioned.
 
YK: Yes. <laughs> I think so. But while I do think that game hardware may get phased out, I don't think there's really anything to be sad about, because you'll still be able to play the same games on your TV. It's not that games themselves are going to go anywhere. So maybe dedicated hardware for games will disappear, but game creators will continue to develop. Games themselves will continue to evolve, that's for certain. But I think something that isn't necessarily games hardware, something really awesome that you'll be able to play on, will probably come to be realised soon. So I wouldn't worry about it.898
 
JS: Where do you see the future of Japanese videogames?
 
YK: I think that as long as Japan does not imitate the American and European tendency to mass produce games, then there will be a future for Japanese games.
 
JS: I'm always nervous when Japanese companies say they're trying to follow the style of Western companies. 
 
YK: I think the same way. So for example Ueda-san who we were speaking about earlier, and Keiichirou Toyama of Gravity Daze,899 creators like that don't just imitate people, they create their own style. I think we need to pay them a lot of respect. As long as we continue to respect and take proper care of people like that, then I think Japanese videogames definitely have a future.
 
JS: You mentioned Gravity Daze - what happened to the original PS3 version? I don't have a PS Vita.
 
YK: <laughs> Actually it was me who changed that! <embarrassed laugh> I put a lot of thought into that, and it was a hard decision, but that's how I decided to handle it. I was in charge of deciding on and bulking up the line-up for the PS Vita.900 That was one reason.
 
JS: Some people bought a Vita just for Gravity Daze. 
 
YK: I did think that if we could have been able to get the proper people for the team, then it would have been better to have made both versions - for both systems - and make it a cross-platform release. But Japan Studio901 said we just don't have enough people for that.
 
JS: We're coming up to time. Thank you for today! Is there anything you recommend I see at TGS?
 
YK: You're most welcome. <laughs> Hmm, what to see? I wasn't really able to see much of anything today.
 
JS: I had a look at the new Ryu ga Gotoku.902
 
YK: <English> The new Yakuza, right!
 
JS: But the queue is sooo long!
 
YK: Really?! <laughs> If you come really early tomorrow morning you might be able to play it. You have to come really early in the morning.
 
~In memory of~
 

 
OKAWA, Isao
 
19 May 1926 ~ 16 March 2001 (74)
 
Isao Okawa was born in Osaka, Japan, the second son of an Osaka clothing material wholesaler. After graduating from Waseda University, Tokyo, in 1948 as an engineering major, he was bedridden for eight years by tuberculosis. After his recovery he formed a technology company, which in 1968 became CSK Holdings Corporation. Mr Okawa amassed a considerable fortune and was a major stockholder in more than 30 Japanese technology companies. He became chairman of Sega Enterprises in 1984 when CSK purchased a controlling share in Sega Enterprises Ltd. Development teams in CSK would go on to produce Sega's Mega Drive, Saturn, and Dreamcast consoles.
Mr Okawa was the chairman of Sega from 1984 until his death in 2001 and a philanthropist of technology. His charitable organisation the Okawa Foundation, established 22 August 1986, provided financial support for numerous technology companies including MIT and Sega. Since 1992 the Okawa Prize, ¥10 million and a gold medal, is given to researchers and faculty who have made outstanding contributions to the information and telecommunications fields. In 1995, Mr Okawa also organized the world's first Junior Summit initiative in Tokyo to help create a better future for children, and in 1998 established the Children's Art Museum and Park in Kyoto, Japan.
Dedicated to the success of Sega he personally supplied Sega with $40 million for the production of the Dreamcast. He pushed for the Dreamcast to operate over a network, and his ideas continue to influence Sega's software. After the failure of the console, Mr Okawa made the decision for Sega to abandon the hardware business and to pursue independent software development. Before he died, Mr Okawa forgave Sega's debts to him and returned all his shares of Sega and CSK stock as a gift to help the company survive the restructuring process from a hardware manufacturer to a software developer.
He died at the Tokyo University Medical Hospital on 16 March, 3:47 P.M., of congestive heart failure after a long battle with cancer. He was 74.
Devin MONNENS, academic and admin for the IDGA memorial page
 
He was a man of great vision, who dedicated his energy and his many abilities to whatever task he undertook. He always maintained a strong sense of responsibility, always ready to listen and explore new ideas. He was an inspiration to the younger staff as well as management of Sega. He was a man with charisma, who loved music and good conversation. 
David & Masako ROSEN (via The Ultimate History of Video Games book by Steven Kent)
 
As one would expect, if you've met him or sat across a conference table from him, he did everything, even his passing away, in a very organised and dignified manner. I was privileged enough to go over two weeks ago to Japan to take part in the corporate funeral, which was attended by over 6'000 people, including [Nobuyuki] Idei-san, chairman of Sony, and [Ken] Kutaragi-san, president of Sony Computer Entertainment. It was an incredible affair that laid testimony to the effect that this man has had on the industry in Japan.
Peter MOORE, then Chief Operating Officer, Sega of America, (via The Ultimate History of Video Games book)
 
 



 
Email from journalist and game developer 
Tim Rogers
(July 2013)
 

 
I was looking at your article on Bulk Slash for HG101.903 You talk about the devs, CAProduction, and how people don't know much about them. One of the titles they released was the official Nintendo minigame collection
Wii Play: Motion - the "Wii Play" of the Motion Plus controller!
They developed that directly for Nintendo.904 If you look at the works list on the company website,905 you'll see that "Hudson" is the publisher for all of their games pre-1998. After 1998 you'll notice several games with redacted titles, and in the "genre / publisher" section for these redacted-title games are the labels "party game / development support". So - and I know this through some anecdotal conversations which happened here in Japan - CAProduction is the grunt work developer of the Mario Party games, "support"ing Nintendo, and Hudson. 
It's not uncommon for Japanese development to go that way - Nintendo contracts Hudson and gives them a bunch of money; Hudson keeps a large sum of the money, develops some of the game themselves, and uses the rest of the money to buy the support of a studio! So, yes, CAP are like Tose in that they have been a support team.906 I don't know how many people they are, though! Notice that the Mario Party series' most recent release was in 2012 - now look at the Hudson Soft page on Wikipedia: Hudson Soft was absorbed fully into Konami in 2012! It is safe to say that they are not making a Mario Party game at this exact second.907
It sort of scares me to think that the makers of such a neat, confident game as Bulk Slash would end up "settling down" into a position wherein they slapped together minigames for Mario Party, though it seems to make a fair deal of sense, and from what I hear Nintendo pays well. Anyway, that's what I know, and it's all I know! So if you want to learn more about them, Mario Party is probably the place to start!
I feel like a series such as Mario Party experiences development through a sort of assembly line of multiple studios, and Nintendo, being pretty weird about secrecy, never talks about who all the groups in the "assembly line" are. So it's possible CAP turned into just another "parts supplier" of game development - like Tose.
There are, for example, tiny consultation groups in Tokyo who write you ready-made level design documents for your game. It's so weird working with them. When I was at Grasshopper Manufacture they consulted with a company called Sarugakucho who kept emailing us documents every day; the documents got more and more detailed: "This is a factory level; you can swing on chains; there's a man with a sheep's head and if you kill him this door over here opens" - and it's just a spreadsheet with cell widths / colours altered in a way to make them look like an old RPG map. They just came up with ideas out of nowhere and sent them over! I never met anyone who worked there, we never used their documents, and I don't think they ever knew what our game actually was. I'm pretty sure Grasshopper paid them lots of money, though. I think there's a point to that anecdote there! 
Tim Rogers, http://actionbutton.com/
 
 
Sega AI Computer
 
From: http://segaretro.org/Sega_AI_Computer
"The Sega AI Computer is an extremely rare computer released in Japan by Sega in 1986. The unit was ahead of its time though did not sell in large numbers. Plans were to bring this system to North America in 1987 under the name SEGA DI 8300, but this never materialised.
"The Sega AI Computer features a number of different modules including a keyboard for programming, a graphics tablet, a speech recognition device and a music composer. It runs software stored on Sega Cards, physically identical to those used in the SG-1000 II, Sega Mark III, and the original model of the Master System.
"Software for the computer was released from 1986 to 1988, and includes educational games. The only other computer manufactured by Sega was the SC-3000, released in 1983."
 
CSK Group and its Research Institute
 
From http://segaretro.org/CRI_Middleware_Co._Ltd.
"CRI Middleware, formerly known as CSK Research Institute Corp. (CSK‘‡Œ¤‹†Š), was set up to function as a research institute for the CSK group in 1988, whose primary holding was Sega. That year, the company developed Japan's first CD-ROM software, After Burner for the Fujitsu FM Towns. In 1993 the institute took part in the development of the Sega Saturn. CRI developed the Saturn's BIOS, development tools, and supplied technical support. In 1996, CRI Sofdec (formerly CRI MPEG Sofdec) and CRI ADX were formed. It also developed games for the Mega Drive, Mega CD, 32X, Saturn, and Dreamcast.
"On 30 September 1999, CSK sold its 100% interest in CSK Research Institute to Isao Okawa for ¥778 million. When Sega was splitting off its divisions into separate companies in 2000, CRI merged with the AM2 division. In 2001 CRI was rebranded as the middleware developer CRI Middleware Co. Ltd. Their customers have included Microsoft, Electronic Arts, Nintendo, Capcom, Konami, Namco Bandai Games, Atari Infogrames, Sony Computer Entertainment, Square-Enix, and Bungie."
 
 Abridged portfolio: 
After Burner - (FM Towns, 19xx)
Turbo Out Run - (FM Towns, 1989)
After Burner II - (FM Towns, 1989)
Last Survivor - (FM Towns, 1990)
Galaxy Force II - (FM Towns/MD, 1991)  
After Burner III - (FM Towns/MCD, 1992)
Dyna Brothers - (MD, 1992)
Mega Lo Mania - (MD, 1993)
Dyna Brothers 2 - (MD, 1993)
Yumimi Mix - (FM Towns, 1993)             
Puyo Puyo - (FM Towns, 1994)
Wing Commander - (MCD, 1994)
CRI Gokan Pack - (FM Towns, 1994)
Zaxxon's Motherbase 2000 - (32X, 1995)
Virtual On - (Saturn, 1996)             
AeroWings - (DC, 1999)
Virtual-On: Oratorio Tangram - (DC, 1999)
 
 



YOSHINARI, Takato
DOB: 9 February 1949 / Birthplace: Tokushima Prefecture / Blood Type: AB
 

 
 
Curated Portfolio Highlights
 
This was not easy to compile, and it is not so much a list of games Takato Yoshinari is credited on, but rather a list of prominent or interesting titles which his company, Success Corporation, was somehow involved in. It's super complicated because the company also licensed big hitters by other developers and publishers, such as Metal Gear   Solid 2, in order to publish (or republish) on alternate platforms. Basically, with considerably over a thousand games to its name, even a curated list is going to be inadequate at best. Please note that most dates are from the company's Excel file, though often these differ from MobyGames. Some of the more obscure titles are omitted since it was not possible to find English equivalent names (most appear to be mahjong variants credited to other companies). Unreleased games are taken from the company's 40th anniversary timeline page. Visit the website for all 1'400+ released titles:
www.success-corp.co.jp/developments/works
 
1983 - Play Ball - ARC      
1984 - Othello - ARC            
1985 - Suzume no Oyado - ARC
1985 - BIG 10 - ARC
1986 - Super Othello - ARC
1987 - Shanghai - ARC            
1988 - Life Designer - PC-98      
1989 - Shanghai II      - ARC            
1989 - Kyukyoku no Othello      - ARC                  
1989 - Par Para Diving - ARC
1990  - Final Gate - ARC (unreleased)
1990 - Ryu Kyu (Solitaire Poker) - ARC
1991 - Samurai Girl - ARC (unreleased)
1991 - Cotton: Fantastic Night Dreams - ARC                        
1992 - OOParts - ARC (unreleased)
1992 - DCon - ARC (unreleased)
1993 - Cotton: Fantastic Night Dreams - X68000
1993 - Cotton 100% - SFC            
1993 - Keeper - X68000
1994 - Keeper - SFC
1994 - Panorama Cotton - MD      
1994 - RPG Tsukuru: Super Dante - SFC            
1994 - Hebereke's Popoon -??? - website listing      
1995 - Poppoito Hebereke - SAT                  
1995 - RPG Tsukuru 2 - SFC
1996 - 3D Shooting Tsukuru      - PS1      
1996 - Music Tsukuru Kanaderu - SFC
1996 - Sound Novel Tsukuru      - SFC
1997 - Sound Novel Tsukuru 2 - PS1
1997 - RPG Tsukuru 3 - PS1
1997 - Sound Novel Tsukuru      - SAT
1997 - Cotton 2 - ARC / SAT
1998 - Music Tsukuru Kanaderu 2 - PS1
1998 - Cotton 2 Tenkomori      - Win
1998 - Cotton Boomerang - ARC / SAT
1998 - Simple 1500 The Mahjong, Shogi, Gomoku Narabe, Reversi, Igo... -PS1
1999 - Simple 1500 The Chess / The Billiard - PS1            
1999 - Cotton Original - PS1
2000 - Rainbow Cotton - DC            
2000 - Cotton - NGP
2000 - Dezaemon Kids! (re-release) - PS1
2000 - Psyvariar -Medium Unit- - ARC
2000 - Psyvariar -Revision-      - ARC
2002 - Keeper - PS1
2003 - Cotton 100% - PS1      
2003 - Magical Pachinko Cotton - PS2
2003 - CR Cotton      - Pachinko
2003 - Shepherd's Crossing      - PS2
2002 - Psyvariar: Complete Edition - PS2      
2003 - Psyvariar 2: The Will to Fabricate - ARC
2004 - Psyvariar 2: The Will to Fabricat - DC/PS2/Xbox
2005 - Poppoito Hebereke - Mobile
2005 - Metal Saga - PS2
2006 - Metal Saga: Season of Steel - NDS
2007 - Operation Darkness      - X360
2007 - Rondo of Swords - NDS
2008 - Shepherd's Crossing 2 - NDS
2009 - Shepherd's Crossing      - PSP
2010 - Metal Saga: new Frontier - Online
2015 - Metal Saga: The Ark of Wastes - Mobile
    * Solitaire not listed on company website
 
Interview with Takato YOSHINARI
4 October 2013, Success Corporation, Tokyo / Duration: 1h 30m
 
Given that Success Corporation is currently celebrating its 40th anniversary, holding back this interview for V3 was perfect timing. Interviewing Mr Yoshinari was actually a fortuitous but unexpected event - he happened to be available the same day I interviewed Masayuki Suzuki and Satoshi Nakai at the Success office in Tokyo (see V2). 
Coming up with a list of questions was tricky since, being the company's founder and president, he has a credit on pretty much everything the company put out. As I discovered, he was also responsible for some extremely important decisions for which there are no credits. Most notably Mr Yoshinari created Japan's Simple Series of games, which is usually attributed to D3Publisher. Beyond this he offered valuable insight into Japanese industry business practices, how arcades generate profit, the danger of patent trolling, region-locking, corporate cross-licensing, and so much more. Something I didn't even realise until the time was that Success developed not only RPG Maker titles, but "Maker" titles for other genres, such as shooting and adventures.
The company also underwent a transition from arcade to computer to console to mobile and online developer, running the gamut of developing for every genre imaginable and for just about every games system that exists. This is not an exaggeration - I was given an Excel file with 1'273 numbered titles produced by the company, right up to that moment in 2013. The only hardware I could not see was Virtual Boy; even the 3DO was listed! At the time of editing this interview in late 2017 the number had risen to over 1'400. That list was all in Japanese, but contained dates of release, game title, what kind of licensing deal it was under, the hardware format, and sales price. This has now been given to Simon Carless of MobyGames. 
To commemorate 40 years in the industry, at the time of writing Success Corporation has a series of web articles online, with a detailed timeline and portfolio, interviews, archive images and scans, plus other goodies. The portal can be accessed here: www.success-corp.co.jp/info/40th_anniversary/
 
TY:
<showing cabinets filled with games by Success - laughs> That's not all of them, it's just part of them.
 
JS: <shocked> Let me get some photographs of this!
 
TY: How many companies are you interviewing?
 
JS: A lot! More than 80 people.
 
TY: I see.
 
JS: Yesterday I visited Eighting and former Compile staff.
 
TY: Right, Compile. It's nice to hear that name again.
<discussion on day's schedule>
 
TY: Our company's policy is: always be five minutes before the scheduled time!
<laughs>
 
JS: What was the first game you saw?
 
TY: Hmm... There was a "ping pong" game sold by Sears, through their catalogue and telephone shopping.908 So they were selling those games through their catalogue, and I saw a similar game being sold in Japan. So that was the first game I had ever seen.
 
JS: Were you outside of Japan at the time?
 
TY: I was inside Japan.
 
JS: What was the first game you worked on?
 
TY: There is a game called Play Ball.909 There's a poster on the wall outside, and reference material in this folder. <puts on table> This is it.
 
JS: <photographing folder> Can you recall the moment you had the urge to work in this industry?
 
TY: Yes, immediately after Space Invaders came out.910
 
JS: Please describe Success' origins.
 
TY: Our company was founded 35 years ago, right after the game Space Invaders was a breakout hit for Japanese game centers. "Consumer games" didn't yet exist in those days - videogames were played in arcades. The business model was that arcade operators purchased physical  coin-op machines from manufacturers, and placed them in game centers, cafes, and so on. The operator and the business where the games were placed would split the proceeds. That was the business model at the time.
 
JS: English records of games released by Success are incomplete. <looks through folder> Are these all of them?
 
TY: That is correct. We were the ones who developed this game, Play Ball, but we licensed out what we had made to a company called Copac.911 So we gave them the selling rights to it. So that's why you see the company name Copac on this flyer. 
 
JS: It's great you kept and framed the old design docs.
 
TY: I drew all of this by myself. <points to wall frame>
 
JS: Do you miss the days of being hands on like that?
 
TY: Yes I do.
 
JS: It's so different today to how it was 35 years ago.
 
TY: Yes, very much so. The experience of developing games back then was totally different from the experience of developing games for PCs or home consoles now. The business was all about developing arcade games, which meant doing everything from scratch - we'd have to design the whole machine, starting with the circuits and then moving on to the motherboard. Once that was done, we'd need to get all the necessary IC chips, and install them by hand. Then when it was up and running, we'd finally upload the software. I still have the circuit layout for that particular baseball game over there!
 
JS: How many units did you make of it?
 
TY: Only about 100 units, for the initial phase. It was a big failure.
 
JS: An original board must be quite a collector's item.912
 
TY:
<laughs> Oh, I should have kept one then!
 
JS: Did Success develop a lot of games which they were never credited for?
 
TY: Yes, we were developing or making games as an outsource company.
 
JS: Outsourcing is fascinating. Do you have a list?
 
TY: I can give you the list. <gives 13-page print-out; 1'273 games by Success, from 1983 to 2013> This is a comprehensive list. This is yours to keep.
 
JS: Thank you very much. Can I publish this?
 
TY: Well, the titles which I must not disclose are not on this list - so whatever is on this list you can use. I did not list any of the games we cannot disclose. I whited out the boxes on the Excel file for the titles that we cannot reveal our involvement with.913
 
JS: Tose also does a lot of secretive outsourcing.
 
TY: Yes, Tose are a 100% outsourcing company.914
 
JS: Yes. They don't like revealing anything.
 
TY:
<laughs> Because they work behind the scenes!
 
JS: Can I remove flyers from their plastic sleeves?
 
TY: Yes, please. Back then when we produced that Sega game,915 we were able to use Sega's motherboard.
 
JS: Rather than starting from scratch?
 
TY: That's correct.
 
JS: With arcade development, it seems for the company which makes the arcade game, their only point of profit is when they sell the units to an arcade operator, who can then theoretically generate limitless profit.
 
TY: Yes, so the manufacturers basically can only profit when they sell the games to the operators. That's correct.
 
JS: To me that sounds like a bad way to make profit; almost like the operators exploited developers. Can you recall figures for selling arcade units?
 
TY: We did not sell the completed games ourselves - our job was just to produce the motherboards. The price per unit varied a fair amount, but it typically fell between 100'000 and 200'000 yen.
 
JS: Perhaps Success' most well known series are the Cotton shooters, starting in 1991.916 How many games did Success make until then?
 
TY: Let's have a look at that list... So the first game was Play Ball, which we discussed earlier, and the Cotton series came out in... So we released Cotton specifically for arcades in 1991. So it took us eight years to get to this point. <taps list>
 
JS: How did the game come about? Did you sign off on an idea, or did you request its development?
 
TY: For Cotton? It was a proposal by one of our employees.
 
JS: Any interesting recollections about that first game?
 
TY: For Cotton? Hmm... To be honest, the first version of Cotton that we made wasn't all that warmly received within the company. So we set about to try to make it better, and added a whole bunch of stuff. The biggest changes were visual - we made a new title screen, and added the event scenes that are shown in each stage. Effectively, we added the story long after the game was made! <laughs>
 
JS: Was this version only shown to staff?
 
TY: Yes, that's right. An internal version.
 
JS: Fascinating. Outside Japan there's quite a few series fans. <shows various photos of collections>
 
TY:
<laughs> I see! <points> I don't even remember that we did this image. This picture or visual, was not done by us - it was drawn by somebody else. This is the packaging for the PC Engine... <laughs> Well, we may have or we may not have, but I've forgotten. This took place a long time ago. You can check with the people upstairs, to see if we did it or not.
 
JS: Panorama Cotton on Mega Drive was by SunSoft?917
 
TY: The publisher was SunSoft, yes. But I think the development of the game took place internally, in-house at our company.
 
JS: Whose idea was it for the Cotton teacups?
 
TY: Back then there used to be a computer called the X68000. I think in selling this product, I think the publisher was not Success but another company called Electronic Arts Victor.918 Yes, there was a company, Electronic Arts Victor. <shows box> Here's the X68000 version. When we sold this game we came up with this teacup idea.919
 
JS: I believe there were only 300 cups made?
 
TY: Hmm... I don't remember how many there were, but...
 
JS: I'm trying to clarify if the teacup was produced three times. First with brown ink, apparently 300. Then blue ink for Cotton Original, but an unknown number. Apparently a Cotton 2 cup was also made, but an unknown amount.
 
TY:
<laughs> I'm honestly not sure. Unfortunately I don't have those figures on record anywhere.
 
JS: Would you be surprised if I said that in terms of collectors, those cups are some of the rarest items and sell for a lot on auction?920
 
TY: Wow! <laughs> Yes, I am aware that when the teacups are sold on auction in Japan, in the past, they fetched a very expensive price.
JS: Do you have any I could photograph?
 
Masayuki Suzuki: I'll go check.
 
TY:
<to Suzuki - jovially> You can call them upstairs and ask. One of our colleagues may have them.
 
JS: A world first - all three cups side-by-side.
 
TY: No, sadly that won't happen. They only have one or two of the three cups.
 
JS: Recently the character Cotton appeared in a game by Success, Itsuwari no Rondo.921
 
TY: Is that the case? <laughs>
 
JS: Like a cameo.
 
TY: Yes, we kind of have fun by adopting old characters in our newer games.
 
JS: Any chance we might see another Cotton game?
 
TY: Yes, there is a chance. <nods> Yes.
 
JS: A compilation of older titles?
 
TY: What do you mean compilation?
 
JS: For example, Westone put all of their Wonder Boy games on one DVD.
 
TY: So far we don't have any intention of releasing a compilation of the games.
 
JS: But you still retain all the rights to them?
 
TY: Yes.
 
JS: You obviously had a strong business relationship with SunSoft...
 
TY: ...In the past, yes.
 
JS: They published Cotton, while you acquired the license for SunSoft's Popoitto Hebereke.922
 
TY: We dealt with the Shanghai series as well.923 I think Shanghai came out on the Macintosh, originally? And then at some point it was ported to the Japanese PC-98 computer format. One of our employees had a friend at the company that did the localisation and marketing for the PC-98 version, and he got a copy of the game through that contact. He brought it into the office so everyone could play it during breaks. At least, it was supposed to be only during breaks, but they were constantly coming back to work late because they were playing that game!
I figured if my employees were so passionate about the game, maybe we should turn it into an arcade game? But when we tried to get the license, we learned that Sunsoft already had it. However, when Sunsoft found out we were interested, they asked us to develop it for them. That's this one here. <points to flyer> At the time, we didn't have a motherboard that would have been good enough for the game. So we had to make both the hardware and the software within a  six-month deadline. And we did.
 
<Masayuki Suzuki returns from the upper floors>
 
Masayuki Suzuki: Unfortunately those who own the cups, they keep them at home and they don't have any in the office today.
 
JS: That's OK. I've brought signature books, could you pass them around the staff?
 
TY: We have this many employees. <waves arm at the many games displayed - laughs> We actually have 240 employees altogether.
 
JS: Wow! Might be tricky...

 
<everyone laughs>
 
TY: So if we can just select a few employees who are still on board, who were in charge of Cotton, you might want to ask them.
 
JS: Thank you. I also wanted to ask about Operation Darkness on X360.
 
TY: Ah, yes! Ken Ogura is still with us; we can call him a bit later.
 
JS: I believe the development started on PlayStation 2 and then shifted to X360?
 
TY: All actual development was done on the X360, in fact.
 
JS: In an interview, Ogura described starting on PS2...
 
TY: That was the original plan, yes, but we never began actual development on the PS2.
 
JS: In the year 2000, Success made an arcade game called Psyvariar.924 It had a unique gimmick, the "Buzz" system,925 which encouraged players to get close to enemy fire.
 
TY: Yes, where you have to touch the enemy just briefly.
 
JS: Then in 2001, a year later, Shikegami no Shiro by Alfa System came out.926 It had a similar "Tension Bonus System", which encouraged players to get close to danger.927 Do you feel Alfa System copied Success?
 
TY:
<laughs> Yes, I believe they did copy our idea.
 
JS: Any further comments? There's a lot of debate on patenting design ideas. For example Sega has a patent on using a 3D arrow, such as for Crazy Taxi.928 Did you consider taking legal action against Alfa System?
 
TY:
<laughs> No, we have no intention of suing. In Japan, the game maker that is most aggressive about protecting their ideas is Konami. Personally, I am extremely opposed to the way Konami operates. I do not believe we should be patenting methods and ideas, or filing lawsuits against developers who innovate based on the work of other developers. 
 
JS: A commendable attitude. Litigation for patent violation cripples creativity. Progress comes from groups improving on each other's ideas. 
 
TY: Yes, I agree.
 
JS: During my research, I found a game by Success called 3D Shooting Tsukuru.929
 
TY: Yes, we developed that game, 3D Shooting Tsukuru, upon request from ASCII back then. 
We first began by coming up with RPG Tsukuru. Then we came up with Music Tsukuru Kanadehru, Sound Novel Tsukuru - the "tsukuru" series came in all sorts of variations.930

 
JS: Success worked on the original RPG Tsukuru?
 
TY: Yes, on RPG Tsukuru for the Super Famicom.931
 
JS:
RPG Tsukuru 3 on PS1 became RPG Maker in English.
 
TY: Yes. <pause, no follow up>
 
JS: RPG Tsukuru came out at a similar time to Dezaemon by Athena...932
 
TY: Ahh yes, Dezaemon, which was like a version of Shooting Tsukuru.933 Indeed. <brings out boxes of three SFC games in the series>
 
JS: Nice! Let's get a photo... Success made several in the Tsukuru series - I assume it did well?
 
TY: Oh yes, indeed. The Tsukuru series of games were all very popular.
 
JS: Let's talk about the SuperLite series. There's not much info in English. If I understand this correctly, you license pre-existing games in order to publish them a second time?
 
TY: Yes, that's true. Not all of them though. Some are published for the first time.
 
JS: What kind of criteria do you use when choosing already published games for republishing under the SuperLite label?
 
TY: So there used to be a similar series called the Simple Series, which we pitched to a company called Culture Publishers. That's what they were called back then, anyway - now they're known as D3. We made the series together. Culture Publishers served as the publisher and the face of the brand, while we handled development duties.934
The Simple Series turned out to be a big success. But due to circumstances at Culture Publishers, we were not able to sustain the relationship, and went our separate ways. So we didn't have much choice but to continue our work under a new brand, called SuperLite. 
 
JS: I know the Simple Series! One of my favourites was Chikyuu Boueigun.
 
TY: Yes, so both the Simple and the SuperLite series were ideas of mine, and we were working together with D3 up until midway through, when we became competitors all of a sudden.
 
JS: That's quite unusual - competing against one of your own creations...
 
TY: Yes, it was. And since the Simple series had a head start on the SuperLite series, we needed to produce a lot of titles quickly. Our plan was to compete by beating the Simple series with the size of our library. So we also acquired content from other companies. <shows award plaque for sales numbers> 
 
JS: Can I get a photo of you next to this?
 
TY:
<laughs> Sure.
 
JS: For the SuperLite re-releases, are the original games reprogrammed? Or is the data used in its original form?
 
MS: In some cases we've added... <gets interrupted>
 
TY: In most cases we use the original data. If we made changes, it was usually just to things like the title screen.
 
JS: So the save data from the original version should be compatible with the reprint?
 
MS: With some titles yes, with some titles no.
 
JS: Do you play games yourself?
 
TY: I personally like the game Nameko Daihanshuku on 3DS.935
<laughs> Nameko is like a sticky type of mushroom, and it's propagating immensely. It's a puzzle game. It's only a recent game, so has not gone overseas yet. This is it. <shows> So we adopted a character which was used in a NDS game, called Ozawa Rina.936 This is currently only being sold in Japan, but sales have exceeded 70'000 already.937
 
JS: Regarding the 3DS... The previous system, NDS, allowed anyone to play a game bought in any country. <explains...> But with the 3DS, region locking was implemented. <explains...> How do you feel about region locking?
 
TY: I was not aware of that. I imagine it's for reasons related to game piracy.
 
JS: Not sure how it prevents piracy. It prevents importing. The only solution is to buy a 3DS from all three regions.


TY: Hmm... <long pause for thought> Well, I'm hearing this for the first time. So I've learned about this "regional blocking" system for the first time now. So I'm not sure what to say.
 
JS: Suzuki-san, have you heard of region locking?
 
Masayuki Suzuki: Yes. But if you're asking me the reason why, I can only speculate. One possibility is that Nintendo USA, and Nintendo Europe, and Nintendo Japan are all separate entities. So I believe they might be doing this in order not to eat into each other's market shares or territory.
And then another possibility is as a prevention measure against "magicom".938 Do you know magicom? It is a system where the data from a particular game or software will be extracted and shared free of charge. So it may be to prevent that. So even if the data is extracted from software overseas, it cannot be played on the Japanese machine or vice versa. They're trying to make things more complicated so they can prevent that from happening. At one point, Nintendo was exerting strong effort to prevent Japanese companies manufacturing magicom from gaining prevalence. So basically they would sue those companies in order to prevent the systems being circulated. So maybe that's why Nintendo implemented region locking, in order to complicate things for them.
 
JS: I can understand that. But it encourages people to buy three systems!
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: How many games would you say Success started development on, but then went unreleased? 
 
TY:
<long pause> There were several... But there were only a few.939
 
JS: Any unreleased Cotton games?
 
TY: No.
 
JS: Does the company still have all the data from unreleased games?
 
TY: No. I don't think we keep any of the ones which fall through midway.
 
JS: The data is deleted?
 
TY: Yes, that's right.
 
JS: That's a shame. 
 
TY: Not really.
 
JS: If 10 people worked on something for two years, that's 20 years worth of work. 
 
TY:
<laughs> Yes, in a way.
 
JS: What three games that Success has been involved in, are you proudest of?
 
TY: Hmm... <long pause> We have over 1'000 titles, and I can only choose three? <laughs>
Well the recent one is a browser game. This is being provided by Yahoo's Mobage at the moment.940

And then another is called Hitsuji Mura.941
And Ring Dream.942
And Metal Saga.943
I would point to those titles as our proudest accomplishments. They feature new elements, but also fully benefit from the know-how we've gained working on our many previous titles.
Then there's the Nameko series, which is what we're probably most famous for in the eyes of the general public. You probably saw the huge stuffed mushroom outside my office. That series has over 30 million downloads globally. Can you take a picture of me and the mushroom outside? This is the Nameko. <laughs - points> These are variations of the Nameko mushrooms. We have 200 different kinds of mushrooms!
JS: Incredible. I wanted to ask about Metal Saga. It was developed by Success, but according to Wikipedia a company called Crea-Tech944 was involved?
 
TY: Data East used to publish a series called Metal Max, but when the publisher folded, some of their staff came and asked if we would be interested in buying the rights to the series. And we did.
 
JS: Was that Hiroshi Miyaoka?945
 
TY: No, no. I meant the staff from Data East approached Success. These are the rights that the publisher held. Crea-Tech was the company that did the planning for   the series; they never held any rights to it themselves.
 
<chitchat about forms and blood types on profiles>
 
TY: How long have you been a journalist?
 
JS: About nine years. I brought a magazine. <shows it> I've also worked on books.
 
TY:
<looks inside at staff sketches> Ah, is that you? Your hair is different!
 
JS: <laughs> Yes, and I shaved. I thought I should look professional for these interviews.
 
<describes Castlevania IV interview in Retro Gamer>
 
TY: By Konami, right. <flips through> This is a book I want to give you, as a present. Even though it's in Japanese.39 This is a book on how to write a videogame design proposal. (right)
 
JS: Thank you - excellent!
 
TY: This book contains original design documents for the browser games that Success services. All the original proposals and game designs are included in this book. There's also Metal Saga in here.
 
JS: It takes readers through how a game is formed?
 
TY:
<flips through> So we have the game proposal, and the people who wrote the proposal - the planners. So these are a compilation of interviews that were conducted with the planners here. 
 
MS: So interviews conducted with people who actually came up with the proposals.
 
TY: We also have the financial figures at the end of the book, indicating how many subscribers our browser games have and what the retention rate is, and how many have dropped off. Then from who we were able to generate money. And these are the actual charts that we use internally here at Success. This is how we do things these days.
 
JS: It's rare for companies to share actual figures. 
 
TY: Ah, but actually the figures in the charts are not the real numbers. But the forms that are contained within the book are the ones we really use!
 
JS: Thank you very much!
 
<discussion on interviews for the rest of the day>
 
 
Simple Series & SuperLite
 
The Simple Series is a wide-ranging collection of games across multiple formats sold at a budget price, credited to D3Publisher; usually original games made cheaply, though in rare instances reprints. Many were low-quality, or simple things like card games, but the franchise did produce some true gems (it's probably best known for birthing the Chikyuu Boueigun or Earth Defence Force series). Games containing the kinds of wacky spaced-out ideas which although fun, would be tough to get green lit. According to http://fuji.drillspirits.net/simple/ which attempts to catalogue all of them, there were over 100 releases on PS1 and 120 on PS2.
What I didn't realise at the time of interviewing is that Takato Yoshinari of Success actually came up with the Simple Series, and indeed his company created 10 of the initial line-up on PS1. While he never explained the split from Culture Publishers / D3, Success branched off and produced the SuperLite 1500 and 2000 ranges, for PS1 and PS2. While many were original works, quite a few were budget rereleases of previously full-priced games (far more so than the Simple Series), licensed from their respective publishers, repackaged and sometimes modified, and then brought back to market.
 
 
 
Unreleased Success Games
 

 
Curiously, while Mr Yoshinari tried to downplay the existence of any unreleased games, about four years after this interview, for the company's 40th anniversary, the website featured a timeline which listed at least four unreleased arcade games: Final Gate, Samurai Girl, OOParts, and DCon. Short entries were written for each by Beep (see Takayuki Komabayashi interview), and all are from the early 1990s. It seems there was a spate of cancelled arcade projects all around the same time! Cutesy action-platformer Samurai Girl is especially interesting since it predates Cotton and seems to be the first appearance of the eponymous character. 
Amazingly the first three unreleased games ended up in the possession of one man - arcade collector Shou (http://shoutime.tumblr.com) - which is where I got all these screens. He has an enormous collection of unreleased arcade games; on the ArcadeOtaku forum he alluded to there being rural warehouses in Japan stockpiled with old arcade boards which were manufactured by never distributed. Be sure to check out his Tumblr and Patreon, where he is trying to fund the dumping and release of games. 
Samurai Girl is a platformer. Final Gate and DCon are both shooters. Shou describes OOParts as similar to Devilish (so a fancy hybrid of pinball and Breakout).
 
Final Message for Success' 40th Anniversary
 
From June of 2017 we have entered our 40th term. The number of games developed and released so far (including LCD software, etc.) will be approximately 1'400. Some names have faded away and been forgotten, while other titles were supported by many players. As of now, more than 1 million users are playing the games we worked on. Our mission is to make more enjoyable and enrich the lives of players by providing colour, giving comfort, being sometimes enthusiastic, sometimes taking pride.
To create such content you need competent planners, graphic designers, sound creators, and programmers. You cannot have low skilled staff. Because, I don't think anyone wants to play something made by ordinary people. What everyone always asks for is better, more interesting, more moving, personal experiences. So we are gathering and cultivating professional creators who are keen on research, enthusiastic, with high skills, and can create high-level work that customers feel satisfied with. Although we are still in the middle of our journey, I would like to pursue this ideal for as long as the company survives.
 
~In memory of~
 
 
NAKAMURA, Masaya
 
24 December 1925 ~ 22 January 2017 (91)
 
Masaya Nakamura was founder of Namco, the legendary developer behind a long list of classics from Pac-Man (1980) to Ridge Racer (1993) and beyond. Originally founded as Nakamura Seisakusho in 1955, the company was renamed Nakamura Manufacturing in 1959. Later Nakamura Manufacturing Company would form the acronym NAMCO. 
It began operations with the installation of two rocking horse rides on a department store rooftop, growing in scope before branching into developing arcade games in the 1970s. Namco bought Atari Japan from Nolan Bushnell, gaining the exclusive license to distribute Atari games in Japan, and also went on to develop in-house some of the most successful videogames around. 
In 2002 he stepped down as company CEO, taking on a ceremonial role. In 2005 Namco merged with Bandai. In 2007 the Japanese government awarded Masaya Nakamura the "Order of the Rising Sun, Gold Rays with Rosette".
For a lot of wonderful anecdotes about and quotes from the man himself, check out Steven Kent's The Ultimate History of Video Games, from page 74 onwards. Masaya Nakamura's personal recollections are exquisite.
 
HG101 presents: the Cotton series
 

 
 
Created by a small company named Success and marketed in the arcades by Sega, Cotton is a cutesy shoot-em-up series of roughly seven main titles, all featuring a little witch. The early entries are fairly standard side-scrolling shmups, and mostly rely on the adorable pink-haired main character, who rides a broom, attacks with magic spells, and has one of the most hilarious death screams in all of gaming. The original game saw a release in America, but the rest stayed in Japan. Around this page are a look at four of the best titles in the series, taken from Hardcore Gaming 101, which are then discussed in the subsequent interview.
 
 
Fantastic Night Dreams: Cotton - Arcade, TurboGrafx-16 Super CD, PlayStation, X68000, Neo Geo Pocket Color (originally 1991)
 
The original Cotton is pretty standard shooting fare. For the most part, the system is very much like the original Darius games. You have a regular shot and a bomb button to attack enemies on the ground. Bad guys drop crystals of one of three different colours - yellow will increase your "experience" gauge (a fancy name for your primary weapon power), red will give you a dragon shot, and blue will give you a lightning shot. You can shoot these crystals midair to cycle through the colours like Twinbee. Unfortunately, whenever you get killed, your weapon level drops. Considering some of the enemies take several hits before exploding, dying too many times in a row can force you into an impossible position. The enemy attacks are relentless, and Cotton is a fairly large target, at least compared to other shooters. You can only continue once in a stage before starting over, making the game even more difficult. 
 
Marchen Adventure Cotton 100% - Super Famicom (1994), PlayStation (2003)
 
Cotton's only Nintendo outing, Marchen Adventure Cotton 100%, puts the colour palette of the Super Famicom to use with bright green forests, snow covered mountains, and gorgeous castles. One of the levels is even a cutesy reimagining of the second stage in the original Cotton - instead of fighting zombies in a graveyard, you fight pumpkin men who lob their heads at you. It's worth noting that Cotton 100% is the only game in the series that doesn't feature a scantily clad fairy at the end of each stage, just a cute picture of Cotton herself. The difficulty can be toned down so any newbie can beat it. The gameplay is pretty much the same as the original, although you now have three different magic spells you can switch between. 
 
 
Magical Night Dreams: Cotton 2 - Arcade, Saturn (originally 1997)
 
It's filled with gorgeous 2D graphics, especially the bosses which have limbs that animate independently. You still collect crystals, though there are now more magic spells. Crystals also determine the element of your primary weapon, similar to Soldier Blade. You also now have a life bar, making the game more forgiving. There are also "command" shots, which are executed via a fighting game-like motion. These can be used to fire in various directions, which is helpful for clearing out enemies above and below your character. Unfortunately, actually using them during play can be cumbersome.
You can also "seal" enemies, which encases them in a huge, floating orb. These can be picked up, carried as a shield, and tossed around the screen to destroy other enemies. There's also a 2P mode, which introduces Cotton's friend/foe Appli, another witch. The only real issue is that, like the original, the player sprite is simply way too large, and weaving through enemy fire can sometimes be an incredible pain. 
 
 
Magical Night Dreams: Cotton Boomerang - Arcade, Saturn (originally 1998)
 
Cotton Boomerang isn't quite a sequel - almost all of the enemies are similar to Cotton 2, and the levels are simply changed around a little bit - but it does completely overhaul the mechanics. You get to choose three out of eight possible characters, each with unique shot patterns and attacks. The life bar is gone, so one hit will kill you; each character is basically a "life". You can switch between characters a limited amount of times, each change acting like a power bomb. The experience bar is gone, so you automatically go up a level when you get a yellow crystal. Overall, it's hard to say that Cotton Boomerang is actually better than Cotton 2 - it's just different.
 
 
Konami is the worst company
 
Casey Loe provides some fascinating background to Takato Yoshinari's comment regarding Konami and patents: 
"Konami holds a number of overly broad patents in Japan, but one in particular is infamous in the game industry. Strangely, this doesn't seem to have ever been reported in the Western media. You know how in 3D games with a free camera, when a wall comes between the camera and your character, typically the wall becomes transparent? In Japan - and only in Japan - Konami held and aggressively defended a patent on that technique for 20 years, before it finally expired in 2016. This patent was utterly despised in Japan, especially by fans of the Monster Hunter series, who have identified it as the reason for the game's often-disorienting camera movement. Some consider this patent to be part of the reason that Japanese 3D games have been less competitive worldwide. Konami also holds a variety of patents on music games that many feel give them a stranglehold over the entire genre. They have filed numerous lawsuits against rival music-game makers, including Jaleco, Namco, and most famously Harmonix." 
A cursory search reveals the transparent wall patent was filed May 1996 (Japanese Patent Application number: 120607). Unable to confirm its expiry. The patent is so vague and all-encompassing, it's no wonder developers were annoyed. Rather than protecting inventors, these ridiculous patents cripple the industry - and possibly contributed to Japan's decline against the West!        https://astamuse.com/ja/published/JP/No/1997299613
 
How Arcades Work
 
Japan is a nice controlled environment to examine this, since from the beginning arcades generally always cost 100 yen per play, up until around 2009.
With games for home use a dev creates the software, then a publisher manufactures and distributes it, dividing profits. Sometimes the dev is also its own publisher. With arcades a developer makes the software, then a publisher / manufacturer builds the physical boards, and these are then sold either to distributors of arcade games which sell to arcades, or they're sold direct to arcades. Either way, there's an additional middleman sometimes two. The cost per arcade unit is considerably higher than a retail game, 20 times or even more, with arcade operators generating profit through individual coin drops per play.
Based on cost per unit, an arcade game would require between 1~2'000 plays, at 100 yen each, to cover purchase, after which it's mostly profit. But from a developer and publisher POV, this is bad business. Their revenues are up-front and guaranteed based on sales of the unit, irrespective of how well a game does or its popularity, but arcade operators could theoretically generate limitless profit. Something like Street Fighter II (1991) would be more profitable for game centers than Capcom itself - unless the dev / manufacturer also ran its own arcade (ie: Sega). This could disincentivise devs to make better games, since not only would their higher expenditure on creativity and resources only result in greater profit for operators, a major hit might discourage operators from buying subsequent new games - why update when profits are climbing?
All of this would be "what if" conjecture, were it not for Street Fighter II, which encountered all of the above. Public figures are sporadic across regions, but let's extrapolate. Noritaka Funamizu told EDGE that SFII units cost 160'000 yen (roughly £820) and they sold around 140'000 units. Contrast with the £1'000 per week UK earnings, claimed by David Snook of Coin Slot magazine, and it's apparent Capcom sort of screwed itself. According to Ste Curran, in 1992 the Champion Edition made Capcom $257 million; while Jaz Rignall quotes a $1.63 billion coin revenue. Capcom developed, manufactured, and distributed a game which arcade operators recouped the cost of in less than a week, dominating arcades until around 1995. During this time other arcade games were ignored and even cannibalised for spare parts, to make more SFII units. Sure, Capcom and other devs made a few million dollars selling arcade units, but those arcade units quite literally brought in billions of dollars, which devs never saw a penny of.
Joseph Redon comments: "I've wondered about the PCB business. Don't forget the cost to run an arcade: rent, staff, electricity etc. Some games weren't successful so every PCB is a risk. A big factor for the developer is the licensing for home conversions - a significant revenue! A healthy company was releasing a new PCB every two months or less, engineers were cheap too, so it was lucrative. No wonder the yakuza was in this business, as it was even more lucrative making copies. When demand was too high, companies would ask yakuza to make copies for them!" 
 



FUKUDA, Masahiro
 

Interview with Masahiro FUKUDA
04 October 2013, Tokyo / Duration: 23 minutes
 
I was introduced to Masahiro Fukuda by his Success colleague Masayuki Suzuki, who also later brought in Manabu Kenmochi, the packaging and character designer of Cotton. While Mr Kenmochi sat at the desk sketching the eponymous and cute pink-haired witch for my book of signatures, Mr Fukuda answered questions regarding his involvement with the series. MobyGames only has a few other credits for him besides Cotton, but none of them are particularly interesting.
JS: You worked on the Cotton series?
 
Masahiro Fukuda: Yes, I was one of the designers.
 
<everyone introduces themselves>
 
JS: Unfortunately the Success president, Mr Takato Yoshinari, wasn't very talkative regarding Cotton.
 
MF:
<laughs>
 
JS: I'm a fan of the series, and a friend of mine bought every version that's come out.
 
MF: Wow, that's incredible. Thank you!
 
JS: Let's have a surprise interview!
 
MF: No problem. Well, I wasn't involved in all of the titles. I was only involved with Cotton 100%, and Cotton 2, and Cotton Boomerang. So of the series I was only involved with these three titles which I mentioned.
 
JS: That's great! Were there any unreleased Cotton games?
 
MF: Hmm... Let me think. <pauses> To the best of my knowledge I don't think there were any unreleased games.
 
JS: Were you aware of their cult following in the West?
 
MF: No, not at all!
 
<shows merchandise photo>
 
JS: Apparently this teacup is one of the rarest collectibles in videogames.
 
MF: Ahh. Yes, you are right.
 
JS: Apparently there are 300 with the brown image...?
 
MF: Yes.
 
JS: But there was another with a blue image, and we don't know the numbers. Apparently there was also a teacup for Cotton 2, for which we don't know numbers.
 
MF: Ahhh... Let me try to remember how many we came up with. <pauses> So we had two different types of teacups that were printed in blue ink...
 
JS: Oh, two versions of the blue? I didn't realise that. <gives printout> Please keep this.
 
MF: Thank you. <long pause, no follow up on numbers>
 
JS: Please tell your colleagues that fans in the West want a new version of Cotton.
 
MF:
<laughs> Yes, I will.
 
JS: I think Cotton herself was a secret character in a recent Nintendo DS game?
 
MF: No, that's not the case I think?
 
JS: Yes, in Itsuwari no Rondo?946
 
Masayuki Suzuki: Yes, in Rondo!
 
MF: Oh, yes - you are correct.
 
JS: Fans love cameos like that. How about a compilation of the old games?
 
MF:
<laughs> Maybe!
 
JS: Can you sign my book - maybe draw a picture?
 
MF:
<intense laughter> Well I can't come up with a picture right at this point, right here!
 
<everyone laughs>
 
MF: Is it OK just to sign my name?
 
JS: Sure, but put "Cotton Designer" underneath.
 
Suzuki:
<to Fukuda> Hey, let's bring in another colleague of ours.
 
MF: Yeah, we could call in 'Mochi.
 
JS: Mochi?
 
Suzuki: Kenmochi-san.
 
MF: There's another gentleman by the name of Manabu Kenmochi. He was the package designer for Rainbow Cotton, among other things.
 
JS: The more signatures the merrier! Do you have any anecdotes from the development of Cotton?
 
MF: Yes, the games I had designed, Cotton 2 and Cotton Boomerang, were basically shooting games, but it had the characteristics or flavour of versus fighting games. So when designing these two shooters I referred to the then popular game Virtua Fighter.947 There's a thing called "Command Entry", and the system allows players to enter commands in a way which is similar to Virtua Fighter. <laughs> Because all of our staff loved playing Vitua Fighter! So we kind of secretly sneaked that characteristic into our own game. <laughs>
 
JS: Excellent! Readers love trivia like that.
 
MF: Thank you.
 
JS: When my photographer arrives, perhaps you'd like to have your photo taken?
 
MF: Oh, OK, that would be great.948
 
JS: Which Cotton game is your favourite?
 
MF: I would say that I like the first game, the original Cotton, the most.
 
JS: Oh, not your own? Some fans were disappointed when it went 3D for Panorama and Rainbow Cotton. Personally I prefer the 2D instalments.
 
MF: Right. <laughs> Yes. So we were reverted back to 2D when we did Cotton 2 and Boomerang.
 
JS: The last game in the series was a pachinko title?949
 
MF: Yes, that's right.
 
JS: <pauses> Has there been talk among staff of another shooter being made?
 
MF: Yes. Our president is enthusiastic about that. So I believe that as long as we can profit, or make money from it, then we should be able to release a new one.
 
JS: I read an article that it's difficult to make money on 2D shooters these days - the market is smaller than it was.
 
MF: Yes, exactly. You're right. But we still see possibilities in the smartphone market. The arcade game market is a tough one right now, but I think we can still make smartphone apps work.950
 
JS: What about download services, such as PlayStation Network or Xbox Live Arcade?
 
MF: Xbox Live Arcade might be another option, yes! I don't know about PlayStation Network though. But yes, that's another direction we might want to consider.
 
JS: Sony seems to be encouraging developers to produce smaller games specifically for download on PS4.
 
MF: Well, when it comes to the PlayStation, the development costs and royalty fees may be a bit of a challenge for us. But with Xbox we can do the development using Windows, which can reduce the cost. So that's another possibility.951
<Manabu Kenmochi arrives>
 
JS: Hajimemashite! I'm John from England.
 
Manabu Kenmochi:
Kenmochi desu.
 
JS: You did the packaging artwork?
 
MF: He was in charge of designing the package as well as the character herself.
 
Manabu Kenmochi:
<deep James Earl Jones voice - English> Yes.
 
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: Could you sign my signature book - maybe do a Cotton sketch?
 
MF: Can you come up with a sketch?
 
Manabu Kenmochi:
<laughs> Sure.
 
JS: Did you design the first, original Cotton character?
 
Kenmochi: I designed the visual scenes for Rainbow Cotton, and the pachinko release. In fact all the visuals for the pachinko game.
 
Suzuki: Let's move downstairs just now, because I've booked a meeting room for us.
 
<we sit and wait while he sketches>
 
JS: Do you play the games in the office?
 
MF: We don't play many games, do we?
 
Kenmochi:
<laughs> I don't play any games at the office myself.
 
MF: He has the whole page to himself, to draw, right?
 
JS: Yes, of course. 
 
Kenmochi: I'll draw another character.
 
JS: I asked Mr Yoshinari about various games, and he didn't want to say much about Cotton, but he spent about 20 minutes discussing Shanghai.952

 
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: No one really plays Shanghai in the West.
 
MF: I don't think the president remembers much about Cotton's development - I think that's why he didn't talk about it so much.
 
JS: Were either of you involved with Operation Darkness?
 
MF: No, we were not involved. I could call in some staff for Operation Darkness, if you like.
 
JS: We're a bit short on time, but a quick impromptu interview would be fun!
 
MF: OK, understood - I'll fetch him later. So once we go downstairs I can call him over.
 
<Manabu Kenmochi hands over signature book with some sketches>
 
JS: Thank you very much!
 
Suzuki:
<enters room> The meeting room on the 2nd floor is available now. 
 
JS: My associate Joseph Redon just texted to say he's at the entrance to the building, he'll join us for the interview with you and Satoshi Nakai.
 
Suzuki: Excellent, I'll make sure he gets to the right meeting room. I think I saw him actually, I passed him in the corridor!
 



OGURA, Ken
 

 
Interview with Ken OGURA
04 October 2013, Tokyo / Duration: 36 minutes
 
This interview actually started as part of the Masaya interview with Masayuki Suzuki and Satoshi Nakai, as featured in Volume 2. It took place at the Success offices and I'd mentioned that I was a big fan of Operation Darkness for Xbox 360, developed by Success. Suddenly Masahiro Fukuda enters the room with Ken Ogura, the man behind the game! 
According to MobyGames, almost all his credits are actually for Operation Darkness, making this interview rather focused. He was also very sharp, rattling off answers with great speed. For an older, longer interview, originally from the official strategy guide, check out the feature on HG101:
hg101.kontek.net/operationdarkness/operationdarkness2.htm
 
JS: I'm glad we could talk - I've only ever seen one other interview with you before, on Operation Darkness.
 
KO: <laughs> That's fine. For Operation Darkness
I was the writer, lead designer, and project lead. 
 
JS: A friend lent me his American Xbox 360, just so I could play Operation Darkness.953 I liked it so much I imported an American Xbox a month later! The story was great.
 
KO: Thank you! As a big fan of old war, adventure, and horror novels, my intention was to weave ideas from these, plus movies, into the game.
 
JS: Reviewers and critics were very unfair. They didn't understand the genius behind the mechanics; they were wrong with their scores.954
 
KO: We only had about a year to complete the game for the Xbox 360. It had been in development for the PlayStation 2, and we had to switch platforms midstream. We concluded that publishing the game on PlayStation 2 would make it harder to market, so we shifted our strategy and aimed for a next-gen console. 
I was thinking that the X360 console would sell about one million units from its December 2005 launch through the next 18 months. The outcome was nowhere near this; I never anticipated the system's Japanese install base would be so bad! But we chose to go with the X360. Due to starting on PS2 there were aspects of the graphics that looked quite crude compared to the other games released around the same time, so we understood that to some extent, it was inevitable that the game would be criticised. Personally I regret not being able to include more visual effects which made use of the X360's capabilities. It was partially an error in my judgement, plus also time and budget constraints on the project.
JS: Perhaps, but the strategic mechanics, how the game functioned, were superbly designed.
 
KO: Thank you.
 
JS: Do you still have the PlayStation 2 development data? What happened to that?
 
KO: No, it was destroyed.
 
JS: A shame it was lost. Your plan was to combine Band of Brothers with your favourite novels, correct?
 
KO: Well, because we switched platforms to the X360 fairly early in development, the PlayStation 2 version wasn't very far along. The initial design document was finished sometime in April 2003, and we started developing around March 2004. To begin with we were aiming for it to be on PlayStation 2, and the initial theme was more toned down. Originally it was going to be more serious, like a TV drama with a diverse set of characters - as you say, like a cross between the Band of Brothers series from TV955 and the thematic atmosphere from The Keep, a horror novel by Francis Wilson.956

JS: I believe you were planning for the game to be the first in a trilogy. Will we see a sequel? Please describe it.
 
KO: Right, that was our original plan but... The game was a commercial failure, so it's been put on hold indefinitely. It's a shame because with the original idea WWII was just the beginning of things! The second game would have been the Cold War between the West and the East Bloc from the 1960s to 1970s, and various related conflicts. Finally, the third game was to be set in the present day, featuring the war against terror. 
 
JS: I'm sorry to hear that, it sounds incredible!
 
KO: The original idea we had was that it would be a squadron-based strategy franchise in the mould of Nintendo's Fire Emblem, or the Tactics Ogre games Quest made for Square-Enix. We were hoping to target the North American and European markets, so we figured that rather than making another medieval-fantasy strategy game focused on close-quarters combat, we could be more successful with a gun-based military strategy theme. At the time, First-Person Shooting games were very popular in both markets, so we thought we could incorporate that into a squadron-based strategy game. That was our jumping-off point for the title. 
 
JS: Ingenious! Describe your literary influences. You've mentioned books by Higgins, Forsyth, and Campbell...
 
KO: Thanks. One inspiration for the story was Jack Higgins' The Eagle Has Landed.957 In the novel, the Germans go to England to abduct Winston Churchill. Plus in Frederick Forsyth's The Day of the Jackal, there's an assassin who tries to kill French president Charles de Gaulle.958 So we decided to turn it around, and have it be about the US Army invading Berlin in order to assassinate Hitler. These sorts of stories are exciting because they weave in real historical figures. That's one of the reasons we had Hitler as the main villain. Most games where players fight the Nazis, they seldom actually show Hitler.959 I've always wondered why games shy away from covering this. To make it as if he never existed seems kind of strange. We merely conveyed the reality that Hitler was the one who drew the world into war, and concluded that mixing fiction with history would not be a problem.
We read up on various sources regarding the history of World War II and then blended the real events with our own fiction. There's a quite well-known sci-fi writer, John Campbell,960 who made use of this style of blending together reality and fiction. 
As you can imagine, it was not easy for us to weave real-world WWII events into the game's fictional story without conflicting with history! <laughs>
 
JS: Plus you also blended in fantasy and the occult. To me there was a hint of Indiana Jones, by having the Nazis making deals with the supernatural... 
 
KO: Exactly. We were afraid that we were hitting the military themes too hard for Japanese players, so we wanted to add some fantasy elements, the way medieval strategy games do. So a member of the team suggested we add in vampires and werewolves. Plus we mixed in Hitler's obsession with the occult. Some say Hitler was looking for mystical relics, such as the Spear of Destiny.961 His interest in the supernatural had no influence on the war, however, for Operation Darkness we thought about what if this had worked? Even so, we tried to strike a balance between the mix of fiction and fact.
Also, since the game was planned to be the first in a trilogy, we needed to have characters who would be alive during each of the three time periods. So werewolves were a good fit, since they live for a very, very long time. This idea was inspired also by The Wolf's Hour, a book written by Robert McCammon.962
 
JS: Unlike other strategy games, which have limited area for movement and attack, maybe only a few squares, in Operation Darkness it's 100 by 100 squares! It was ENORMOUS, and all about controlling space with snipers.
 
KO: Right! <laughs>
 
JS: <very long pause, sadly no follow up> Did anything have to be removed from the game?
 
KO: Hmm... As a result of various budget restraints there were several missions, characters, and weapons which never made it. Also the single-player story campaign was supposed to have a multiplayer mode which covered both the single and multiplayer missions, forming a sort of frontline that happened alongside. Sadly it too had to be scrapped from the game. 
 
JS: Any anecdote you want to share? Something unknown?
 
KO: Hmm...Anecdotes I haven't told before...
<inhales - pauses> There was kind of a bug we discovered in development...In the game, your characters carry a variety of weapons that you can switch between strategically. There are two werewolf characters, and we discovered that if you're playing a werewolf, and you don't have any weapons equipped, your speed increases dramatically and you become strong enough to destroy a tank in one hit! <laughs> That wasn't something that had been part of our plan, but we really liked the flavour of a werewolf throwing down its arms and transforming into something that could destroy a tank. So we decided to implement that in the game, as something that only happens once you've thrown away all your weapons.
 
JS: Aha - I used that strategy many times! 
 
<everyone laughs>
 
JS: Arigatou gozaimashita! Thank you for taking time from your busy day to answer my questions.
 

Operation Darkness - Xbox 360 (2007)
 
In many ways it plays like a cross between Sega's Valkyria Chronicles and Camelot's Shining Force series, perhaps with a bit of Front Mission thrown in too. The military setting might also imply comparison to Nintendo's Famicom Wars series, but really they're nothing alike - Operation Darkness has a strong focus on individual character development, rather than faceless grunts. Its biggest difference to most strategy games is the focus on long-range projectile attacks.
The similarities to Valkyria Chronicles are worth particular mention. Both are set in a fantastical re-imagining of Europe during World War II, and feature supernatural transformations as a central story and gameplay element. Both also contain unique field commands to be called in, individualised trait-enhancing character skills, new weapon purchases & acquisition, character levelling, plus specialisation for snipers and bazooka-carrying tank busters. Play badly and there's also permanent character death.
The storyline sees centuries-old British werewolves team up with Van Helsing's granddaughter, an H.P. Lovecraft character, Jack the Ripper, a descendant of Sir Lancelot, and Dr Frankenstein's monster (collectively known as the Wolf Pack), to fight the Nazis who are teamed up with Count Dracula's vampire henchmen (the Blood Clan) and are commanding legions of mages, skeletons, zombies, and towering dragons, all while mixing in real-life historical figures and events. As explained, the writing was heavily influenced by Western literature.
While critics at the time panned it, I enjoyed the game so much I bought an American X360. Over time fans have made YouTube reviews which praise the game. Do not always trust professional reviews!
 
 



MICROSOFT JAPAN 
 
Biru Geitsu  
This is not really Biru Geitsu (see what I did there, readers?). This interview was conducted with a former producer at Microsoft Japan - a native Japanese and high-level member of staff who revealed the kind of information that is normally never disclosed. Due to descriptions of various unreleased games, which were under NDA, this interview had to remain anonymous. It also investigates a rumour regarding Microsoft allegedly trying to sabotage the Japanese games industry. Microsoft itself is a secretive corporation, but if you've read other interviews in these books you'll know that Japanese companies are also inherently secretive, creating a double layer of impenetrability. You won't find this information anywhere else on Earth.
 
JS: When did you join Microsoft?
 
BG: I joined Microsoft in 2002 as a producer. I was involved in many titles from Microsoft first-party, including Blinx,963
Phantom Dust,964
Magatama,965
Ninety-Nine Nights,966
Blue Dragon,967 and Lost Odyssey.968 I left Microsoft in 2009 to work at a different Japanese game developer.
Jumping into the games industry without any guarantee was too risky for me at that time. But at the same time, Microsoft was going to introduce the original Xbox, and I thought, okay, Microsoft won't go bankrupt even if they fail. They're a foreign company and I thought I could exploit my English ability. So that was a very good combination for me. I applied through the internet, and had some interviews, and got the job offer.
 
JS: I've heard Microsoft ask strange questions to test you. Like you've got a grain of sugar or salt, but can't taste it. How do you find what it is?969 Did they do this?
 
BG: No, because my group was very new at Microsoft Japan. They were building up the team from scratch by hiring people from the games industry. So the people who interviewed me were not typical Microsoft guys. So I knew about these unique, fiendish questions used by Microsoft interviewers, but I did not have those types of questions. Only one thing I still remember, it was very impressive, was my über boss, the guy who became my über boss after I joined...
 
JS: Über boss?
 
BG: My senior, upper boss. He asked me a question during the interview, "Do you like novels, or do you like movies?" And I answered that I prefer to read books. Then he asked, "What is the most impressive book you've read recently?" And I had picked up this one mystery book, a Japanese mystery book. Then he told me - of course this conversation was done in Japanese - he told me, "Okay, I haven't read that book. Describe the story in English." I thought it was a very good question to judge someone's bilingual capability and how to shorten and distil the essence of something.
 
JS: You'd have to condense what you knew in Japanese. 
 
BG: Yeah. It's testing my English capability and how my brain can work.
 
JS: Were there many non-Japanese there?
 
BG: At the beginning it was purely Japanese. But we did have a couple of people who were half-American and half-Japanese, or half-English and half-Japanese. So at the beginning Microsoft Japan, or we called it Microsoft Game Studio Japan, tried to be independent from HQ. We tried to do things in the Japanese way. And HQ allowed it. Then, as you know, the original Xbox was a terrible failure in Japan. When we started preparations for the X360, we called it Xenon at that time, HQ changed their policy. They decided they need to change the style so as not to repeat the failure again, for X360. After that decision a lot of people from HQ came to, or were dispatched to the Microsoft Japan studio. We had maybe 10 or 12 American managers, or artists, game designers, in our studio. This was maybe around 2004 or 2005.
 
JS: You say Microsoft initially kept the Japanese way. Can you give some examples?
 
BG: Hmm... <pause> Microsoft is very... They pay a lot of attention to project management. So their style is to define all milestones into very small details, and what should be done by the next milestone, and compared to the plan how much of a percentage are we ahead or behind? If we are behind, how to catch up for the next milestone? That is Microsoft's style of project management, and that is what the producer and director are expected to do. Whereas the Japanese game development style, in early 2000 - this was changing very rapidly by the way, so this is not true for the current Japanese game industry... But back in 2002 and 2003, people didn't care about project management so much. Because the required amount of time, the "man months", and cost, to finish one game, was relatively smaller in those days. So we could afford to waste some work time for several months, be it for iteration or trial-and-error.
 
JS: Experimenting with new ideas.
 
BG: Yeah. That gave us great creativity. So try something, and then crush it. Try something else and crush it. So Japanese people didn't like to set very detailed milestones, they wanted to have more freedom. They liked to go with a very rough schedule, and people often use the word beta, but "what is beta" is very different from person to person. In short, the project management and schedule management was very different between Microsoft, or the Western style, and the Japanese style. 
So at the beginning Microsoft HQ tried to show their respect to the Japanese game industry, and gave us autonomy with a Japanese style of development. But it turned out that this kind of rough, flexible, Japanese style could work up until the days of PlayStation 1, and maybe early days of PlayStation 2, but after the middle of the PlayStation 2 era, the amount of time and resources required to finish a game became more and more. So the development teams could not afford to waste any time or people, and as a result more and more strict project management and strict scheduling was required. Our studio tried to do the classic style, at the exact time when the classic style wouldn't work any longer.
 
JS: This was due to an increase in high quality graphics, which increased the staff and overall production costs? 
 
BG: Yes.
 
JS: What was you first Microsoft project?
 
BG:
Blinx970 was one of the first games I was involved in. Hmmm... <pause> As I was a producer, I handled five to six titles at the same time. The first title which shipped after I joined Microsoft was, maybe it was The Wild Rings?971 It was a professional wrestling game.
 
JS: Describe those early days after joining.
 
BG: At the very beginning it was like... I couldn't speak in the common "game dev" language with the other people in the team. Of course we're speaking Japanese, but a lot of terminology or words I didn't know, and customs I didn't know. So it was very confusing. The biggest thing that helped me during that time was I loved games, and I knew a lot about games. So at the first encounter some people might see me as a person in a business suit from the non-games industry, an outsider, who doesn't know anything about games. But once I start talking about my favourite games, or what I'm playing now, that's a good ice breaker, and I could earn their trust. That was confusing and embarrassing for the first, maybe two or three months? But after that I could - you know - fit into the team.
 
JS: What were your favourite games?
 
BG: At that time? It was 10 years ago, so... Maybe I was crazy for EverQuest?972 The original EverQuest. And also Final Fantasy X? That might have been a bit later. Yes, X came out in 2001 I think?973 So when I went to Microsoft... Yes, probably EverQuest and Warcraft III.974
 
JS: Can you recall the atmosphere at Microsoft? It must have been daunting, a big American company wanting to break into the Japanese market. The last American consoles were the 3DO and Jaguar, which failed. Even American magazines said Microsoft had no chance.975

 
BG: The atmosphere of the studio, back in 2002, right after the original Xbox launch, was terrible. That was not only because of the sales situation of the Xbox, but also Microsoft Japan made a huge mistake in their hiring strategy. Of course I was one of them, so maybe I am talking badly about myself. <laughs> What HR of Microsoft Japan did, at that time, was they tried to steal middle level people from other game industry companies, like Square-Enix, Konami, Bandai, and so on, by paying more. But what happened was, as you said, nobody expected anything from Xbox and Microsoft within the Japanese game industry. So good people were not interested in the position or opportunity at all. The only people who were interested in the offer of more money by Microsoft, were people who were not happy at their current job. Which means they were not productive people, they were always complaining, and... <pause>
 
JS: ...perhaps they'd previously been on a failing project? So their experience would be on games which sold poorly?
 
BG: Yes. Also the kind of people who believe they are very talented, but regard themselves as not being valued appropriately by others. That kind of complainer, or big mouthed person. Microsoft Japan hired that kind of person a lot. That made the studio atmosphere very bad. They were complaining in their former position, but they were still complaining even after coming to Microsoft. Meaning we couldn't set up a forward looking, productive studio, and that led to a large-scale layoff in 2003.
 
JS: Oh wow!
 
BG: In March. We kicked out, maybe 30 or 35 people in one day. It was very much, you know, a kind of military situation. 
At that time Xbox Japan was maybe a 150 or 200 people organisation. But everybody was gathered into a big room in the morning, and the senior manager from Microsoft HQ showed up  and he talked about the unfortunate decision he needs to make.
 
JS: An American guy?
 
BG: Er... He was an Indian guy, but working at HQ.976 He told everybody to go back to their desk, and they should have received an email from HR, to go to a specific room. And we moved people around like this. After some quiet moves, we gathered the people to be kicked off all into one room, and the manager and HR did one-on-one interviews with each person. Explaining the package they will receive, letting them sign the contract. All in one day. The guardman attended them to go back to their office. The security guard - like a policeman. He guided the person to go back to their desk to gather all personal belongings, and they were literally kicked out.
 
JS: That was after one year, from 2002 to 2003?
 
BG: That happened in March 2003. On March 20 or 21?977 And I was on the management side of all these actions. So I designed how to move people. <embarrassed laugh>  
 
JS: You had to evaluate your colleagues?
 
BG: I didn't evaluate, I was like a hand, or just a tool. The upper management decided who should be fired.
 
JS: The atmosphere must have been awful that day.
 
BG: Yeah, yeah! I still remember that day happened to be the same day when multinational forces opened fire against Iraq in the Middle East.978 So we set up some, well, we called it HQ. We set up PCs and printers in one room, and there was a TV. When we turned on the TV we saw there was fighting in the Middle East. So... <laughs>
 
JS: ...It felt like the end of the world?
 
BG: Yeah. I encountered three or four periods of layoffs during my Microsoft days. That one was my first. I went through more layoffs when... <trails off>
 
JS: Would you say that's Microsoft's style, when things look bad, to have mass layoffs?
 
BG: Yes.
 
JS: Something I read about with Microsoft is its "stack ranking" system. Everyone grades each other, and instead of fostering collaboration it results in staff sabotaging others so they aren't surpassed. Heard of it?979
 
BG: I don't know. When I was there, what they did at HQ in America was they had a grading system for performance reviews. The range was from 2.5 to 5.0, the scale being 0.5. So 2.5, 3.0, 3.5 up to 5.0. And nobody can get 5.0, that's something like a god. So the best grade you can expect is 4.5. This is like if you earn 100 million dollars in one year, with some crazy deal. That kind of super rockstar grade. And 2.5 is you're not meeting your expectations, you're not doing your job. If you get 2.5 for two years in a row, you need to leave the company.
 
JS: Sounds like a stressful place to work.
 
BG: Yes.
 
JS: Do you know anything about Microsoft offering incentives to Japanese third-party developers, to entice or encourage them to develop for the Xbox? 
 
BG: It depends on the situation, but for the original Xbox Microsoft had a lot of budget to support third-parties. You know, to induce or invite them onto the platform. So in some cases, I think they even paid the development costs of third-party titles. More often the case, they offered special discounts for platform royalties. They did it again for 360; it was not confidential, this was very open information. For one year or so from the launch, third-party platform royalties were zero, if they met some conditions.
 
JS: America and Japan use different words for specific development roles.980 How would you describe the roles at Microsoft Japan? 
 
BG: Microsoft has unique job descriptions for games. For example a product planner is a kind of producer. Product planner originally comes from Windows software, so the product planner is responsible for all P&L,981 budget, and does not get involved in development itself. They handle the contractual work and some aspects of the scheduling. The development itself will be handled by the product manager. So in the common definition, a "producer" does most of the product planner's job and project manager's job. But at Microsoft they divide it into two separate roles. They stopped using the name "product planner" sometime between the original Xbox and the 360.
 
JS: Fascinating! While there's a lot on Microsoft in America, the Japanese side of things is mysterious. They struggled to find success, and there's no inside revelations.
 
BG: I'm pretty sure I'm one of the people who struggled most in the entire Microsoft group, worldwide. <laughs> The Xbox market in Japan was the worst market of all Microsoft products in the world.
 
JS: Though the machine produced some fantastic games: Jet Set Radio Future, Panzer Dragoon Orta...
 
BG: Those were by Sega.
 
JS: Well, sure, but they were Xbox exclusives.
 
BG: Yeah, but it was not our product. It was third-party.  
 
JS: There was Phantom Dust by...
 
BG: ...Panzer Dragoon creator Futatsugi-san.
 
JS: Yes, Yukio Futatsugi.982 Do you have any interesting recollections from Phantom Dust?
 
BG:
Phantom Dust is the first title for me to attend from the very, very beginning until the finish, at Microsoft. It kicked off in April 2002 and I was involved from the very first meeting. The original concept was a trading card game, or collectible card game. Like Magic: The Gathering,
which was very poplar at that time in 2002. So Futatsugi-san's concept was: "Trading card game meets Virtual On action game" - "It should be cool!" We needed to do a lot of tweaks and changes, but I think we achieved our original concept of trading card game meets Virtual On. That was a great title. The problem was it took too long, and cost too much, which wasn't expected. So business wise, it was not a great success. Unfortunately the US marketing team didn't like the product, saying that it was too complex and accessibility was bad. So they decided not to ship the game from a first-party window in the US. We managed to license it out to... Who was it? A smaller publisher. I forgot the name.983 This was very bad for the title. If it was released from Microsoft, first-party, it could have enjoyed a much higher promotion budget and exposure.
 
JS: That's terrible. I'm collecting office layouts, can you recall the Microsoft Japan office layout?
 
BG: Okay. <laughs> It's 10 or 12 years ago, so... It's a test for my memory! I belonged to a development studio, and we were located on the 3rd floor and 4th floor of one building, and our marketing team and third-party team were located on the 7th and 8th floors. I was sitting on the 3rd floor - so is it okay if I draw that floor only?
 
JS: Sure! I've got two signature books, can you sign them?
 
BG: Oh sure, <finishes sketching> and this is a very rough sketch of the Microsoft office. Should I write Microsoft on it?
 
JS: Please, and the year. 
 
BG: So the tricky part is, we did layout changes many times, so my memory is very confused. So part of my memory is from the early days, and part of my memory comes from later. So it's very difficult to go back to the original state. So this might not be accurate.
 
JS: Someone I know told me the following, on condition I do not name them. Can you comment on this rumour?
Anonymous Quote:
"During my time at Electronic Arts, around 2005, I would sit in during executive meetings. Sometimes they'd start mouthing off about subjects. One of these was about a then new guerrilla marketing push from Microsoft for the new Xbox 360. As the first console had done badly, the plan was to undermine the (primarily Japanese) competition by having an army of marketers pretending to be people on forums, and so on. The main goal being to disseminate that Japanese games were dead and buried, as well as move the emphasis of press articles away from functionality and more on to narrative. The latter was to help pacify difficult (as in skilled and capable) parts of the gaming press and empower publisher PR. 
"Fast forward a few years to when I was a producer at Disney and I heard about it again. This time in a pseudo-brochure from Microsoft (sadly I don't have a copy).984 It basically said the same thing again and that the campaign was apparently doing well. Disney did not get involved as they thought it was too risky. 
"This helps to explain the various memes that appeared around that time about Japanese games, as well as the general lack of Xbox 360 marketing in Japan. Why would you waste money on a marketing campaign that contradicted what another arm of the company was doing? The narrative press focus is something we've all seen adopted across the board since around 2005-6. As far as I am aware, this guerrilla marketing is still ongoing.
"There's no point asking people in development about this, it was a strictly publishing and Microsoft deal. My sources will also never talk to the press about this, so if you want to follow this up it is best to follow your own contacts and line of enquiry."
 
BG: <laughs> I think I can tell who told you this story! [REDACTED], he is. He told me the same story when we were at some wine bar. [REDACTED] is a very good friend of mine, but I don't think this can be true. At least before the launch of X360 and one year or so after launch, Microsoft was very serious to win with X360 in Japan. Otherwise they would not have brought in Hironobu Sakaguchi,985 Yoshiki Okamoto,986 and Tetsuya Mizuguchi987 into the first-party and invested that crazy amount of money for Blue Dragon, Lost Odyssey, Ninety-Nine Nights and others. I can also say Microsoft would not like this type of "intrigue action". They love internal politics and they're playing Game of Thrones styled internal affairs every day, but on the other hand, they are also very pure and naive in a good sense, and culturally don't like the CIA type of intrigue you just quoted.
 
JS: It was highly publicised with X360 that Microsoft really wanted Japanese developers. They invested a lot of money in Blue Dragon, because artist Akira Toriyama...988
 
BG: Yes! And Hironobu Sakaguchi.
 
JS: Yes! An all-star team in the hope of creating a blockbuster Japanese RPG. 
 
BG: The deal behind Lost Odyssey and Blue Dragon was we tried to invite Square-Enix to bring Final Fantasy and Dragon Quest to the X360. But it didn't work. At that time the top of Xbox Japan was Maruyama-san,989 who was the former Square-Enix Chief Operation Officer. He knew Sakaguchi-san, so he could bring Sakaguchi-san over, who had already retired from Square at that time. 
So Maruyama-san brought Sakaguchi-san, and what we decided in Japan, and convinced Microsoft HQ of, was that we needed a living god! We needed Final Fantasy and Dragon Quest to make it a success in Japan. But if the god is not going to visit us, then we should make our own god. So we tried to make Final Fantasy via Lost Odyssey, and Dragon Quest by Blue Dragon. That was our original concept.990
 
JS: I've got both Lost Odyssey and Blue Dragon. I keep meaning to play them, but they're both 40 or 50 hours.
 
BG: Yep! <smiles and nods>
 
JS: Lost Odyssey came on four discs, and people in America and Europe complained the 4th disc was in a paper envelope, inside a standard box. Resin from the envelope would rub on to the disc, which stopped working.
 
BG: Oh. <disheartened> I didn't know that. 
 
JS: In Japan it came in a much bigger box with a beautiful, thick paper cover. Do you know about the decision to...
 
BG: It would only be because of cost. So, you know, if you have double thickness, the freight will be doubled. The freight cost. That was a huge problem if you were going to ship a million units.
 
JS: The cost is more severe outside of Japan?
 
BG: I think so, yes. I don't recall why we changed the style. But you know, especially in Europe, you need so many SKUs - the French version, English version, German version. The distribution system is very complicated.
 
JS: For Lost Odyssey, do you know about the cover art? In Japan the art was really beautiful, hand painted, and then it was computer graphics for the American and European release. Who made that decision?
 
BG: The marketing team at HQ.
 
JS: So HQ in America would make the decision?
 
BG: Yep. So we came up with the Japanese version's cover, which was drawn by Inoue-san991 and we loved it. We came up with it, and we shared it with the marketing team at HQ, and they said: "No, it sucks."
 
JS: Bloody hell, really?!
 
BG: Yeah. They said: "We need something much more appealing to an American audience." And another problem was cost, again. We made the Japanese version printed on very shiny, fancy paper, and that was very expensive.992 We couldn't afford it for foreign markets.
 
JS: I think aesthetically it's beautiful, with delicate lines and translucent brushstrokes. The CG cover has a cheap, plastic look to it. In fact a few days ago I bought a Japanese copy of Lost Odyssey from a junk bin993 for only 250 yen - I'll put my US discs inside it. There's been a lot of examples over the years of beautiful art being ruined by American marketing - do you remember Ico on PS2?
 
BG: Yep. 
 
JS: The original cover was based on the paintings of Italian artist Giorgio de Chirico. The Japanese cover was used in Europe too. Then in America they switched it to a cheap CG cover, showing the boy with a club.
 
BG: Oh yeah! Yeah, yeah! I've seen that.
 
JS: One of the worst covers I've ever seen.
 
BG: What the marketing team manager told us was, they were going to position Lost Odyssey as the cutting edge, most beautiful RPG on the X360. In order to make that impression they wanted to have computer graphics instead of hand-painted art. Hand-painting would make people think of old styled, classic machines. "Not cool." And they did some user research, and they picked up the American version instead.
 
JS: Do you have any interesting stories from your time at Microsoft? Maybe a big party with Sakaguchi or...
 
BG:
Oh yeeeah...
<smiles slowly> Sakaguchi-san loves a drink, and he loves very expensive wines and champagnes. One time we went out to Roppongi994 with Sakaguchi-san and some senior management, from Microsoft HQ, to a girls club.995 I think we were... <counts to self, up to six> We were six or seven people, and because Sakaguchi-san is a rockstar in Roppongi, if he visits, we were taken into a VIP room and it was like a "three girls per person" kind of situation. So there were like 30 or 40 people in all. He likes to play some crazy drinking games... You know rock, paper, scissors?
 
JS: Oh, janken. Yes.
 
BG:
Janken. It was an arranged version of janken, that one person would lose. So if you win, you will go out. It's like a survival game, and one person loses. If you lose you need to drink champagne in one go. <laughs> That is a terrible game! <laughs> And he likes to do it with very expensive champagne, like $1'000 per bottle. We did it with 30 or 40 people, and the girls joined the game, but when the girls lose, they could kiss one of us to avoid drinking. So instead, I need to drink it because she kissed me. <laughs> That can be very heavy on us, so we got completely drunk and we were there maybe two or three hours, and the bill was, ahhh... More than $10'000.
 
JS: Now that's a party! <laughs>
 
BG: That was a party for six or seven people. My manager tried to claim it on expenses through HQ, and that caused a huge problem. In two or three weeks some FBI type of person, <laughs> a Microsoft internal investigator, came to Japan from Singapore. He called me and told me to come to a special room at a specific time, without explaining what the agenda was. And I knew what would be asked. <laughs> I was, you know, interrogated for 30 or 40 minutes. Like, "Do you think this is an appropriate investment, needed to do business in Japan?" And, "Do you think this is a common thing, to spend this amount of money in the Japanese game industry?" And I said no, no, no! <laughs>

And after that, Microsoft set a worldwide rule that business dinners cannot go beyond $200 per person per night. And everybody complained a lot, because $200 means you can never go to a girls club with your client. So I was like, "Oh, I am so sorry!" <laughs>
 
JS: Sakaguchi-san changed Microsoft's worldwide rules.
 
BG: In bad ways.
 
JS: Another interviewee of mine said Sakaguchi-san has a reputation for really liking "lingerie pubs".996
 
BG: He does not like lingerie girls clubs; he likes high-class and expensive places.
 
JS: I suppose he's developed a reputation for creating successful games, so now he's treated like a rockstar.
 
BG: Uh-huh. <nods> But I respect him a lot. He is a great director. During the very later phases of Lost Odyssey and Blue Dragon he spent maybe 18 or 20 hours every day, playing through the game from the beginning to the end. Changing the balance, and changing the enemy setup, and adjusting very small details. After he worked on it the quality jumped up. So the only problem was, he should have done that at a much earlier time. Not at the very end of the two games' development. But yes, he is a great guy.
 
JS: We've discussed released games, now tell me about unreleased games. What you say might be the only record!
 
BG: Okay. <laughs> At Microsoft there was TFLO, or True Fantasy Live Online, maybe you've heard of that? It was an MMORPG for the original Xbox, by Level 5. It was announced at TGS, but killed finally.997 Hmm... What else? Fishing Live Online. This was an online MMO fishing game. <laughs>

 
JS: From Software was working on Gaia Blade for Xbox which ended up cancelled.998 Was Microsoft closely involved with third-party developers?
 
BG: No.
 
JS: Have you heard of Gaia Blade by From Software? It was at TGS; there's screens & video online. It's a "real-time simulation RPG with a focus on teamwork".
 
BG: No, I have not heard about it.
 
JS: How many unreleased games at Microsoft did you personally witness or know about?
 
BG: I don't know, maybe 10 or 20? Something like that?
 
JS: As many as that, wow!
 
BG: I think that's quite normal for people in the games industry. Yeah, I think somewhere between 10 and 20. 
 
JS: Were there any action titles, or offline RPG games?
 
BG: Oh, yeah, yeah. Action titles... Ocean of Zalga. <spells it> This was an action game, swimming in the ocean. And Rebellious Bullet. It was a shooting game, like Galaga or Xevious.
 
JS: Oh, a 2D shooter! How far along was that?
 
BG: Yes, a 2D shooter. It was killed at prototype.
 
JS: Not even 20%?
 
BG: Yeah, very early timing. It was similar to Raystorm. It used 3D characters. Your fighter's ship is built from 3D polygons, and all the environments are in 3D. But the gameplay is 2D. The key feature of Rebellious Bullet was that your spaceship is invincible. 
 
JS: It can't receive damage?
 
BG: It can't be killed, it can't take damage. The development team believed this would be cool, but once the prototype was done... <laughs> They couldn't work out what was fun.
 
JS: Where's the challenge?
 
BG: Yeah, because there's no need to avoid enemy bullets. Just fire, fire, fire. It could not function as a game, so... The development team tried to find some new mechanism, some trade-off, but it didn't work.
 
JS: There was no risk/reward structure?
 
BG: Yeah, so they tried to come up with something new, something to replace the old idea of, the "if you're hit, you will die" type of system. But unfortunately it did not work.
 
JS: And Ocean of Zalga?
 
BG:
Ocean of Zalga was meant to be a 2D side-scrolling action game set in the ocean. The player character, Zalga, is a merman, the only surviving prince of a fallen merman kingdom or something, who fights against an evil maritime enemy, who destroyed the peaceful merman kingdom. At first it was simply like "all the water stages in Mario", but as you can imagine this resulted in something that was really only stressful. 
Microsoft hired a new director for this project, and he added some new features, including temperature control. Zalga has the special ability to change water temperature around him instantly. So, if you cool the water you can make a javelin of ice to attack the enemy, or a wall of ice to defend yourself. If you warm water, you can boil it instantly to make huge bubbles, which you can use to attack or defend as well. This idea was great and gave us various options for level design, since we could set up "cold" enemies and "warm" enemies, for a wide variety of gameplay events. Unfortunately, the title was cancelled at the same time as Rebellious Bullet, after the team had spent between one and one-and-a-half years on it.
 
JS: Sounds pretty far along.
 
 
BG: It was still at prototype. We killed... I think we killed four titles at that time. What else? Ah... Wonder Online, it was an online action game. I remember another game, and the title is: Dokokoko. Which means, "Where am I?" in Japanese. It is a 2D side-scrolling, kind of puzzle game, developed by Suda51. 
 
JS: By Suda51 of Grasshopper?!
 
BG: Yeah. It was a very unusual concept - a unique game. It's like a Forrest Gump type of situation. The protagonist's character keeps walking from left to right, in a 2D side-scroller. You cannot control him and he dies very often. It's like Lemmings, so something would be falling from the sky, or he drops into a manhole, or there's a car accident. He could die many times in many different ways. You can move objects on the level, to protect him, so it's like an action puzzle game.999
 
JS: It reminds me of Mario & Wario for Super Famicom, where he had a bucket on his head. You had to place objects so he could walk safely. The only other way to   get info on unreleased games is to trawl old magazines, though many were never even covered.
 
BG: Yes, almost all of these I've mentioned were not announced at all. So you cannot find screens or editorial. Are you going to include these names in your book?
 
JS: Yes. Can you name others? You mentioned 10 to 20 unreleased games at Microsoft, but you listed only six:
True Fantasy Live Online, Fishing Live Online, Ocean of Zalga, Rebellious Bullet, Wonder Online, Dokokoko
 
BG:
<pauses> I remember two more cancelled titles. Ikazuchi Gun-Juro and Senjou no Demae Mochi.1000
 
JS: I can print all this?
 
BG: Er... <turns nervous> Please don't mention my name as the information source. Because I think it is a breach of the NDA with Microsoft. If somebody can link me to this information, I would be in a difficult position. You can talk about TFLO, because it was announced.
 
JS: I'll run it anonymously. 
 
BG: Yes, that will help. For anonymous we can use nanashi no gombe. In Japanese it means "mister without a name", that kind of thing.
 
JS: Do you have any materials related to these games, screens or brochures?
 
BG: No, no... You can find some screenshots on the internet, for TFLO.
 
JS: I'm fascinated by Rebellious Bullet and Ocean of Zalga. I've never heard of them at all.
 
BG: Maybe only less than 100 people know about those titles. Only people at Microsoft at that time. 
 
JS: If you recall any other titles, please email me.
 
BG: Yeah, yeah. I need to try to remember.
 
JS: What happens to these unreleased games? 
 
BG: I think they are archived at Microsoft.
 
JS: Can you comment on what kind of role non-Japanese games had on your work? Were you looking at games from outside of Japan?
 
BG: Oh sure, sure. During my Microsoft days, depending on timing, what was expected from me was either focusing on the Japanese market or focusing on the Western market - because of the strategy change at Microsoft. So at the very beginning of the original Xbox, our focus was the Japanese market, to sell more boxes. But in one year or so, after the original Xbox launch, they changed their mind, they gave up on the Japanese market, and they tried to make something to sell in the Western market. So we focused on the Western market. During those days I needed to learn about a Western audience, and what was selling and what was not selling. 
After the X360 launch we came back again, and we tried to reboot the Japanese market. So again our focus became the Japanese market, and we worked on titles like Lost Odyssey and Blue Dragon for a domestic audience. But again, Microsoft gave up on the Japanese market, and decided to sell "made in Japan" in the Western market. So again I was required to understand the Western market. Those were my Microsoft days.
 
JS: What prompted your leaving Microsoft?
 
BG: Microsoft decided to shrink the size of the studio, and I lost my job. I needed to find something new, and I found one at a different studio. Of course I know a lot of people in the industry, so I talked to many people, made many plans, and tried at a lot of companies. Among them I found a producer role at another company, which looked most interesting to me.
 
JS: Quite a career! Any final comments?
 
BG: Here's an additional story from my experience - please keep it as an anonymous information source! When I was at Microsoft, senior management of Microsoft Game Studio - first-party - visited Japan to meet important partners here. We comprised an army of senior Americans: eight to ten studio managers and the head of first-party, Shane Kim,1001 plus Japanese staff acting as tour guides. We visited many developers and publishers, and Sega was one of them. We went to Sega's headquarters in Otorii,1002 and visited Yu Suzuki, who was still there at that time. 
Yu had his own studio in the B1 basement of Sega HQ building, and he had his own "throne room". It was a huge square room approximately 20m x 20m without any windows, since it was underground, and his "throne" was placed in the centre. There was nothing in the room except for his chair and some sofas around it in this vast open space. Also they had only indirect lighting; some spotlights on the ceiling along the walls were pointing at pictures in frames hanging on the walls. Later we came to discover that these pictures were drawn by Yu-san himself. 
So, the room was very dim, and the most impressive thing was Enya music was played without ending.1003 We sat down on the sofas, surrounding Yu-san, in this dimly-lit never-ending Enya room. Then Yu-san started to talk about what he wanted to do next; he said lots of non-game related things, but one thing I still remember is, he said: "I am interested in classical ballet. I want to produce a stage production of Swan Lake, but the music needs to be heavy metal. I am pretty sure this will be super cool!" 
I was doing Japanese-English translation for Microsoft's management, so I needed to translate Yu-san's crazy story into English, in this dimly-lit never-ending Enya room. Let's just say it was a unique experience which I will remember for the whole of my lifetime. And yes, of course it reminded me of that one episode from South Park.1004
<everyone laughs>
 
 
 
 
~In memory of~
 
NAKAJIMA, Hideyuki
 
Passed away 11 July 1994
 
Hideyuki Nakajima was the president of Tengen during the famous lawsuit with Nintendo. He worked with Namco president Masaya Nakamura in 1973, as general manager of Atari Games Japan, and purchased Atari Games in 1987 after the Warner breakup, where he ran the division until around 1993. He died of lung cancer on 11 July 1994. 
(Masaya Nakamura passed away 22 January 2017, see his memorial page.)
 
[Hideyuki Nakajima] was very "American" for a Japanese man. Culturally, they are different people, but he was almost like an American with a Japanese accent. Just a really neat man. I remember I was at an Atari convention down in Hilton Head, and I asked him some sort of a philosophical question about the industry and he looked at me and said something like, "That is a strange question for the preacher to be asking." I really got a kick out of that. Here was this big deal from Namco and Atari, calling me "the preacher".
Eddie ADLUM, publisher, RePlay magazine (quoted in Steven Kent's The Ultimate History of Video Games, p371)
 
Hideyuki Nakajima was hired by Nolan Bushnell as general manager of Atari Japan in 1973 and worked with Masaya Nakamura in the early days of Namco. When Nakajima first joined Atari he asked employees not to censor their Vaxmail messages as: "Uncensored messages are the ones [that are] actually fun to read." Nakajima became president of Atari Games in 1987 after Nakamura sold his stock. Nakajima created Tengen as a subsidiary of Atari Games, as they were unable to use the Atari name due to licensing issues. Tengen published Atari's arcade games such as Gauntlet on the NES and other platforms, and also licensed Sega arcade games for the NES, such as After Burner and Shinobi, and Namco games such as Pac-Man and Rolling Thunder. Nakajima asked Nintendo to be allowed to publish more than five games a year and to publish those titles for other platforms sooner than two years. His request was rejected and Tengen began taking measures to bypass the NES' copyright protection chip, releasing their games in custom black cartridges.
Under Nakajima, Atari aggressively filed an antimonopoly suit against Nintendo on 12 December 1988. Nintendo countersued in November 1989, also warning retailers not to carry Tengen products. The courts ruled in Nintendo's favour, but Nakajima continued to insist his company's innocence and Nintendo's unfair practices.
Nintendo later successfully sued Atari Games over Tengen's Tetris, securing their publishing rights to the famous puzzle game. Nakajima continued to run Atari into the 1990s, during which time he managed the production of Hard Drivin' (1988) and Street Drivin' (1993). He was a decent golfer, taking third place in the May 1991 Atari Classic Golf Tournament. On 19 June 1992, he was dunked in the "dunk your favourite executive" game for charity by the Children's Society of California. He also approved of the 20th Anniversary Atari jackets. Tengen closed after Time Warner purchased the Atari Corporation in 1993. 
 Devin MONNENS, videogame historian and academic (via IGDA Memorials page)
 
 
 



 
KOMABAYASHI, Takayuki
DOB: 9 August 1989 
Birthplace: Saitama, Ageo (where Alpha Denshi is) 
Blood Type: B
 

 
20 September 2013, Beep Shop in Saitama / Duration: 1h 20m + Video transcription
 
Early in the trip Joseph Redon, of the Japanese Game Preservation Society, took me to meet two members of his organisation in Saitama. Keigo Matsubara, the book collector, was featured in Volume 1. This interview is with Takayuki Komabayashi, an expert on arcade PCBs and Japanese computers, and staff member at Beep Shop, one of Japan's best retro game retailers. The mind-bendingly amazing store was also featured on the accompanying DVD, footage of which is now on Hardcore Gaming 101's YouTube channel (search "Beep warehouse Saitama"). 
Working at one of if not Japan's largest retailer of classic games, Mr Komabayashi had a level of knowledge and expertise which was unrivalled. In fact he challenged me to test him on arcade PCB names and, relishing the opportunity, I tried my hardest to catch him out. On even the vaguest of clues he very quickly worked out what I was thinking of - it was unnerving! I thought of all the forum threads where users struggled to work out a specific game, which no doubt would be solved in seconds if this young historian were reading it. 
When mentioning hardware, such as NES and Famicom, we interchanged between the regional names - I see no point in trying to standardise the naming, since the conversation itself flitted between releases unique to each region, and the use of a specific name highlights our cognitive states at each point. We also mention prices a lot, so please refer to the currency conversion chart. All interview material has been heavily edited for coherence. A large section of Recapture dialogue has been moved to the end, and precedes an article written by Takayuki Komabayashi himself.
Since conducting this interview in 2013 he's gone on to do some big things: in addition to running the shop in Akihabara, he's produced game music CDs and also magazines, notably Extra Magazine (inset, top right), which focuses on classic games. One issue had the theme of Compile and the MSX, and Komabayashi interviewed Moo Niitani, Pac Fujishima, and Jemini Hirono (the latter two of which I also interviewed). As Komabayashi said, "When you interviewed me, having also interviewed Pac Fujishima, I never thought that in a few years I would meet and interview him myself. I love Golvellius and now I can say I know its creator, Pac Fujishima!" Other articles written by Komabayashi involved interviewing the Compile staff behind the Aleste series and Jagur 5, plus the people who made M.U.S.H.A., Seireisenshi Spriggan, and Spriggan Mark 2. Finally, at the time of editing, he was producing a book on Thexder, featuring interviews with Satoshi Uesaka and Hibiki Godai. It's re-assuring to know that someone as young as Kobayashi not only has an interest in classic Japanese games, but is working to preserve their history. 
Information on Extra Magazine can be found here: www.akihabara-beep.com/2110/
TK: My name is Takayuki Komabayashi and I'm 23.1005 I've been working in Beep Shop, a maicon1006 shop, for about one year here in Saitama.1007 I am mainly selling and buying old PC games, such as MSX, PC-88, PC-98, X68000, FM-7, and so on. <holds up box> I like PC games such as Thexder - I like this game so much! <points to mascot T-shirt> I also like Drakky,1008 and the X68000 computer, and the game developer ZOOM!1009
 
JS: So you were born in...
 
TK: 1989.
 
JS: But that's after...
 
TK: Yes, after Thexder!
 
JS: <looks around room> After all of these classic games - videogames are your life.
 
TK:
<laughs> Videogames are my life, I think so. 
 
JS: This building must be difficult to insure!
 
<everyone laughs>
 
Joseph Redon: I don't think so. It's not a museum. It's just a warehouse. 
 
TK: We're just selling stuff.
 
Joseph: Yes. So games come in, and then go for sale the next or following week.
 
TK: Sometimes we'll keep certain multiplayer games, like Bomberman, because we like to play them.
 
JS: What do you like about classic games?
 
TK: It was about 15 years ago - I think I received a Nintendo 64 on the day of release, but the cartridges were very expensive.1010 About 10'000 yen? But I'm  six-years-old, so I cannot buy them of course. Then a few years after I got a new Famicom in Japan. Like a cheap NES, you'd say in English. And at that time all the cartridges were about 100 yen or so!1011
<laughs> So I could buy many, many games! Then I played a lot of NES games, and that's how I discovered I like retro games.
 
JS: So good value for money.
 
TK: Yes, good value for money, and some older games are better than even the newest games. The style of game, you know? It's simple. Since I was a very small child I never read the manual - so I must play simple games. <laughs>
 
JS: But what about Panorama-Toh, by Yoshio Kiya? That's complicated.1012

 
TK: Yes, of course. But that was a PC game, consumer or console games are simpler. Console and arcade games are much simpler, but PC games must be complicated, like Daisenryaku, or Nobunaga,1013 or Panorama-Toh, or Xanadu. Those are all complicated.
 
JS: So what was the first game you ever recall seeing? 
 
TK: The first one? Hmm... I think it was for arcades, maybe it was Dig Dug? In Japan there are many hotels with an adjoining spa. There were, I think, table games - and one of them was Dig Dug. I played it 10 times maybe? So then I liked Dig Dug. The character was cool, and the sounds were good. Because when you walk it makes a sound, but when you stop moving it also stops the sound. That felt unique. The enemy characters, like the red balloon with goggles, they were cute! <laughs - makes sound of inflating enemy, pf-pf-pf! Pop!> Recently I bought another Famicom, and bought Dig Dug for it. 
 
JS: My first game was Pac-Man, also by Namco. It's unusual to find someone so young who likes old games. A lot of people who like old games...
 
TK: ...are 30- or 40-years-old.
 
JS: Exactly. Is it important to encourage young people to try old game? Do you tell your friends?
 
TK: Yes, yes. I mean, I wrote some game essays for magazines. The magazine is called GameSide...
 
JS: ...I know that magazine! I interviewed the editor!
 
TK: I wrote for spin-offs like Shooting GameSide and Action GameSide, about action games. I wrote articles. For example for Action GameSide Volume 1, I wrote about Wonder Boy. Then after that I wrote about Fantasy Zone, and then afterwards, as in one week after, the new Shooting GameSide was to be released, and I wrote about Side Arms, Capcom's robot shooting game.1014
 
JS: So you're a freelance journalist?
 
TK: Ah, yes..
 
JS: Have you ever read Retro Gamer from England?
 
TK: Ah yes, once! When I lived in England I read EDGE.
 
JS: EDGE? I don't like EDGE so much.
 
TK: But EDGE was kind of like my school textbook! Mainly because I was told by someone while learning English: "Please read magazines which you would normally be interested in." So for example, for me, it was very hard to understand British history. Like lords, or kings and queens. But it's easy to read about Mario or Yoshi, or Sega or something, in English. Because half of the words are common words for me.
 
JS: So games are like a shared common language?
 
TK: Yes, a shared language, involving character names or titles, or makers.
 
JS: But not so much genres. Because in Japan you use different monikers, such as STG instead of shmup.
 
TK: Yeah, in the UK you use shmup, or beat-em-up.
 
JS: Right, in the UK a beat-em-up is Street Fighter, but in America the term beat-em-up is used for scrolling brawlers like Final Fight. It's confusing!
 
TK: A big difference!
 
JS: What would Street Fighter be called in Japan?
 
TK: A fighting game.
 
JS: And Final Fight?
 
TK: A belt-scroll game.
 
JS: When were you in the UK?
 
TK: I think it was when I was 12 until I was... 16? So kind of around 2003 until 2007? In Finchley, north of London. It was my father's job. I was with my family. I think it was Tottenham Court, near to Piccadilly Circus, there was a shop selling retro games. I recall I bought many Sega Master System games at the time. And then I discovered Segaia, or Darius II as it's known in Japan. That was the original for Master System.1015 Of course I also love the Wonder Boy series - my favourite is Dragon's Trap.
 
JS: Yes! Do you feel it's a little bit like Super Metroid?
 
TK: Yes, you go wandering backwards and forwards as you turn into a Hawk, or a Mouse, or a Tiger, and can access new areas. My second best Master System game is Golvellius - I really like Compile!
 
JS: I'm actually interviewing the guy who made it...
 
TK: Oh! <intense>
PAC FUJISHIMA! 
 
JS: Yes, Satoshi Fujishima. Any questions for him?
 
TK: Uhmmm... No, I'm just a fan of Golvellius. I've completed it two or three times, and I mapped everything.
 
JS: What do you think of Ninja Gaiden on Master System? I think it's better than the NES and PC Engine versions.
 
TK: For Master System? Oh yeah, I like it. I also like Alex Kidd in Shinobi World and Power Strike II.
 
JS: That's quite rare.
 
TK: Yes, quite rare. I paid something like $300 for it.
 
JS: Dollars? Wow! What about the Golden Axe RPG?
 
TK: I played that on the Game Gear, in Japan.
 
JS: Ahh, but on the Game Gear it was Ax Battler: A Legend of Golden Axe, which is very different to Golden Axe Warrior on Master System
 
TK: It's a bit different. <laughs>
 
JS: It is very different!
 
TK: Oh, is it definitely?
 
JS: The Master System one is like Zelda, the Game Gear one is like Dragon Quest, with side-on battles. I should have brought the HG101 Sega Arcade Classics book.1016
 
TK: Ooohhh... Anyway, I bought Wonder Boy's PCB, and I bought Wonder Boy in Monster World for the Sega Master System. That one's a bit rare, because it was only released in Europe. But I could not find the Monica series from Brazil.1017 Since I just lived in England, it was hard for me to get from Brazil the Monica series of games. But I want to complete my Wonder Boy collection!
 
JS: Including Saiyuuki World on Famicom?
 
TK: On the NES, right. Or Bikkuriman World on PC Engine!
 
JS: So you have all of them?
 
TK: Yes!
 
JS: Do you know in England there was a version of Monster Land for home computers, on cassette tape?
 
TK:
<incredulous> Cassette tape?! But that game was very long! It was huge and long!
 
JS: The colours are limited and it requires multiple loading.
 
Joseph: But it's still enjoyable.
 
JS: Yes, the quality shines through despite the limitations of the ZX Spectrum and Commodore 64.
 
TK: The major computers in Europe.
 
Joseph: And there is also an Amiga version.
 
JS: So tell me about your work at this store.
 
TK: I think you saw the one guy who was wearing a Defender T-shirt? He is mainly buying and selling consumer games. Like the Mega Drive, NES, all the way up to Dreamcast. Whereas I am mainly buying and selling computer games, like the PC-88, or X1, and those things. Games and hardware.
 
JS: So you're the computer expert?
 
TK:
<laughs> Kind of! Well, not so much.
 
JS: Have you played Brain Breaker on the Sharp X1?
 
TK: Oh yes, yes, yes. We once bought it from a customer. We're mainly selling on Yahoo! Auctions, and we're checking all the games, to make sure they work. We check everything, which makes customers feel sale. Because floppy disks are notorious for breaking, or can be hard to read, and cassette tapes will take a long time to load. So other places or private sellers won't check cassette tapes, but we are professionals, so we check all the cassette tapes we sell.
So I played Brain Breaker for 30 minutes. It sounds great, and the movement was good. I think it's only for X1. Original or exclusive X1 games, such as Euphory1018 by System Sacom, are also fantastic. So I wanted to own an X1 at that time. The X1 version of Sorcerian is the best one because of the music. It's similar to the PC-88VA version, and this is just my opinion, but the PC-88 sound is a very hard sound - whereas the X1's music is kind of soft. So it's easy to listen to.
 
JS: I find that if a game is released on PC-88 and X1, the X1 version is usually superior. 
 
TK: Yes. Graphics, and sound, and scrolling.
 
JS: Have you heard of Kagirinaki Tatakai?
 
TK: By Enix? Yes, I played it. But I couldn't understand what the rules were. 
 
JS: You just need to get deeper, maybe like Mr. Driller?
 
Joseph: You should ask Komabayashi-san about his work before joining Beep Shop.
 
JS: And what did you?
 
TK:
<laughs> I made "air caps". <holds up bubble wrap> I made this brand of green air cap. In Japan we call it puchi-puchi.1019 Since I love arcade PCBs, and I have a lot of PCBs - well, not many, just hundreds...
 
JS: Whoa! Hundreds is a lot!
 
TK: Oh! <laughs> Yeah, so of course I have this  puchi-puchi, because PCBs need bubble wrap. So I was buying bubble wrap from my previous company, before I actually joined them. Of course in Japan you have interviews when joining a company, which is when I said: "I am using your bubble wrap!" <laughs> Then when I was working in this bubble wrap company I invented this green bubble wrap. I came up with the idea. Because this wrapping is quite firm, and it can protect PCBs.
 
JS: You invented a specialist kind of bubble wrap to protect arcade games?!
 
TK: Yes. And I decided on the colour, this shade of green.
 
Joseph: Because you find blue, pink, black, and without any colour. Usually the pink and blue are for electronic materials, because of static electricity. So this was a new type of bubble wrap, and he had to decide the colour.


TK: Green. And it's a good colour, isn't it? It looks like a PCB - green and green.
 
Joseph: He eventually left the company, but the green wrapping is still available. 
 
TK: It's available in some PCB shops.
 
JS: So this is your legacy.
 
TK: Kind of! <intense laughter>
 
JS: So were you a design consultant...?
 
TK: I was part of the design team. I was 22.
 
JS: What did you study?
 
TK: Ahh... Poly... Poly-something. Basically the mechanism of bubble wrap, and how to make bubble wrap, but that doesn't really apply to my current job. And I've kinda forgotten what I learnt - mainly I remember coming up with this bubble wrap.
 
JS: A world exclusive interview with the man who invented specialised arcade bubble wrap!
 
TK: For PCBs. Because look, <holds up> it's hard, so it gives you extra protection.
 
Joseph: So if you go to Akihabara, there is a PCB shop called Try, and you can buy it there.1020
 
TK: I think it's also good for protecting home computers.
 
JS: If you had to name one favourite game, for consoles, computers, and arcades, what would they be?
 
TK: For consoles it would Dragon's Trap, and for computers... Firehawk: Thexder II, using the Sound Board2.1021 The music is great! 
 
Joseph: It's for PC-88mkIISR.
 
TK: And also on the MSX2. Finally, for arcades, Equites.1022 It's by Alpha Denshi.1023 When I was maybe 21 or 22, I was playing Equites, I was really happy when playing it, but my family had to listen the same game music for like eight hours! Maybe that wasn't so enjoyable for them - sorry!
 
JS: Do you have the board here?
 
TK: Yes, but one of the other staff broke it! <laughs> My home is about 10 minutes on foot from here, and I have many Alpha Denshi games. I have one room dedicated to arcade games. There are two arcade machines and one cocktail table. Plus shelves with a hundred PCBs.
 
JS: In the West, if someone has 20 it's considered a nice collection. Having over a hundred is hardcore.
 
TK: But I think, in England, having 20 means owning 20 cabinets I'd guess?
 
JS: Depends. Some have one cab which they interchange boards on, but I think especially in America, the culture is to get one cabinet and restore its art and marquee, special buttons and working coin-slot, and make it authentic. There seems to be a lot of affection for the box, as much as the game inside. But it's different in Japan?1024
 
TK: Yes. Japanese players, sometimes they won't even own a cabinet, they just use a control box. <points to side> Like this, you can play PCBs on this using a monitor. But I have three cabinets. One of them I bought recently, Super Punch-Out!! for arcades. It's amazing. But it only has one screen. I like the Punch-Out!! series. Nintendo's character designs are high-grade, and different from those by other companies, like Sega or Taito. They're colourful and comical. And in Super Punch-Out!!, the Japanese version, they speak in Japanese. So in English they say, "Ladies and Gentlemen!" But in Japanese they'll say, "akai ko-na-!" for the red side. Sometimes they'll also change the names, like with Bear Hugger. In Japanese they say Rocky Kumagoro. Since Rocky is kind of an English name, and Kumagoro means "bear". 
 
JS: What's the rarest item in your collection?
 
TK: Ahh... <pauses> Alpha Denshi's Splendor Blast1025 or High Voltage.1026 I was lucky, I only needed to spend two years to find them.
 
JS: When you want to buy a rare game, do you look on Yahoo! Auctions? Do you have contacts?
 
TK: When I was working in the bubble wrap company I was in contact with Mr Kobayashi, the boss of Beep Shop. I always called him up, asking: "Do you have any Alpha Denshi?! Of course I'll pay money!" <laughs>

Then I was able to get a lot of Alpha Denshi's games, like Equites, High Voltage, Splendor Blast, and of course I'm also collecting the manuals and instruction cards for the originals. Things like fliers. I was able to buy from Beep Shop the original instruction cards and manuals, pamphlets, direct mail from sales... It's important to have the whole thing, for me. It's kind of like related merchandise.
 
JS: You said the stock changes often in Beep Shop. How many items go in and out during an average week?
 
TK: Hmmm... <pauses for thought> Maybe we sell 50 items per day? I mean, that includes arcades, computers, consoles, game music CDs, and so on. Yes, I think 50 per day. We mainly ship only within Japan. So if you're in a foreign country and you want to buy something, please contact us, or alternatively use a third-party company which makes online bids instead of you. 
 
JS: So a proxy or intermediary?
 
TK: Yes, which will send directly from Japan.1027
 
JS: Are you in charge of the building we were previously in, or are you just an employee?
 
TK: I'm just an employee of the warehouse. 
 
JS: It must be fun, seeing things which few others see.
 
TK: Yes. If I see many PCBs are coming in, I'll be quite happy. And many, many PC-88 games on cassette tape, which you saw in our storage room. I was very excited - WOW! These are rare. These are hard to find!
 
Joseph: Yes, exactly. 
 
JS: You've worked there for a year. Can you recall the rarest item that's entered the shop?
 
TK: I think Panorama-Toh. Kiya-san's first game, before Dragon Slayer. I think that was probably the most rare item. But on PCB, we once sold Super Locomotive, last year.1028 It's by Sega, and there are two screens. The top screen is a bird's eye view, while the bottom screen is a side-view. You control a train and move from left to right, and the music used is Yellow Magic Orchestra's famous Rydeen song. That's why it's rare. 
 
JS: Are rare items only sold through online auctions?
 
TK: We have a PCB shop online. Just for PCBs, with set prices. But other games are sold on auction, including this copy of Recapture!
 
Joseph: You also had in Manhattan for the Deco Cassette. The system is quite a rare piece.
 
TK: True, but we still stock Deco Cassette stuff. Like... <rummages on shelf> I saw Boulder Dash up here, but it's not here now... Well, you can see many Deco Cassette systems on the top there. It's hard to see unless you look from this side.1029
 
JS: Ahh yes, in the orange boxes?
 
TK: Yes, like La-Pa-Pa, and Boulder Dash, I guess are rare?
 
JS: So Super Locomotive is extremely rare, but how much did it sell for?
 
TK:
<long pause - writing it> In Japanese yen, this much.
 
JS: 129'000 Japanese yen? That's about £850. But I've heard from Joseph that you had an even more rare title. The unreleased Rambo III?1030
 
TK: Yes, it was unreleased, so there's a problem of pricing. This was the Rambo made by Taito. I think it was about 1990? It's a JAMMA board.1031 It was released outside of Japan, but there was no Japanese version. But the developer gave us the Japanese PCB. We came by it because the producer of Rambo asked us to buy some FM-7 computer stuff. Then when the producer and Mr Kobayashi, my boss, were talking about PCBs, the producer gave Kobayashi his copy of Rambo! As a gift. So not for sale. A case of: "Just please show it to other customers who might be interested by it."
 
JS: It was released in English, but there was never an official Japanese release?
 
TK: No, so I think it might be the only one.
 
JS: The content is the same, just the language is different?
 
TK: Yes, just the language.
 
JS: Did you sell the unreleased Rambo?
 
TK: I think no, we just showed it to people.
 
JS: How much could it be worth?
 
TK:
<laughs> Oh, we just say a million yen!
 
JS: Tell me about the T-shirt you're wearing.
 
TK:
<laughs> This T-shirt? This is Dolucky, or neko in Japanese. When I first got the job of buying and selling retro PCs, of course I had to know certain things. So I then bought an X68000, and when I did so I only got 10 games with it. One game was Konami's Akumajou Dracula, another was Genocide and Genocide II,1032
Phalanx, Bosconian, Genpei Touma Den, and some other stuff. I like robot games, such as Equites, and do you know Wolf Fang, an arcade game released by Data East? Similar to Leynos. Those kinds of robot games which are styled after Japanese animation, or for another example, Thexder. I like all of those sorts of games. My favourite game genre is action, so Genocide appealed to me on so many levels. I finished it, which was very, very difficult!
 
JS: I played the PC Engine conversion.
 
Joseph: Oh, the PC Engine version is bad!
 
TK: So I developed an interest in ZOOM, the company which made Genocide. I played Phalanx and Genocide II, plus Lagoon.1033 Then I started to like Dolucky! <laughs> Because he's unique; he's the company mascot. Then I bought Dolucky no Kusayakiu on SNES,1034 and it's very playable. It's genuinely a great game, even today. Better than Power Pro or Famista or any other baseball games. For me, the best baseball game available is Dolucky no Kusayakiu. Then on Yahoo! Auctions I saw the T-shirts were selling for about 300 yen to 1'000 yen, and Dolucky's plushie doll, <holds one up> is only like 10 yen!
 
JS: That's crazy cheap!
 
TK: Yes, very cheap on Yahoo! Auctions. Because nobody is interested in Dolucky plushies. Only me, so I bought a lot of Dolucky goods. I think there are quite a few Dolucky fans, because X68 fans tend to like ZOOM, because they were one of the greatest developers for the system. So a lot of people like ZOOM, and of course Dolucky as well by extension. I'm kind of a "new" Dolucky fan.
 
JS: Didn't he appear in Genocide on the splash screen?
 
TK: Just the manual I think? And ZOOM's manuals are very, very funny! They're full of parodies and unusual, super-deformed characters. Like little chibi versions. ZOOM's manuals are wonderful to read. They're entertaining in themselves.
 
JS: What did you think of game manuals in England? They tended to be black and white, and rather dull.
 
TK: Yes, but what was unique for me, was that in Europe there are many languages written all on one package: English, French, Dutch, Spanish, something else. Italian and German, something, something, something! So the manuals were much thicker with all the languages.
 
JS: You're very knowledgeable! Where do you acquire it? Forums? Reading GameSide? How do you learn?
 
TK: Nowadays I read a lot of old PC magazines. Because my company has Maicom BASIC Magazine, LOGiN, and other stuff, and I sometimes scan through them to supplement my knowledge. A good source of knowledge is old magazines. Or I just talk to my friends. They are mainly like 30- or 40-years-old, but they might be connected to a "PCB Friends Club" or similar. Sometimes we go to Akihabara together and share stories, and talk about what they're looking for. Things like that.
 
JS: What's happened to Akihabara? Twelve years ago there were game stores everywhere! Today there are few.
 
TK: Ahhhh... Games are like... Let me put it this way: girls will bring the stores in Akihabara more profits than games would. Hence the many girl stores - like AKB48, or anime related, maid cafes, those sorts of things. Girl-type merchandise I think brings them more profit.1035 So of course people need profit, so they don't sell games anymore, they now instead sell animation goods or something similar.
 
JS: Would you describe it as the end of an era? For a lot of people Akihabara has always been like the Holy Land. 
 
TK: It still has rare and great things, but it's getting smaller. I think there are four or five shops, I guess? 
 
JS: I went to Super Potato, but the majority of stores I saw a decade ago, so many stores, no longer exist!
 
TK: Super Potato has a PCB shop in Akihabara.
 
Joseph: When are we going to Natsuge Museum?
 
TK: Tomorrow I'm planning to go to Akihabara!
 
Joseph: So maybe we can go tomorrow? There are three shops in Akihabara, three PCB shops; it's G-Front, and...
 
JS: I definitely want to visit the museum.
 
Joseph: For retro gaming there are also three places. In Natsuge Museum you have mainly cocktail tables, so this is interesting to look at. And there's a retro corner at the Try Tower, with these kinds of universal cabinets with old PCBs. And there is a small retro corner at Taito Hey. Which is quite interesting, because they have a lot of shooting games.
 
JS: What time does Natsuge Museum open?
 
TK: Usually late in the afternoon, until... It depends. If there are no customers it closes early. Like 8 or 9pm. 
 
<final discussions about when to visit>
 
JS: As an expert on Japanese games, having lived in the UK, describe international gaming cultural differences. 
 
TK: I think... It's a difficult question! <laughs> But in my opinion, the Japanese and British are very similar in terms of the style of game they play. I mean, for example, being played by one person. Not like two or more players, like Gauntlet by Atari. Of course some Japanese people like multiplayer, but not many like Gauntlet. In Britain, the Amstrad CPC or the ZX Spectrum, those computers were very popular - and of course the Sega Master System too. All the games are usually for one player. Sometimes of course there will be dual player games, but mainly it's only single player I think. Playing games alone, or getting deeper and deeper into a game by yourself, it's kind of the same style. 
 
JS: You feel there is an acceptance of solitary play?
 
TK: Yes.
 
JS: Do other countries prefer or encourage group play?
 
TK: I think the US likes co-operative play, or dual multiplayer. Like Rampart, or Smash TV, Gauntlet, Super Sprint, or all those Atari games which are mainly multiplayer games.
 
Joseph: He didn't tell you, but he's also an Atari fan - so he knows a lot about the Atari 8-bit systems!
 
TK: Oh yeah, I have an Atari 2600, and my favourite game is Kaboom!. I really like Activision.
 
JS: What about Warlords - four players defend their fort?1036
 
TK: It's great, isn't it.
 
JS: And M.U.L.E.?1037
 
TK: Agh, no! I've only heard the name before.
 
Joseph: Mainly Atari console games, not computer games.
 
JS: M.U.L.E. was also released on Japanese computers.
 
TK: For the PC-88, MSX, and X1? And the PC-98?
 
<chats with Joseph about its releases>
 
JS: One of my favourite games. You should try it.
 
TK: For me, Atari's 2600 console is kinda of like an "Activision Game Machine"! Because Activision's games are so much more playable compared to other games. Like Pitfall, or Keystone Capers, or H.E.R.O. Whereas on the MSX the playable games are only from Konami! 
 
<everyone laughs>
TK: I bought an MSX purely to play Konami's Goonies on it. And Gradius II.
 
JS: Have you played the MSX release of Manic Miner or Jet Set Willy?
 
TK: Ah yes, Jet Set Willy. Wasn't the MSX version released by Hudson, as a little card? It's kind of a nightmarish world. <with abject horror in his voice> Ladies are flying, the player sometimes transforms into a pig, there's toilet seats everywhere, and a giant foot!
 
JS: We love that stuff in England.
 
TK: And also Monty on the Run.
 
JS: Yes, the platform games with the mole.
 
TK: But in Japan they changed him into a man who must escape from... 
 
JS: ...from prison! For the Famicom Disk System!
 
TK:
Monty no Doki Doki Dai Dassou!1038 For the MSX, I also like the games made by dB-Soft. For Action GameSide issue #2, I wrote about Cross Blaim on MSX.1039 The game is very similar to Layla, because the staff is kind of the same as Cross Blaim. In addition the game is also very similar to Metroid - you go around, collect money, buy new weapons, find new routes by using bombs.
 
JS: And you go down long elevators!
 
TK: Yeah, yeah. I wrote about that for GameSide. Joseph's copy of the package was used to illustrate it. I have the package myself, but it's badly sun faded.
 
Joseph: He also wrote a kind of doujin magazine, about Atari games. Like a fanzine.
 
TK: Yes, me and my three friends wrote it, and we gave scores to things. So like 30 points for Atari's Pac-Man,1040 and I wrote how one game was crap, <laughs> or another was great.
 
JS: Did you distribute this at Comiket?
 
Joseph: Not Comiket itself. He attended a kind of very small convention, only for games, called Game Legend.1041 It's once a year.
 
TK: It's like Comiket but for retro games. So you can bring machines from your house. Some game centers brought Capcom's "Mini Cute", the small cabinet.1042 Three years ago one guy brought an original Atari Tempest cabinet, from his house! 
 
Joseph: He's a very famous guy, called Onitama.1043 You should look him up online. He makes video footage about arcade games all over the world, not only in Japan, and also there is a kind of online TV show. Not every week but very often - once a month? - called Kiban Daisuki. Yuzo Koshiro is also a very good friend of his, and attended the TV program, talking about FM. It's for really maniac people. <laughs>
 
TK: So Onitama is like an old friend with Yuzo Koshiro - and he wrote music for Onitama, like 25 years ago? 
 
Joseph: I think you know The Scheme?
 
JS: Yes! It's a lot like Metroid.
 
TK: And it looks like Ys III. The game was not good, but the music was great.
 
JS: I really enjoyed the game. It's so mysterious as you get deeper into the planet.
 
Joseph: What's interesting with The Scheme is that there are two versions, based on the music. You have the Sound Board2, which is the best version, and if you don't have a Sound Board2 there is a different set of music. It's not just different instruments, it's completely different melodies. Because Yuzo Koshiro found that the instruments were different, so he couldn't just make a chip version of the Sound Board2. So he decided to make it completely from scratch. So you have to play the game twice.
 
JS: How did you come to write for GameSide magazine?
 
TK: I wrote an Equites guidebook. I think I have one here... <starts rummaging, leaves room>

 
Joseph: Yes, when he attended Game Legend, there was a playable version of Missile Command and...
 
TK:
<returns> This is the third version or printing, and the cover is a bit... hentai, sorry. 
 
JS: That's OK - I don't judge.
 
TK: But I have a reason! The first edition and second edition, I drew the girls for the cover, in order to sell more.
 
Joseph: It's not ecchi, it's hentai!
 
TK: Hentai! <laughs> I drew two girls, but when I was selling it at Game Legend, the illustration was bad, while the book was great! So I felt a bit mad, and I asked a guy I know who loves DAIVA by T&E Soft. And he can draw cute girls really well, so I asked: please draw hentai girls for me, using Equites!
 
<everyone laughs hysterically>
 
TK: He said yes, so... Equites. <hands over magazine> But inside it's just a guidebook for Equites.
 
JS: So where is the original version with your drawings?
 
TK:
<laughs> In my house. <shows inside magazine> This is direct mail from Sega. It's rare. Sega would send direct mail to game centers, advertising for example Equites, saying when it will be released, and what the price will be. It says how great Equites is. So it's official direct mail, followed by the guidebook. How the weapons work, what the DIP switches do, wiring information, the instruction card, and so on. Then finally information on other Alpha Denshi games, like Champion Baseball and Exciting Soccer.
 
JS: Did you sell more copies with the hentai cover?
 
TK: Yes, I sold a hundred in total. And these girls are similar to the robots in Equites. <flipping through> And this is an official flier, and the gameplay guide. The game has a counter in metres, to show how far you've played. So I wrote all of this about one year ago. I brought this book to GameSide magazine, and said: please use me!
I also introduced the game Vastar1044 to people. This game was developed by Toaplan. They also made Kyuukyoku Tiger, or Twin Cobra, plus Sky Shark and other similar games. The origin of all these games is Vastar, so I introduced it. I also introduced the history of Toaplan, and explained this is the first Toaplan game, and then there was Slap Fight.
 
JS: Wasn't Vastar made by Sesame Japan?
 
TK: With Vastar, it was developed by Sesame Japan, also known as Orca.1045 The people from Orca formed Sesame Japan and then Crux. After Crux they joined Toaplan. Therefore, Vastar was made by people in Toaplan.        Mr Yuge, a famous Toaplan composer, made music for Vastar when he was in Orca.1046
JS: Do you have a blog or a website?
 
TK: I have a new website and blog, but I've just been using it while playing Recapture! So right now it's just a "Recapture Blog"!
 
<everyone laughs>
 
Joseph: The blog is for playing difficult adventure games.
 
TK: It's just by me, right now it's only Recapture, but it's also for other PCBs I've bought. For example, I don't know the English name, but in Japan we call it Koi No Hot Rock. There are two musicians, swinging guitars and mics, and spitting music notes to help the girl.1047 It's a Konami arcade game.
 
Joseph: Yes, it's quite a rare game.
 
TK: The music is fantastic! Konami's sound from the 1980s, using professionally sounding FM, like A-Jax, also known as Typhoon, or Gradius of course. Or Flak Attack, in English it's MX 5000. Those all have "Konamic Sound" we say in Japan. Konamic Sound. As in "Konami Music Sound" - so it becomes Konamic Sound.
 
Joseph: It was playable at Natsuge Museum, maybe three months ago.
 
TK: But just for three days! Because only I was playing! It's quite difficult. 
 
JS: How many articles for GameSide so far?
 
TK: I think five or six? 
 
Joseph: So Komabayashi-san is only 23, and he knows a lot about retro gaming. But also he is aware that games won't last forever. So he is also working with us, joining the Game Preservation Society.
 
TK: When I first saw Joseph's home there were so many computer games which I'd never seen before - not in Beep Shop or in any customer's house. So many floppy disks and tapes - it was surprising!
 
JS: Where is Game Legend held? 
 
TK: In Kawaguchi, Saitama. Twice a year. Maybe spring and autumn? 
 
Joseph: Saitama is a region, like Tokyo. A huge region. And Kawaguchi is just between here and my home. 
 
TK: It's very small. It's been running for more than 10 years. It shows that many people have liked retro games for years. 
 
Joseph: Although it's small, it's bigger than the game part of Comiket. <laughs> We hope it will grow.
 
JS: What's the rarest thing that you're still trying to find?
 
TK:
Recapture!
 
JS: But you've got it, right over here.
 
TK: No, it's his! <points to Joseph> I want my own copy of Recapture, because I'm a collector. Besides that, some PCBs. I heard that Equites... I have two Equites PCBs, but there is another version of it, which I've been looking for. Normally it has a three-layer PCB, but I heard there is a two-layer PCB version. That's the one I want to find. It's my number one rare item.
 
JS: You produced a nice Equites book, but it's monochrome. What kind of printing service did you use?
 
TK: I normally use Microsoft Word for designing it, then I convert to PDF and ask a company to print the books.
 
JS: You can use CreateSpace to do print-on-demand and sell through Amazon.
 
Joseph: Yes, but if you don't sell this at Comiket or Game Legend, there is no meaning. It's not for selling on the internet. If it's too expensive, also, you won't be able to sell it. So this is the usual format for almost all doujin. And this one is pretty great, because it has a nice colour cover. How much do you sell it for?
 
TK: 600 yen.
 
Joseph: That's quite expensive, comparatively speaking. That's like only £4 or $6, but that's considered expensive in Japan. So if it's too expensive he can't sell it.
 
JS: HG101's book was colour, about four times that price.
 
Joseph: Maybe too expensive - the cost is very, very important for doujin.
 
JS: Did you sell it anywhere besides Game Legend?
 
TK: No, only Game Legend.
 
JS: If I find the rare version of Equites I will let you know.
 
TK: I will fly to England for it!
 
JS: So what are your thoughts on emulation?
 
TK: I normally use capture cards and the original machines. But only to play Recapture did I use an emulator. Normally I use a control box for the PCB and then use wiring to output an RGB signal to an adapter, then I add the capture card, and then I can take screens.
 
Joseph: If possible we want to play using real hardware, unless we have no choice because it's a difficult combination. For example with Recapture it is a very  difficult combination - because it's FM-7, but it's on floppy disk. So you have to use additional hardware boards to connect an external floppy disk drive, which is heavier than the computer itself. So it's possible to play it here, in Beep Shop, but not at home. So it's easier to emulate it.
 
TK: And the game is also very expensive and hard to find.
 
Joseph: Yes. There is no way we could easily play it on the real hardware.
 
JS: How much is a complete version worth?
 
TK: About 60'000 yen. At least, depending on condition. 
 
JS: That's about £400! Any message for my readers?
 
<TK chats with Joseph>
 
TK: Please buy a PC-8801 computer, either the FA model or later, because it already has a Sound Board2. It has great sound. Then please play Thexder II on your original PC-88 that you buy. It will give you a new appreciation for videogames. It's also good for playing Xanadu!
 
Joseph: There are so many great Japanese games that were not available outside of Japan. Of course you can find them through emulation, but it's very different if you have the opportunity to play them on the real hardware. This is the message.
 
TK: Like arcade games. If you play them on the hardware, I think it's more fun than playing via emulator, because it's the original. So if you have the chance, please buy the original machine. If you can't, please search for it.
 
Joseph: Buy it from Beep Shop! The "Beep" part of the name comes from Beep Magazine. The shop's boss loves that old magazine.
 
<everyone laughs intensely>
 
TK: Yes, ask us!
 
Joseph: For me, I am really glad to do preservation    when I see someone like Komabayashi-san. Really, I'm preserving history and making available those old titles for people like him, for the next generation.
 
TK: I just want to say one thing, for young people. Younger than myself. Please try! Please find your best or favourite game, from the diverse history of games. For me, finding Equites when I went to a game center, I randomly played the game. The music really resonated with me and from that point, suddenly, I loved it. That was Equites.
You do not need a long history to appreciate games - so please discover and play what you enjoy in retro games. That's the message for young players. Discover your favourite game.
 
 
TK: I would like to introduce you to how many games we have here at Beep Shop. For example, here we have PC-88 games, <shows row of shelves - picks several up> like Dragon Slayer and Xanadu and Space Harrier. Here we have even more PC-88 games, like Sorcerian and Snatcher! And here is Misty Blue,1048 this is a game with music by Yuzo Koshiro - it sounds great! <pulls out game> This is one I love, Firehawk: Thexder - The Second Contact, also known as Thexder II.1049 And of course we have the classic adventure game J.E.S.U.S.1050
<moves to adjacent shelf> And here we have the FM-7, FM-77AV, and FM-Towns games. Half of them are hentai games! <laughs> And here we have the MSX ranges, with many of Konami's games - because I like Konami games! 
 
JS: <looking over shelf>
Metal Gear 2, Parodious...
 
TK: And Snatcher, and SD Snatcher... <laughs> And Castlevania, Gradius... <moves to other shelf> Here we have many X68 games, like Konami's Castlevania, and Micomsoft's1051 games like Bosconian, Genpei Touma Den, After Burner, Space Harrier, and Final Fight. And here's Daimakaimura. This is a great game! 
And we have many, many computers. All the original hardware, and they all work. <gives a quick tour> Because we can then check the games which come in, and say: these are playable games. Here's the PC-8801, and the PC-6601, the Sharp X1, the MZ-2500, the X-1000... <laughs> The X68000, and another PC-88. <bewildered> So many computers!
 
JS: Lots of computers!
 
TK: Lots! Here's our FM-77AV, and our FM-7 with original floppy disk drive.
 
Joseph: Yes, so you need this disk drive to play Recapture, with the additional system board.
 
TK: We need the FM-7, this PCB connector, and this floppy drive.1052
<points to each component>
 
JS: Which is heavier than the computer, right?
 
TK: Yes, heavier! We need all this for Recapture.
 
JS: How many items are in these warehouses?
 
TK: I don't know. Because if you open some of the boxes you will find many controllers or games.
 
JS: At any one time... 10'000 items in this room?
 
TK: Yes, I guess. Because that box with PC-88 game tapes, that contains like 300 games in that small space. I think it would take ages to organise.
 
Joseph: Anyway, none of it stays too long on the shelves. They go for sale quickly.
 
TK: Sometimes it stays for a long time. For example Panorama-Toh or Dragon Slayer. Some of the really rare stuff we keep, but normal items we sell.
 
JS: And you deal with Joseph a lot, helping with his museum of rare items?
 
TK: Yes. <laughs> We are selling him rare items, <whispers> secretly!
 
JS: Secretly?!
 
TK: Well, no, not secretly, but not through Yahoo! Auctions. We sell them directly.
 
JS: You give him first choice.
 
TK: Sometimes.
 
Joseph: Not always. Only if there is the opportunity. 
 
TK: Like this time, when I showed him our new arrivals, and then I scanned his manual for Recapture. So it was kind of like a deal!
 
JS: Helping each other out. You need contacts.
 
TK: I always contact Joseph first.
 
JS: Do you do anything to keep items in good condition?
 
TK: Air-conditioning is very important in Japan, because of the humidity. So we always use an air-conditioner to keep the temperature down. After leaving the shop we close the door and shut the windows; of course because it costs money we switch off the air-conditioner. But the air is still, because there's no one inside. During the summer we do it every day, so all of the games are OK.
 
JS: When someone wants to sell you an item, do they just show up with a box of games?
 
TK: We have a website, and we're contacted by email or phone. Anyone can call and say, I want to sell this machine, or something like that. We pay them up front. We check the game is working and the general going price and then we give them a quote, and if the customer says "yes" we pay them money. Afterwards we check the item more deeply, for example also cleaning it, and then we sell it.
 
JS: To what extent can you repair something if it's faulty - for example, do you do soldering? 
 
TK: Yes. For example changing the electric capacitors is the main way of repairing the X68, because all units of X68 have a problem with their capacitors. So if you don't change them, your X68 will 100% die. And for the MSX, it uses a tiny belt for moving the floppy drive. Because it was cheap, I guess. Of course the belt is made from rubber, so it melts or loses its shape and no longer works. What I do is take those belts out, clean them, and either put them back or use new belts recently bought. I check them for about an hour to see if they work or not. If it works we clean up the keyboard and check the cartridge slot, the controller ports, everything. Rewiring isn't required for the MSX.
 
Joseph: I think the deal is that repairing machines takes time, and money, so if it's just a simple repair they do it here. Then they sell the item. If it's a heavy repair, they ask some guys and pay money to have it done. They do that only if they can sell it for a very expensive price and recoup the costs. Such as arcade PCBs, or very rare old computers. Such as the PC-88VA, which can be sold for more than 50'000 yen. So repairing it will cost, I don't know, maybe 5'000 yen? 
 
TK: Or more! But repairing it will generate a lot of money for us. Plus of course the buyer will be happy because it's been repaired.
 
JS: Are spare parts for all these machines difficult to acquire? Do you manufacture your own?
 
TK: Yes, like the PC Engine CD-ROM's gears. We can buy them online, because the guy is making them new.
 
Joseph: With these capacitors, <picks one up> this is something you can still buy anywhere. It's not the original or same type of parts, but still. Now for old machines, some parts are not available anymore, so you have to find someone who is making custom parts. So yes, for the PC Engine CD-ROM there is a gear which you can replace as new. But some machines are very difficult to repair once broken. I think that basically there are no spare parts available for those machines. 
For example, regarding old computers, if the power unit is dead. Take the PC-88, where the power unit is thin and long, and you won't find the exact same one. So you won't be able to keep the replacement unit inside the PC, you will have to place it on the outside. Or you have to take it from another PC, maybe a broken one, so you combine two of them. It will become more and more difficult to have the original hardware.
 
JS: Do you have a lot of foreign buyers?
 
TK: Yes, through the internet. Recently many people from Europe and America are buying old PC games. Because the Japanese yen is getting cheaper, and there are some types of third-party company, so they don't have to buy them directly - they're going through other companies to buy Japanese games on Yahoo! Auctions.1053
 
Joseph: Today I came for this. <we move to adjacent room> It's some PC-88 games that this shop bought a few weeks ago. They are going to put them on auction and they are all very rare items; old, only tape games. For example, this is from Takara-Phoenix. Games were distributed for Takara under the Phoenix label through Enix, hence PhoEnix. It was a joint venture, so it's Takara-Phoenix. All games were under a license; Enix was just involved in distribution through a sub-company. Maybe only a dozen titles. And these are really, really hard to find. Even in Japanese there's little info.
 
JS: Hmm! And you want to be careful with the tape games because the tapes are constantly biodegrading.
 
Joseph: Yes, yes. But not as fast as floppy disks. 
 
JS: Are floppy disks worse?
 
Joseph:
<rummages through box> Yes, yes. Oh yes, these are old Enix tape games. This one is the tape version of Mugen no Shinzou, which is one of the first RPGs, first Japanese RPGs. Dragon Quest was inspired by this series, Mugen no Shinzou, so it's a very important piece of history. 
 
JS: And the copy you are buying comes with everything?
 
Joseph: Yes, I think it does.
<shows magazines> These magazines are all dedicated to amusement arcades.
 
JS: Isn't that the original Door Door by Koichi Nakamura, for PC-8801, later ported to Famicom?
 
Joseph: <looking over game> So Enix started its history with this game, and some others, at the same time.1054
<chats with TK in Japanese>
<pointing to text on the bottom of the box> This is a side-release, a reprint. Not many people know this, maybe only me! If it's a reprint it will have "E-G" here. If it's the original it will just have numbers. There's not much difference between the two boxes. This is a reprint of the very first game, that's why it's 0-0-1. So the packaging is almost the same, just a slight difference in the colours.
 
JS: Is the reprint more common and less valuable?
 
Joseph: I'm the only one who thinks that. <laughs>
 
TK: Here's Alphos; this game looks like Xevious. On the back of the box it says Mr Morita made Alphos,1055 but because it is so similar to Xevious, Enix got a license from Namco. <laughs> There's even an explanation of it written in a little disclaimer box on the back. 
 
Joseph: They had to pay for it. It basically says: "Because Morita-san's Alphos looks so much like Xevious, Enix asked Namco for permission."
 
TK:
<rummages> Many of Koei's earliest games are in here, like Danchizuma no Yuuwaku.
 
JS: Yeah, we wrote about this sex game for HG101.1056
 
TK:
<shows box> This is Dungeon, a very early, 3D Role-Playing Game. It looks like Wizardry!
 
Joseph: Yes. And Koei was saying at this time that this was the first Japanese Role-Playing Game. This is not really true, but it's one of the first. Because this Dungeon and Panorama-Toh were on sale at the same time. Almost. I mean, it depends on how you define a Role-Playing Game, in fact. 
 
JS: Indeed - what is an RPG? What are you holding?
 
Joseph: It's a certification, it's a gift you got from the company when you were able to complete the game. So you had to take a screenshot of the ending screen, send it to the company, and then you get this card. 
<flips it over> Usually there is a number on it, but apparently not this one...? Usually you will have the number #5, or #10 on it.
 
TK:
<pointing at card> I think this is it here, number seven-four something...
 
Joseph: Oh yes, OK! It's 749. So there was like a competition, and everyone was trying to get the number one card - to be the first one to complete it.
 
TK: Outside of Japan this game was called Miracle Warriors and it came out for the Sega Master System. In Japan it was called Haja no Fuuin, and that card is for the PC-88 version I believe.1057

 
Joseph: So at this time, adventure games and Role-Playing Games were quite difficult, sometimes impossible to complete. <laughs - shows box> So this is Haja no Fuuin for PC-88, the packaging.1058
 
 
Hentai - a serious discussion
 
<browsing though the shop's hentai games>
 
Joseph: Do you know the American computer game Softporn Adventure?
 
JS: By Sierra - the original PC game had no graphics.
 
Joseph: Yes, and it was like the beta version of Leisure Suit Larry. And this is the Japanese version of Softporn Adventure, by Starcraft. But it has a different name, it's called Las Vegas, and this one has graphics! But in fact it's just Softporn Adventure - only a few people know that.
 
JS: The original, modified to have graphics, for the Japanese market.
 
Joseph: Yes, yes. Unfortunately it didn't sell well! <laughs> So it's quite a rare piece.
 
<picks up random game>
 
Joseph:
<pointing> This game, Final Lolita, is like retro hentai! <laughs>

 
TK:
<intense laughter> Retro hentai?!
 
JS: Is there a collector's market for it?
 
Joseph: Oh yeah, sure. I collect it myself, this kind of retro hentai. <laughs>

 
TK: It comes on cassette tape.
 
Joseph: For me, yes, old hentai and newer games are very different. It's like retro adult games. Then it switches to "gal games",1059 which is quite different.
 
JS: What is "galge". How would you define it?
 
TK: Like, one guy and many, many cute girls! And they're just talking. They'll go somewhere and just talk and talk.
 
JS: Would you say a gal game is like a visual novel?
 
TK: Oh yeah! A visual novel. That's what a gal game is.
 
Joseph:
<picking up a different box> So this is a retro adult game; it's called Macadam and it's by dB-Soft, actually.1060 But they were using a different publishing sub-label, called Macadamia Soft.
 
JS: The cover has a photograph of a woman's face... 
 
Joseph:
<laughs> It's from another age! <shows a different game> And then it evolved into this kind of girl game - this is X.na Kisana, released in 1990, a hentai RPG by eroge specialists Fairy Tale.
 
JS: So it's shifted over time, the art style, from realistic to more anime style eroge or hentai?
 
Joseph: Yes. With Macadam it was mostly a kind of soft porn... Well, not pornographic, just soft ecchi,1061 whereas this newer game is like anime. With games like Macadam, there is still a link between the game and reality. <holds other game> But not this one! That's the difference. 
 
JS: They were only released five years apart, but you can see how things shifted. 
 
TK: Because many people like anime! Many PC users like anime! <laughs>
 
Joseph:
<holds up both> I mean look, this is reality. A photograph, versus an anime drawing like X.na Kisana. 
 
 
Recapture

 
Note from author: When I visited Beep Shop with Joseph Redon, we brought the Game Preservation Society's complete copy of Recapture, so that the manual could be scanned. It was a rare FM-7 adventure game by groundbreaking developer Humming Bird Soft, and it had never been dumped. We chatted about the game throughout our time at Beep Shop, and at the end Takayuki Komabayashi joked that, due to the game's difficulty, any player completing it would end up looking like the character on the back of the box. These segments of interview have been corralled together at the end here, since on 13 May 2016, roughly two-and-a-half years later, the game was preserved and an English article written for the GPS' website. Please enjoy seeing how this saga turned out. It describes not only this game, but the history of its developer, and also the curious nature of early Japanese adventure games, which were a hybrid of English and Japanese, due to how early computers handled the input and output of both languages.
 
 
JS: Earlier you said the rarest game you're trying to...?
 
TK: The game which I've been looking to find, for ages, is this game, Recapture. It's an FM-7 adventure game. This game is so funny! <laughs>

 
Joseph: And very difficult. 
 
TK: Yes, very difficult, and very rare!
 
TK & Joseph together: Very difficult to find and get!
 
Joseph: This is a copy which I brought today, from the Japanese Game Preservation Society. Because the manual is needed if he wants to complete it.
 
TK: I have a blog; I've been playing Recapture for about one month! <laughs> But I haven't finished the game yet. The manual is very important, LOGiN magazine said.
 
Joseph: What is very funny about old Japanese adventure games is that it's all in Japanese - of course - but you have to enter commands in English.
 
TK: For example, LOOK WALL, but then the game will say "OK" in Japanese! <laughs>
 
Joseph: Yeah, if you're someone from England or America, maybe you cannot complete the game because you have to think of or conceive of the commands in a kind of broken English. A sort of "Japanese English".
 
TK: This is the manual, <holds it up> it's like an American comic book. 
 
Joseph: Actually, it's quite a comical game.
TK: Because this man made a drug which is for men... <intense laughter>
 
Joseph: Difficult to explain! It's like the pill, but not for women, for men. 
 
TK: If he drinks this drug, the women will never get pregnant. But another company just stole the formula for this drug, and he, the man, the player has to recapture, recover the drug from the enemies at the other company.
 
Joseph: You have to sneak into the company...
 
JS: Corporate espionage kind of thing...
 
Joseph: Yes, yes. It's one of the early games by Humming Bird Soft.1062 Actually, it's their second adventure game.
 
TK: Actually the first one is The Palms,1063
The Knight of Wonderland, then Abyss, then Recapture... <trails off>
 
Joseph: OK. But this one is only for Fujitsu systems, so it's pretty hard to find.
 
JS: How much is it worth?
 
Joseph: It's not really a question of money - it's expensive anywhere. I would say like 60'000 or 70'000 yen, maybe more. But anyway, it's really not a question of money. Even if you have the money, it's quite difficult to find.
 
JS: You can't just replace it...
 
TK: Yes. It's very hard to find.
 
JS: How many copies were made?
 
Joseph: Not so many...
 
TK: A few thousand...
 
Joseph: Yeah, a few thousand only. So maybe there are only a few left, maybe like 20, around Japan.
 
JS: Wow! So that would mean the world.
 
Joseph: Of course, of course!
 
TK: I like to promote Humming Bird Software.
 
JS: You want to advertise Humming Bird in my book?
 
TK: Yes, some advertising for Humming Bird Soft. <sarcastic - joking> I know that Humming Bird Soft is still really alive, a lot, but... 
 
JS: <laughs> Let's pretend I'm interviewing you in 1985!
 
TK: Yeah! <shows the game's front> Perhaps this guy is meant to be me. <laughs>
 
JS: A smart businessman, a salaryman!
 
TK: A businessman. This guy. <boots game - reads screen> We're scared to sell it - from all the staff at Humming Bird Soft. Like this says: if you play this game, you'll turn into this! <shows dishevelled man on back>
 
JS: Must you complete the game to avoid that?
 
TK: If you complete the game you'll be like that!
 
<everyone laughs intensely>
 
 
The Holy Grail of Humming Bird Soft Preserved 
 

 
Posted on the Game Preservation Website, on 13 May 2016:
www.gamepres.org/en/2016/05/13/recapture/
 
Written by Takayuki KOMABAYASHI
Translated by Ming TEE, edited by Devin MONNENS
 
I absolutely adore games and want to make sure they are lovingly preserved for posterity. On that note, I would like to present this article in commemoration of the Game Preservation Society's successful preservation of Recapture, a game released by Humming Bird Soft for the FM-7 series systems.
 
About Humming Bird Soft
 
At the mention of Humming Bird Soft, some readers might remember games like Record of Lodoss War or something older like Laplace no Ma. They are absolutely right, but in addition to that, Humming Bird Soft was also the first company in Japan to produce adventure games with a certain level of quality. The first of these was a 5-inch disk for the FM-8, titled The Palms (priced at 11'000 yen at the time).
Before The Palms, adventure games mainly took place in locked-room scenarios, like in Mystery House by Microcabin (a Japanese clone of the famous Mystery House by Sierra Online). The Palms gave the genre a different take by presenting a game world that expanded outwards, from the neighbourhood reminiscent of the Shonan Beaches, to the ocean, to Smoopa, the underwater city. In addition, it was in colour, which was groundbreaking at the time. Sales commenced during January of 1983, when the market for PC games was still young, and The Palms raised the bar high for domestically produced games.
 
Recapture
 
Recapture for the FM-7 was released in 1984 as the first title of the Humming Bird – Another Venture #1 series (9'800 yen, reduced to 5'800 yen in 1985). True to the spirit of being "Another Venture", it went in a different direction from the fantasy settings of previous Humming Bird Soft games.
The protagonist, a researcher at Fly Pharmaceuticals, is a young man who is putting all he has into a "100% Perfect Male Contraceptive" (according to the manual). He succeeds and creates the male contraceptive "Kondoh-Muyo" (literally "condomless"). However, rival company Mosquito Pharmaceuticals will not take this lying down and steals the research files from our protagonist while he is out drunk and celebrating. What is our protagonist to do? The press conference is today at 4:30 p.m., and if he does not return by then, it will spell the end of Fly Pharmaceuticals. Thus the story begins where you as the protagonist have to RECAPTURE the missing files. This prologue is included in the manual in comic-book style; give it a read if you get a chance!
 
The Treasure Trove of Accessories
 
For PC games in 1984, it was standard practice to have a well-designed box and a simple manual, but for Recapture there was an elaborate set with a Dali-esque package, a comic-styled manual, a case resembling a medicine package, and a piece of cardboard with "This is cardboard" written on it. Perhaps they were emulating Infocom, which had various accessories included with the text adventure games they published for Apple and others. Hudson Soft even included soil in their package for Kurayami no shiten: Bunny Girl Satsujin Jiken (1986).
 
The Story
 
To avoid spoiling the game by revealing too many details, I'll just introduce each area briefly with a few screenshots. This is Fly Pharmaceuticals, where the player works. It's fun to proceed through the game, as it's not weighed down by too much text. Your first destinations are the accounting department and the lab. Commands like F***, BAKA (idiot) and AHO (fool), which aren't normally functional in such games, will show you a game over screen with a special scene. It's well worth trying out!
If you take the employee bus you'll get to Ohatsu station. Once you get off you'll encounter a street hawker trying to get you to visit a "pink salon" (brothel). While Humming Bird Soft had been producing tasteful games up until that point, one of the distinctive features of Recapture is that it doesn't shy away from lewdness. This street also has a drugstore and department store. If you're not skilled at finding a great bargain, you might have a hard time ahead.
Taking a train from Ohatsu station enables you to get to Tokube station. What do you know! There's a Humming Bird shop on the street staffed by a single employee. This game has a rich selection of functional commands; if you key in "LOOK HUMMINGBIRD" in front of the discount shop, you will get some information about the second game in the Another Venture series. There's a lot available for sale on this street, and you can get some stuff through conversing with NPCs. It's starting to feel more like an adventure game!
Next is Chikamatsu station, the station closest to Mosquito Pharmaceuticals. There's two ways to get in; if you've cleared the game before with one method, give the other method a go! (One method is in the hint book but is quite hard to decipher.)
This is the second floor of Mosquito Pharmaceuticals. The two main goals of this area are to get a staff ID card and to RECAPTURE your missing files. The first goal of getting the staff ID requires some puzzle solving. Your actions regarding something passing across the meeting room is the key.
The third floor and the stairwell comprise the later half of Mosquito Pharmaceuticals. It's time to use the items you bought outside Tokube Station! Beware, as the file in the lab is fake, but without it, you won't be able to get the real one (which is called the HONTO-FILE, or "real file").
After you've RECAPTURED your file, it's not the end yet. You'll still need to deliver it to your manager at Fly Pharmaceuticals. However, Humming Bird adventure games aren't so easy! If you take the wrong mode of transportation, it's game over. The street hawker from before (remember him?) is also back to block your way. This is your last test of wits; have a look at the items you have and solve the puzzle!
 
¡Hint Book
 
The Recapture Hint Book, which appears when you key in "HINT" during the game (18 pages, 1'000 yen, sold separately), has been obtained by the Game Preservation Society. It presents the story from beginning to end with the same style as the manual, and will help you clear the game without any problems.
Recapture is a command-line adventure game, a genre which enjoyed extremely brief popularity from 1983-1984. Command-line games meant that the player needed to key in what to do and how to do it, using katakana or English. In addition, functional keywords were limited, so most people have probably experienced a cold reply like, "You can't do this."
On the other hand, after being stuck forever on a particular scene, finding the right keyword and watching the scenes and story unfold smoothly from there is like a drug. You can't get this from multiple-choice text adventures. It's a lost genre.
In addition to Recapture, our Game Preservation Society aims to preserve all existing games, including those that have been lost to history. I hope that anyone who can will lend a hand.
 
 
 



AKAMA, Ryota
 

DOB: The 1980s / Born: Fukushima / Blood: Yoge
Interview with Ryota AKAMA
19 October 2013, Fukushima / Duration: 23 minutes
 
Given my heavy schedule in Japan I decided to take the day off and visit my friend, Ryota Akama, in Fukushima. We'd met sometime in the mid-to-late 1990s, when I was studying Japanese at school. He visited England as part of a cultural exchange and attended my school for a few days, and I did the same when later visiting Japan. We'd kept in touch ever since.
Some of these questions bring up knowledge which I'd gleaned from knowing Ryota for many years, but hopefully are easy to follow. What I like about discussing games with Ryota, is that we have the exact same taste in games. We both prefer the rich complexity of something like the original Deus Ex or S.T.A.L.K.E.R series, games which provide players with a grim setting and diverse array of tools to play with. Over the years we'd actually trade PC games, posting each other those we had finished.
Although Ryota is not a Japanese game developer, his answers are valuable for contextualising the world of games from the perspective of Japanese players, specifically one interested in games of Western origin. In some sense Ryota is sort of the diametric inverse of the average reader of these books, and what better way of understanding the zeitgeist of Japanese game development, than by understanding the views of domestic consumers? This is especially important when you consider things like the Japanese gaming press and video bloggers - it's one thing to scan and translate a page from the latest copy of Famitsu magazine, but how was that page perceived within its local environment? So much of what we in the West receive from Japan, we continue to interpret through the prism of our own narrow cultural norms and values, often misconstruing meanings and subtexts. This has nothing to do with localisation, but rather the appreciation of thematic and mechanical concepts in relation to one's own culture.
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JS: We're having an interview with Ryota Akama.
 
RA: Hello.
 
JS: And what was the first videogame you recall seeing?
 
RA: I recall seeing... I believe it was a computer called a Macintosh. Yes, an Apple Macintosh. The game was called Armour Alley.1064 It was a side-scrolling helicopter combat action game. Yeah. I think that was the first game I played. Or maybe the original SimCity for Macintosh.
 
JS: That's unusual, a lot of Japanese started with an NEC computer. But you started with an American one?
 
RA: Yes. Because my father had an Apple Macintosh in his office, and I got to play those games.
 
JS: So your first games were not Japanese but American.
 
RA: Yes, and later I played Japanese games. Because my parents were strict about owning games, and they didn't allow me to. So it wasn't until later that I played any Famicom games.
 
JS: Did this influence your taste in games?
 
RA: Hmm... Maybe, yes. It's quite so, I think.
 
JS: Have you heard the phrase yoge kusoge?
 
RA: Yes, I have heard that. But I hear those terms separately. Yoge and kusoge. And people use them differently - yoge simply means Western games these days. Nothing negative about it. Kusoge is simply bad games. It can apply to both Japanese and European games.
 
JS: What's the term for Japanese games?
 
RA:
Wage. Yeah. Wa uses Yamato's kanji for wa, it means Japan or Japanese in the old kanji way of writing. It's the more old fashioned way to spell it. Like in books up until the 1920s or 30s. So wage. 
 
JS: An antiquated way of saying Japan?
 
RA: Exactly. Like when we were a subordinate country to China, I think.
 
JS: And the yo in yoge can be written in... Hiragana?
 
RA: Yeah, it's abroad I think. Yo means sea, so it means "a game from across the sea". 
 
JS: And you've never really heard those two terms used together - yoge kusoge?
 
RA: Hmm... I think it was in the 1990s, a lot of Japanese gamers used it sarcastically because, you know, the yoge which they knew were usually terrible. <laughs>

 
JS: When you were at school they had a PC-98 and you played Prince of Persia on it - did it feel like a game developed outside of Japan, or did you not notice?
 
RA: Yes, that's right. I was aware it was from outside of Japan, because it was so... How would you say it? The game was unforgiving. You know? There's no guidance, there's no explanation - you're just thrown in and you have to survive, and you die a lot. That was typical of yoge at the time, or so I felt.
 
JS: Japanese games explained things more?
 
RA: Yes, that was the impression.
 
JS: Prince of Persia was widely released in Japan! So when did you play a distinctly Japanese game? You thought: Oh, this is definitely Japanese!
 
RA: Oh, it was Super Mario Bros., at my cousin's house. It was on the Nintendo Disk System, so maybe it was the second one.1065
 
JS: That was quite difficult too - there were poisonous mushrooms which killed you!
 
RA: Yeah, but it was still fun. It's still colourful, and there's a lot of sounds. Maybe that's the first impression Japanese players get - a lot of colourful sounds and variations.
 
JS: Today, would you consider yourself a fan of Western games, Japanese games, all games...? 
 
RA: Ah, definitely Western games.
 
JS: You're also a big fan of Steam?
 
RA: Oh yes, I have a Steam account, and I have over 300 games in my account.
 
JS: Steam sales, am I right? 
 
RA:
<strong laughter> You know it! But my favourite franchise I get from day one are the Batman games, you know? Like Arkham Asylum, and also the Dead Space series. But I can say, honestly, that I'm a fan of Western games because I never get to play Japanese games much these days. 
 
JS: You can't play them because you prefer computers?
 
RA: As a platform, right, rather than consoles.
 
JS: What is the benefit of computers over consoles?
 
RA: It's my strongest feeling, but because I can play older games easily. Because I'm a great fan of the old 2003 game, Vietcong. It was from a Czech company.1066 I really liked it, and I can still just install and play the game, using Windows 7. But with consoles, if you ditch the console for a newer one, then that's it, you can't play the old games anymore.1067 One of the conveniences I like is if you have data, you can just access it at any time and play the old games whenever you want. Also, you can customise your hardware, and have a better experience with it.
 
JS: Plus you're a fan of First-Person Shooters? In the West there's the belief that Japanese players do not like the first-person point of view so much.
 
RA: Yes. Because... I don't know, maybe it's only on the internet, because actually Call of Duty was quite a hit in Japan as well. But on the internet, on internet forums like nii-channel - do you know it?


JS: 2chan! 1068

 
RA:
<laughs> Yeah, it's kind of like the Reddit of Japan. There's people trashing the FPS genre, saying it's a murderer's game. You know, there's blood everywhere, and it's violent! And traditional Japanese players hated these kinds of violent games. They prefer Mario, or Zelda, you know gamey games. Ones which are not so realistic.
 
JS: Western devs are good with violent games. But there's almost no exploration of sex, whereas Japanese devs have always dealt with it.1069 I read Japan is more open due to having Buddhism and Shinto as foundational religions - while countries based on Christianity suppress sex. 
 
RA: In the Edo period there were sexual pictures called "shunga". As this shows, Japanese society has been accepting of items of a sexual nature right up to the present day. It's not only games, there are comics and animation which feature sex. So it's understandable Japan is better at handling sex in games.
 
JS: One of your favourite games is the original Deus Ex, which I posted to you. What do you like about it?
 
RA: Yes, Deus Ex is a favourite. It's a spot on combination of both FPS and RPG elements. You can take any play style you want, and also the story is quite interesting.
 
JS: And S.T.A.L.K.E.R is another?
 
RA: Oh yeah, that could be my number one favourite. I have all three titles in the series. I like it because of its grey atmosphere, a dark and serious atmosphere which is almost never present in Japanese games. I mean, there's also Dark Souls in Japan, but usually... Yeah, that's one thing I don't like about Japanese games which I know of. Which is that they are kind of having more of an anime style, these days. The characters are very anime-ish, and even if they pretend to be serious, they kind of always still feel like anime. They're not sombre or dark.
 
JS: What about Biohazard or Silent Hill?
 
RA: Yeah, they also feel... I've played Biohazard, or Resident Evil, releases 4, 5, and 6 actually, on PC. And they felt like they were trying to be Hollywood movies, but at the same time they can't get away from the old anime formula. Especially the storytelling and characters.
 
JS: Can you give a specific example?
 
RA: It's about... How to explain - what's a good example? Oh yeah! OK, so they always go face to face with the bad guys. They always put on a serious face and put their guns on each other, and there's always a long talk. They never pull the trigger. Even if they manage to pull the trigger, they can't get killed.
 
JS: That feels like something from an anime TV show?
 
RA: Exactly, the feeling of a TV show. Like an "o-kimari" feeling - it's a feeling that it's been done to death already.
O-kimari means it sticks to a formula - it's formulaic.1070

 
JS: Like a trope or cliché.
 
RA: Exactly, it's clichéd! That's a good way to put it, and it seems they just can't get away from it. Almost as if developers think that if they don't do it, they won't sell well in Japan, so they have to do it. This is the kind of feeling which I get from these games.
 
JS: What did you think of the Resident Evil 6 giraffe logo? 
 
RA: No, I didn't hear about that. It looks like a giraffe?... Oh yeah, now that you mention it... <laughs>
 
JS: Yeah, a giraffe with a short person standing in front of it... <shows an internet meme using smartphone>
 
RA:
<intense laughter> Naruhodo ne! (Indeed!) Yeah, maybe they... Ha ha! <more laughter>
 
JS: So you've played Dark Souls and you like it?
 
RA: Yeah, but I only got halfway. It was so brutal, and I got frustrated, so I stopped in the middle. But I can understand why people love that game - it's challenging, and it's rewarding.
 
JS: Have you played the Elder Scrolls games, like Morrowind or Oblivion?
 
RA: Actually, I don't really prefer those games. I don't understand why those titles have such high critics' scores. I mean, the worlds are huge, and there's certainly a rich lore behind it, but the actual gameplay - the mechanics - I feel is really lacking. It's shallow. When I first played Skyrim I thought, oh wow, this is great! But if you play for the first three hours you see everything - functionally, it's literally doing the same thing over and over again. Even if the map is huge, what you can do in it is very limited.
 
JS: When we spoke before, you commented that you felt a similar thing with Bioshock Infinite?
 
RA: Yes. With Bioshock Infinite, my first impression was this is great! The world is interesting, and beautiful, and the characters were engaging. But the gameplay was... I think it was too simplistic. It stripped out all the RPG elements - there was no inventory managing, and you could only carry two weapons. Also, you could barely customise them. And the weapon you get in the later stages, it's not worth having. I feel that it was very unpolished in the gameplay aspect, and also the storyline feels like the creator tried to have a lot of ideas, and tried to mash everything into one game, but couldn't quite make it solid. They couldn't make every element work.
 
JS: Did you hear about the scandal of Bioshock Infinite, that it had a long crunch time and the boss forced his staff to work crazy long hours?1071
 
RA: Yeah, I read about it. 
 
JS: Having played the game, do you feel it was worth them putting all that effort in?
 
RA: Actually, when I first saw the in-game footage of Bioshock Infinite, from the E3 trailers, it looked amazing. It had a huge map, and you could approach situations stealthily, and not cause any action or fight sequences. But that didn't present itself in the final product. So I thought that, yeah, they obviously had to redo it; I had the distinct impression they had to scrap it in the middle, and started creating a new build from scratch. Ultimately it felt rushed, to be honest.
 
JS: You mentioned scores. In America and Europe there has been a shift in games journalism, with corruption and a lot of people not trusting journalists. There's also been a "culture war" with journos trying to manipulate devs. But I seldom hear about Japanese journalism. Do you read Famitsu? Watch video bloggers on NicoNicoDouga?
 
RA: I think Japanese game media is based on money. If you pay money for advertising, your game will be praised. We've had this problem since the 1990s. I sometimes read Famitsu and watch video bloggers on NicoNicoDouga. Japanese video bloggers usually convey honest opinions; the players try to understand the manufacturer's intentions. But only a few people are aware of the journalism situation outside Japan, because most Japanese players can't read English. 
 
JS: You enjoy Western games, you use Steam a lot - you have an appreciation of games from outside Japan. Do other Japanese players not have that same appreciation?
 
RA: I think Japanese gamers are very conservative. They always stick to certain franchises, like Biohazard, or Devil May Cry, or Zelda, Mario... They will stick to certain established titles. They hate new ones, and entirely new franchises rarely sell well. It's difficult to break into the market and establish yourself.
 
JS: What about Mass Effect and GTA? I've heard they've been gaining popularity in Japan?
 
RA:
Mass Effect? I don't think that was popular in Japan - but yes, GTA is getting popular. It wasn't too over the top, I think that's why people love it. Japanese people tend to like flashy things. If the new one is not flashy then they don't get hooked. There needs to be a certain art style; there's something distinct which games need to have to gain popularity in Japan.
 
JS: What do you think when you hear there are certain Westerners, or gaijin, who mainly like Japanese games?
 
RA: Ahh... Yeah, frankly I think they have bad taste! 
 
<intense laughter all round>
 
RA: But seriously, I think it's the opposite of me. Maybe they think there's something in Japanese games which I am seeing in Western games; maybe it's something they are unfamiliar with, and so they think it's interesting. So I can understand these players and their feelings.
 
JS: Is there something exotic in Western games which...
 
RA:
<cuts in> Yes. It's more like... It's a more realistic approach in general, I find in Western games. There's no comic relief in most Western games. For example, have you played Binary Domain, by Sega? That has so many
clichés in it! <laughs> Like the French speaking robot, and the "funny black guy". Yeah, it's baffling almost. <laughs> But in most usual Western games, they don't have these.
Like The Last of Us - there was no inappropriate humour. It's like it was so clear, the direction is so clear, they want to make this story and they go for it. There's no side-quests, there's no out of place jokes, it all fits.
 
JS: People compare Japan to the West, which is actually... <lists countries> You compared Japanese games to Czech, Ukraine, USA, and British devs. Isn't it unfair to compare Japan as one country to the output of the world?
 
RA: Yes, that is true. But I think they have a kind of... I've played Mafia and Vietcong on PC, both of which are from the Czech Republic. Those games felt like American games, because they both dealt with America in a way which was believable, and the gameplay aspect also didn't feel different to games made in other countries.
 
JS: The Witcher from Poland, S.T.A.L.K.E.R from Ukraine. 
 
RA: Right, Poland and the Ukraine. I can understand that S.T.A.L.K.E.R is a bit different from US games, because it was difficult and unforgiving, but in general I have a specific and similar feeling when playing all of those different Western games.
 
JS: Whereas Japanese games feel alien?
 
RA: Yes, different or alien. 
 
JS: There's an isolated, almost Galapagos-styled creativity in Japan - perhaps this appeals to Western fans?
 
RA: Yes. Or maybe Japanese games are targeted at Japanese people.
 
JS: Have you heard of "Galapagos syndrome" regarding Japanese creations? It's noticeable with phones, things like Japan using NicoNico instead of YouTube, or Yahoo! Auctions instead of eBay. 
 
RA: I think there is a Galapagos syndrome in the Japanese games industry. Smartphone games are increasingly popular among light users. But games for smartphones are mainly based on "gacha" and it's an unhealthy system.1072
 
JS: I like Japanese games, in addition to Western ones. You also like some Japanese games, right?
 
RA: I don't play many, but the most recent Japanese game I played was Ace Combat Assault Horizon. They broadly tried some new things, and they stepped out of their usual formula. Usually Ace Combat is basically trying to be a simulator, but this game was like an FPS in the sky. It's very arcadey, a different take on things. Traditional Japanese fans hated it,1073 but I kinda liked it.
 
JS: Didn't Namco outsource it to a foreign company?
 
RA: Maybe! That could explain it then.
 
JS: And you like Falcom games?
 
RA: Yes. Legend of Heroes is my favourite RPG.1074 Because it feels like a really old-fashioned Japanese RPG, it's not... This is what I feel of Japanese games: that since the PlayStation era, Japanese games have become more like anime, and increasingly have had an anime tone attached to them. So with Metal Gear Solid, the story and characters came first, and the gameplay second. This is the kind of feeling I've been getting from games. But Legend of Heroes actually feels like a Super Famicom RPG. It's top down, 2D, old-school art style, and lots of conversations and lots of places to go. Lots of freedom.
 
JS: Have you been tempted to make games? Doujin?
 
RA: Yeah, actually when I was in high school! <laughs> There's a tool called RPG Tsukuru...
 
JS: Yeah, RPG Maker!
 
RA: Right! Some of my friends and I were planning to make some RPG. But... It didn't go as planned. <laughs>
 
JS: Have you ever done any programming?
 
RA: No, I'm just strictly interested in playing.
 
JS: I had RPG Maker on PlayStation. I loved doing the pixel art - I spent hours on it.
 
RA: I'm a big fan of games with old 2D art styles. Like Earthbound, that was one of my favourite games. 
 
JS: You mean Mother 2 on Super Famicom?
 
RA: Like I said, Earthbound! <everyone laughs>
 
JS: Now it's possible to buy Earthbound emulated on modern Nintendo systems. I remember as a teenager telling you I was emulating Final Fantasy VI on my Windows PC, and you were shocked, because Japanese players were concerned about being arrested. <laughs>
 
RA: When I heard they scrapped Mother 3, at first for the 64DD, I was actually glad. Because it didn't look any good at all. It was low-polygon models, and it didn't look good. I felt that they had lost the original style from the first two games.
 
JS: Then when remaking it for GBA it went back to 2D.
 
RA: Exactly, I really liked that. I played Earthbound on the Wii and it is still a good game.
 
JS: Have your views on emulation changed today? How is emulation perceived in Japan? Are people more accepting through official channels?
 
RA: There's no concerns because it's the same company carrying out the resale of its old games. I think emulation of old games is welcomed in Japan, and it is necessary for those people wanting to play older games on current consoles.
 
JS: What kind of message would you give to a Western readership with an obsession for Japanese games?
 
RA:
<laughs> Well, I think the Japanese games industry needs new blood. It sticks too much to old formulas, and I think they need a little innovation. I don't necessarily think they need to be more like Western games, like they tried to do with Binary Domain, or recent Resident Evil games. I think they're too committed to, or are too concerned about Western consumers. That's not necessary. They have to do it more seriously, but in their own way. They have to make great games first. Maybe if these fans of Japanese games became more vocal about Japanese games, maybe there could be a slight change in trends. I hope to see Japanese games develop a more worldwide feel. My impression is that Japanese games now are too conservative and too narrowly focused.
 
JS: To finish, how did your Japanese friend describe you?
 
RA: The opposite of weeaboo!1075
<laughs> He said to me, "You're the Japanese opposite of weeaboo."
I want to play more Japanese games - maybe I should, to have a better understanding. Maybe I have a prejudice against Japanese games.
 
JS: I think you should play System Shock 2.
 
RA:
<laughs> OK, OK! This is like the fifth time you've mentioned it since arriving in Fukushima! I will definitely do so. You recommend starting with no mods?
 
JS: Not at first. Play it patched but pure to start. The low-poly graphics of monsters make it more scary!
 
RA: Pure, alright. Mods can come later. That's my next game. I'll play as the hacker, like the computer AI calls you. <does the Shodan voice>
HAAACKER!

 
<everyone laughs>
 
Japan Loves it in the First-Person 
 
There's a tsunami of confusion and misconception and plain wrongness regarding Japan and First-Person Shooters, the order of development precedents, and what gamers in Japan think of the genre (I'm also disturbed by the number of Western forumites who think Metroid Prime is Japanese - WTF?). Let's set some records straight!
Some developers like Sega's Toshihiro Nagoshi in 2011 said Japan dislikes the FPS because: "They're not marketed well. The second reason is the storytelling and drama; successful movie makers in Hollywood make their stories universal, but game creators in the West do not. So it's hard for Japanese users to feel related to those stories and drama. Probably the main reason is there's just too much violence for our taste." This argument fails to understand the genre, whose entire shtick is its mechanics, not its thematic or narrative elements (GTA's success in Japan also neuters the violence argument). Besides which it's contradicted by Capcom producer and former localisation head Ben Judd, who in 2008 said: "Japanese players don't typically like the first-person point of view and want to see their character. It makes it easier for them to support that character. Players also don't like controlling two thumbsticks at once - they get sick." Zach Huntley, head of Kakehashi Games in Japan, backed this up in 2017: "Japanese people have a genetic predisposition to motion sickness. That's why most Japanese games don't let you control the camera. It's why they don't play first-person games, really. Actually, a lot of people take motion sickness pills before playing."  (See page 357 for a counter argument regarding camera control.)
Based on these statements one would think first-person games would be anathema in Japan, and yet when contextualising history and looking at Japanese developed releases, this is not the case. Depending on how you define the genre, and if you allow for first-person games without shooting, Japan has not only dabbled extensively, but first-person games ushered in the JRPG itself. To understand this we need to grasp the genre's Western origins, which do not begin with 1992's Wolfenstein 3D. The earliest seems to be Maze War from 1974,1076 then later games like Atari's Starship 1 (July 1977) and Battlezone (1980), RPGs like Wizardry (1981), oddities like 3D Monster Maze (1982), and of course MIDI Maze (1987). Which leads us on to Japan's analogous history...
While trawling the internet Kotaku turned out to have several interesting articles on the topic. Richard Eisenbeis couldn't think of any Japanese-made FPS, so conducted his own investigation, coming up with Kileak: The Blood for PS1 (Jan. 1995) as the earliest. The article is OK, if you're strict about what defines FPS, and it led to my discovery of The Legend of Alfur on PC. Made by doujin studio Ayaemo Research Institute, it's a surreal blend of anime and Unreal Engine gunplay from 2012! Anyway... 
The earliest Japanese example I could find was Taito's WWII flight-sim Interceptor (1975~76) for arcades,1077 with "hi-resolution" pixel graphics, by Tomohiro Nishikado of Space invaders. It uses discrete logic circuits so can't be emulated, but actually predates Atari's Starship 1. I previously interviewed Akira Takiguchi and Masakuni Mitsuhashi, joint creators of AX-5: Olion / Quest for PC-6001 (1981), a two-game package containing a first-person space-blaster and 3D maze game. They followed this with Battlefield on PC-6001 (1983), a twin-joystick clone of Battlezone, and then Illegus on MSX (1983~4), an FPS arena maze with day/night cycle. In 1988 there was Star Cruiser, a smooth polygonal RPG/FPS hybrid with furious laser blasting! Geograph Seal arrived a few months after Doom and did things id Software's classic could only dream of. When you look, Japan was an early pioneer of the genre, and produced many fascinating examples (I counted over 20). If you read my own Top 12 Amazing Favourites List (apologies for skipping Gundam titles), it seems like one reason for the empty gap until the mid-1990s might be the rise of underpowered consoles and decline of PCs: 
 
AX-5: Olion / Quest (PC-6001, 1981)
Battlefield (PC-6001, 1983)
Illegus Ep. IV (MSX, 1983~4)
Star Cruiser (PC-88/PC-98/X1, 1988)
Geograph Seal (X68000, 1994)
Tokusou Kidoutai J-Swat (Sat, 1996)
Outrigger (ARC, 1999)
Maken X (DC, 1999)
RE: Survivor (PS1, 2000)
Steel Battalion (Xbox, 2002)
Breakdown (Xbox, 2004)
Ghost in the Shell (PSP, 2005)
What's interesting is how some titles influenced the birth of visual novels and RPGs in Japan. Yuji Horii loved Wizardry's first-person perspective so much he put a first-person maze in the Famicom release of Portopia Renzoku Satsujin Jiken, and then later created Dragon Quest. Likewise Kan Naito of Climax Entertainment stated being directly influenced by AX-5: Olion / Quest when making the Mega Drive's first-person RPG Shining in the Darkness, which led to Shining Force and the Shining series of turn-based strategy RPGs. Kotaku ran a story on a Famitsu poll for the nation's 20 favourite FPS and TPS: "Unlike previous polls, which saw over a thousand people, the number of Famitsu readers who cared enough about FPS to respond was only 307 people." The results leaned heavily towards new releases, with several Call of Duty, and 25% were TPS. Top spot went to Overwatch, while the only retro titles were Goldeneye at #4 and original Doom at #20.
 
 
 
Bonus interview: Kazki MATSUMURA
 
Given the weight of several questions which I asked Ryota, I wanted to get some additional views from other Japanese players. Kazki is the son of Rica Matsumura, interviewed in Volume 2, and is a planner on a very famous recent arcade game series (the title of which has to be kept secret at the request of his boss). He is 26-years-old, and shares his opinions on several aspects of gaming in Japan.
 
JS: Do you feel there's a "Galapagos syndrome" style effect in the videogame industry?
 
KM: I understand your use of the word as trying to name the weirdness or difference between overseas games and Japanese games. And I recognise the situation where trends and ideas in Japan are clearly different or isolated from overseas. 
As a premise, Japanese people usually go with the majority. When a small group states something, usually it is ignored. So Japanese trends usually come from the ideas of a group of people following that trend, with a feeling of "I have to follow it", and which does not contain individuality. 
There does not really exist a feeling of: "This suits me, so I will do it," but rather instead it's a case of: "Social Networking Sites or the media suggests using something, so I will follow."
I believe this situation of "needing to follow the majority" is the reason, for example, that not many people play "indie games" here. In addition, when creating a game, you need to create something which will favour the majority, so that sequels and the in-game system will be familiar and similar to other favourite mainstream examples.
 
JS: Describe your thoughts on emulation in the 1990s. 
 
KM: From my impression, emulation is pretty bad. When creating a game, developers need funds. To get the funds, the games are sold. However, emulation prevents creators from getting legitimate income from the games created. It's very different from the "free-2-play" model. However, the technology should be practically used. So, perhaps emulator creators could pay the original parties some money to compensate them. 
 
JS: Today Nintendo uses emulation to resell its old games. Have views in Japan changed? 
 
KM: Originally emulation by private users was once this grey area - technology where it's unknown whether it's actually unlawful or OK. Nowadays though it's accepted as being unlawful technology.1078 As a result, emulation of old games released by the original rights holders is welcomed; the IP holders will get some funds by porting. People need to learn history at school, and so too can you learn about the history of games by playing emulated older titles - things like 2D pixel art, chiptune music, and other restrictions people had. These developers created heroic odysseys, with the greatest writing, and poured all their wisdom in. These classics should not be ignored.
 
JS: Japanese developers have an easier time when featuring sex in games, compared with the West. Why is this?
 
KM: Female characters who are high-school students make facial expressions or strike poses of a sexual nature, and posters of them are hung in cities, or they're turned into characters or mascots for various companies.1079 This is seen as unusual compared with overseas. 
Some people say that such illustrations will make people confuse the images with reality, causing them to behave inappropriately. However, it is the opposite. There is a very big difference between real women and those illustrations. Men understand this difference and will not behave inappropriately simply as a result of seeing the illustrations. However, this is what I think as a Japanese person living only in Japan, and I realise from a worldwide view, Japan is perhaps seen as a strange country.
 
JS: Can you describe your thoughts on the Japanese gaming press for the last 20 years? 
 
KM: Regarding game blogs, they've become very sensationalist. Bloggers try to find faults as much as they can. Even if a game has just gone on sale, it could become known as a "shit game" within hours, and this occurs often. Some followers of bloggers will rapidly share online reviews to make sure a recently released game is seen as a bad one - in other words, encouraging people not to buy it. This affects the games industry in Japan, which becomes very weak. As a result, if you want to sell well, you need to follow the majority. 
Regarding magazine reviews, I believe they are not so accurate. It used to be that high scores in magazine reviews equalled very fun or interesting games. Thus, recently, some companies are buying high scores... It makes me worry about the state of journalism in Japan.
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Transcript of ++Good Games podcasts, supplemented by TNL forum anecdotes and fresh email questions
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For the final instalment in my trilogy of books I wanted to connect to the legacy of work which predated and influenced it. So it's extremely fitting that not only has translation work been handled by Casey Loe, formerly of Diehard GameFan magazine, but the cover has been painted by the legendary Terry Wolfinger: art director and cover artist from issue #1 of GameFan. In so many ways the book you are holding right now is the result of my buying GameFan back in the day, graced by Wolfinger's covers, and now his cover is on this book, making for a perfect case of ouroboros. 
But what was GameFan, for those who never read the magazine during the 1990s?
Handguns, fist-fights, missing payrolls, mad dashes to the bank to cash cheques before they bounced, a kaleidoscopic galaxy of hard illegal drugs, reviews written while on LSD, insane deadlines, missed deadlines, an eclectic band of eccentric characters, a guy with mob connections who could order a hit on someone, plus a Las Vegas prostitute named Simone. These are just some of the wild, wild stories which allegedly took place during the wild, wild days of GameFan. And then there were the games, of course, and some of the most amazing page layouts imaginable. 
In my youth, reading GameFan, they were my heroes (though I never realised how they suffered to produce it each month). The magazine was my Bible and laid the foundation for my appreciation of games, especially Japanese imports. Wolfinger's artwork was fantastic, taking popular games and re-imagining them within the mindspace of GameFan's fictionalised avatars. It's even more impressive when you learn he's an artist who is colour blind - which I find astounding, and inspirational. GameFan was a magazine unlike any other, a unique part of gaming's history, never to be repeated. For many, such as myself, it shaped my entire way of thinking about games, in addition to my playing preferences. It defined an era; it was legendary.
For those wanting to read more of the backstory to the magazine, written by the staff who made it, check out the page on HG101. It chronicles a thread started on The Next Level forums, on 24 December 2004, and which continues to this day. It takes in the rise and fall of GameFan (including the LSD event), Hardcore Gamer Magazine, Dave Halverson's PLAY magazine, and then the start-up of the new GameFan:
http://hg101.kontek.net/gamefan/GameFAN.htm
In addition to a cover, I also wanted to document Wolfinger's life and career, even from before GameFan. Then in later years he was involved with Hardcore Gamer Magazine and various game developers - truly an industry insider who has seen it all. To help with this, Neal Bauer of Double Plus Good Games very kindly gave permission to transcribe sections of two podcast interviews with Wolfinger, conducted by himself and Anthony Ernst. The first in October 2010, the second in February 2012. Although both hosts asked questions, I've abbreviated both of them to ++. Supplementing these are comments by Wolfinger from the TNL forum topic, in addition to recent questions I've asked (JS).
 
++: Diehard GameFan magazine, started by Tim Lindquist and Dave Halverson, officially launched 1992 and had about an eight year run. The man chosen for the face of the magazine, and each month's unique art, was Terry Wolfinger. How did you get involved?
 
Terry Wolfinger: I'm Californian, born and raised. I grew up in the Bay area, San Jose. I was a gamer back in the day, and was in a videogame store when I happened to bump into George Weising, who was also one of the technical guys - a friend of Tim Lindquist - and they were starting up GameFan, and I was just in there shopping, looking for games. 
This guy just started talking to me, "Hey! Are you an artist?!" 
And I'm like, "Ahh, yeah?"
I had this leather jacket on at the time, with a big red skull that I'd painted on the back. So he took it that I was an artist, I don't know why. <laughs> So he just started talking to me - he was a customer too. So I thought, this is odd, why is this guy talking to me? 
He was like, "Hey! Hey, can you draw robots?!"
I said, "Er, I guess so?" <laughs>
So eventually he said, "I'm actually looking for an artist. We're starting up this magazine called GameFan. Do you read gamer magazines?"
I'm like, "Ahh, not really."
"Well, you're a gamer, right?"
So we got to talking, and I said yes, I was interested. Sure. I told him some of the stuff I'd done, and he put me in touch with Tim and Dave, and it was back and forth with George for a couple of months, and I thought, nah, this isn't going to happen. They're not for real. Finally I get a call to come in and actually meet with Dave, and they're looking for an airbrush artist, and I think they had the Famitsu magazines, that had the little airbrush characters. The little fox. They wanted something kind of like that, with their Monitaur character.1080 So they asked if I did airbrush art, and I said sure I do!
So they asked, "We'd like to see a few samples from you. Can you do a Sonic the Hedgehog, and a couple of other things, like a Bonk, maybe a Mario?"
So I said yes, but meanwhile, yes I owned an airbrush, but I didn't really ever use it! Mostly just used it for painting smoke and clouds. <laughs> So that day I went out to an art store and picked up a book on "How to Airbursh" that was also a kit. <laughs> It had a couple of projects laid out in it with a few supplies. The first I attempted was a big letter "E" and how to paint it to look like chrome. Well that thing came out so ugly... Man, it was just the worst thing you'd ever seen. If I had shown them that they would have laughed in my face and thrown me out the door. But I had learned what not to do. And so spent the next week or so, just learning it and getting the three projects done.
 
++: Under the heat of a compressor! <mmrrrnnngg!>
 
TW: Yeah! And actually I injured my eye too. I had about three days to turn in the projects, unfortunately the same weekend I was meeting my family in Pismo Beach to go wheeling in the sand dunes. So I brought my supplies and materials to the hotel room to work on them there. As luck would have it, my first day out riding I get a piece of sand caught in my eye and scratched my cornea all to hell. After coming back from the hospital I now have to complete the projects with an eyepatch on! So I had one eye, with an airbrush which I barely knew how to use, trying out for GameFan. <laughs>
 
++: That is hardcore! <joking voice> "Mr Lindquist, I regret to inform you that I am now a Cyclops."
 
TW: Well I managed to make it through and the three projects came out surprisingly well - for a novice that is. <laughs> I came back a week later, "Here you go, and what do you think?" And they were like, "Wow, that's great! Oh man, these are cool."
 
++: Was that at Diehard Gamer's Club?1081
 
TW: Yes. Well, they had Diehard Gamer's Club, and that was when they were first getting ready to launch the magazine, and break away from Gamer's Club. So they called me maybe a week later, saying, "We need a cover for the issue. Can you do a cover?" 
I agreed and they said, "Well, you have today to do it." <laughs>
I don't know if anyone's seen issue #1, but it's got Monitaur breaking out through the center of the page, and there's Mario, and Sonic, and Bonk. So I basically did that, and I stayed up all night, delivering it to them at about five in the morning. It was a mess. I accidentally dragged my hand through the cover and smeared it big time. That was around 2am, and I was like, oh my God, I did not just do that!
<laughs> I dragged my hand right through Mario's moustache, aaaaargh! <laughs>

 
++: Undo! Undo! <laughs>
 
TW: Like, I am not repainting this! But I had too. If you own that cover, look closely at that moustache, you can see where I didn't quite cover everything up. So I touched it up as best I could, and I ran out of red paint, and it was just... Argh. After a couple of hours of sloppily repairing Mario, I deliver the cover 30 minutes away. In the end I just said, here it is, it's not pretty, but I think it will do. <laughs> They liked it, so I start back home just as the sun is coming up and then I actually fell asleep at the wheel! I changed a full lane on the freeway before waking back up and nearly hitting a motorhome. And that was the beginning of my GameFan career. I was about 25- or 26-years-old when I started.
 
++: What did you do before GameFan?
 
TW: Back in the day I went to school for animation at Cal Arts, and I did character animation for a while. Traditional hand-drawn type stuff. Right out of college I worked for a heavy metal video company, called Hard 'N Heavy.1082
<laughs> Yeah, the best in hard rock and heavy metal! And what they did, they were producing a video magazine - you could buy a VHS videotape and it had like two hours of interviews, videos, and animation.
 
++: Talk about ahead of its time!
 
TW: Yeah! If it wasn't so expensive, it probably would still be around. But this was before the internet. This is where the confusion comes from, that I worked for Heavy Metal the magazine. I never worked for Heavy Metal, but I did this animation thing for Hard 'N Heavy. Which probably a lot of people don't know about.
 
++: Do you still have the work?
 
TW: Yeah, I have all the inked and painted cells, which I did myself. Stacks and stacks of these things in my garage. Probably all melded together by now. <laughs> I thought about trying to reshoot some of it, or dump it off the VHS tapes I have. There is some stuff online, but it's not a lot.1083 I got to meet Nirvana, before they were famous. And I talked with Alice Cooper, and actually gave him some ideas for a show that he was doing. <laughs> Yeah, and met Slash, too, and it was pretty bizarre, right out of college. I did that for about three years, and they kind of ran out of money; it didn't really take off. Not a lot of 16-year-olds had $20 to blow every month for this thing. Today it'd be like a dollar download.
 
++: After GameFan you did covers for Hardcore Gamer. So how many covers in total? Have you lost track?
 
TW: Yes, I've sort of lost track. At GameFan, it was every front cover for at least four or five years. Maybe about 80-100 front covers? And then for Hardcore Gamer, I did a front cover and an inside cover for that magazine. The inside covers were a lot of fun because I got to incorporate the mascots into the art a lot. 
 
++: Are there any covers which stand out for you?
 
TW: Yes. A lot of the true airbrushed covers, you know with the compressor going and cutting out the friskets. You had to cut little shapes out of the masking, to airbrush a little area, and for some reason or another I couldn't do covers bigger than the actual size of the magazine. Which made it really difficult to get the fine detailed stuff. They didn't want to scan it in two pieces, because they didn't really know how to match it up back then, because Photoshop could barely handle it. <laughs>
 
++: All on Macs, and some renderings would take a day?
 
TW: Oh yeah! We had an Apple Macintosh IIci, you know? <jokingly> "Oh, this one has 200K, yeah!" Like that was huge. <laughs> One of my favourite covers was the 7UP spot game, Cool Spot, which Virgin did. That cover was Monitaur on the beach, and he was sunbathing, and all the little spot characters were jumping all over him. I had to cut out all these little fucking circles! But it came out really well, and I felt very proud of it, and that's one of the covers that disappeared. I'm not sure. A lot of the art just kind of disappeared from the office. I still have a bunch of them, and sold a bunch of them too. It was either Jay, or maybe Dave, I dunno. But I thought, man, where did that one go?!
<laughs>
 
TNL: What makes it especially amazing is that you're colour blind. How did those at GameFan find out?
TW: I had been doing the airbrushed cover for about six issues now, no easy feat since I wasn't allowed to scale the image up at all. As it was, the covers had to be cleaned up in Photoshop to get rid of dirt or fix the paint that had chipped. So I started watching as Tim Lindquist was doing clean-up one day. He showed me how to use the colour dropper and I thought it was the coolest thing. The next cover he let me do the clean-up, or at least talked me through it. By issue seven I added some Photoshop art into my airbrushed cover, with Rock n' Roll Racing. 
Then I noticed the little airbrush tool and asked Tim if it worked like a real airbrush, and he showed me how it worked. Tim was one of the big encouragers to learn Photoshop. After playing around a bit Tim and I convinced Dave to let me try doing a whole cover on the computer. It was the Zombies Ate My Neighbors cover. It had Monitaur protecting some kids from a giant baby. All went pretty smoothly; it wasn't perfect, but I was learning  and also using a mouse. No Wacom Tablets back then! 
So I show Dave and Jay Puryear and they point to the giant baby and say, "What's up with the flesh colour on the baby? Why's it grey? It looks dead." 
I look and couldn't really tell, so had to confess I was massively colour-blind. I explained I could get by through reading the colour labels on my paint bottles. Jay thought that was the funniest thing - "a colour-blind artist" - but I think Dave felt like he had been duped. <laughs> I soon learned always to check the colour picker to see what colour range I was in. I think all of my GameFan covers after that I painted with a mouse.
++: We reference the Monitaur character. Was that your idea, or did someone else give you a design to work with? 
 
TW: Yes, it was the latter. They came in with a sketch that Greg Off had originally drawn of what they wanted the Monitaur to look like. He had a TV head on a big muscular guy. Greg knew how to draw, but he wasn't a professional artist, he didn't know how to do finished art. So I just did a redesign on that, which is how Monitaur ended up. However, it was my idea to do the comic. 
At the conventions, you know the E3 and CES stuff? We thought it would be a good idea to have a Monitaur costume, which I made out of foam rubber and spandex. It came out pretty good, except that it was like wearing... a sponge. <everyone laughs>

I didn't design it for comfort, unfortunately, and so for E3 at Chicago I had to wear the thing around. I was the only guy that would fit! <everyone laughs> Oh man! The thing was sopping wet within 30 minutes. It was maybe four or five inches of tight, foam rubber, and you had sweat stains on the chest! <even more intense laughter> I swear, I almost passed out in that thing. And there was a group of teenage kids that punched me, in the suit. I almost punched one back, but didn't.
 
++: Browsing your website I found art for Postmeister.
 
TW: Yes, Postmeister was fun! I always enjoyed doing the new art for the Postmeister. He was my creation. Everyone except Monitaur was my creation. In the case of the Postmeister, Dave just came to me with the name and I thought that was just the greatest name and quickly scribbled out this freakish postman thing, with the goggles and so on. He loved it and the character kind of evolved into this madman persona.
I also really enjoyed doing the avatars for both GameFan and Hardcore Gamer. Those were the most fun. For GameFan, it varied on how much Halverson liked you or respected you. The guys he thought were cool he let them have free reign, like the character Knightmare - one of my favourites. 
 
++: Who inspired your art? 
 
TW: I grew up reading Mad Magazine, and Marvel comics as a kid. I would try to copy those as a kid, and emulate that style. So I kind of have a mesh of those two. As I got older I really got into Mort Drucker, the artist from Mad, who did all the great caricature stuff. I was also a big Spiderman fan growing up, John Romita Jr. and the like. So that was definitely a big influence. As I got a little older I discovered Simon Bisley, who did all the painted comics, and the painted covers, traditional painting type stuff. I started trying to emulate that with Photoshop, as much as I was able to. Bisley was a big influence. I loved the way he painted. 
++: Because arcades still flourished, did you reference cabinet art? 
 
TW: Oh yeah, sure. We had a lot of Street Fighter art, we had access to a lot of their concept art, which was amazing. The guys who did the Street Fighter stuff, I really looked up to. I'm sure a lot of that influenced me as well. We had a cabinet in the office too. <laughs> So that got used quite a bit. Whenever someone had a difference with each other, they'd go take it out on a Street Fighter machine. <intense laugh>
 
++: What's one of the craziest stories you have?
 
TW: Well, let's see, yeah, I guess there's some that are crazier than others, and maybe I should think twice about them! <laughs>
GameFan's first trip to the CES in Las Vegas was to get some attention and advertisers for the mag. This was way back in 1993 or so. Way before E3. Anyway, a bunch of the guys go a couple days early to check everything out; then a bunch come a couple days later, myself and Jay Puryear included. So Jay and I are to share a room that was  previously shared by a couple of the other editors. So we get there and the room is trashed - the beds are all unmade, condom wrappers everywhere. Oh boy times two!
So the next day we're told that after asking Halverson for money, for food and so on, a few of the junior editors promptly went and used that money to buy a hooker which they all then shared. Then they all went and played Yoshi's Island or some shit. 
To finish off the GameFan 1993 Las Vegas CES show trip... There were lots of shenanigans going on and the excitement quickly wore off for me. So I went down to the casino and started playing roulette. I actually turned $20 into $90, so I thought, well, not really much use for me to be here, I'm not a PR guy or an editor. So I buy a plane ticket to get back home a couple days early. The group of us had driven out there. So I get my bags together and I go, "Oh shit! I can't carry this on the plane!" So when Jay Puryear got back to the room I go, "Um Jay, do you think I can give you something to take back for me?" And hand him a small blue bag. 
He was like, "Uh... What is it, Terry?"
I say, "Well don't tell anyone, but... It's a gun." 
"A gun?! Are you nuts?! What the hell did you bring a gun for?!" 
I dunno, long car trips through the dessert I always packed heat back then. <laughs> More likely I had seen too many movies. So of course Jay told everyone back at the office and for the next several months I heard lots of entertaining comments: "Hey T, you packing?" - "Sup, gangster?" - "Hey, don't shoot!" <laughs> I guess I was a little nuts back then. When I first started working at GameFan I had this big black Chevy truck, where I cut a hole in the grill and mounted a big red skull that had lights in the eyes that were wired into the blinkers. So kinda wacky I guess. <laughs>
 
++: Do you have any more GameFan stories? Maybe borderline inappropriate, but still appropriate?
 
TW:
<coyly> OK, so you're talking about that one incident? <laughs> There's probably many that are borderline to very inappropriate. But, yes, I'll try to be candid, as much as I can. If you want to find out about a rumour going around that you were curious of. For example... Was LSD really put in the coffee at the GameFan offices? I don't know if you knew that rumour. 
 
++: For the Cybermorph review?
 
TW: Yes, but it happened. <laughs> It turns out someone was joking around about doing it during the day, and suddenly, a couple of people started acting really funny in the evening after drinking coffee. So... Yeah, inadvertently frying while playing Cybermorph on the Atari Jaguar. 
I happened to be working late that night, and     I won't name names, but there was a higher up, and       a technical guy playing the game. The one guy was screen-grabbing, the other guy was playing, <with emphasis> and they were just going nuts on this game. Like, "Whoa, look at that! It knows what I'm thinking! Oh my God, this game is amazing!"
And I'm looking at the game, and I'm like, well, it's kinda cool? But I don't think it's that cool. <laughs>
 
++: That's one of those GameFan stories of legend, which is so outlandish that...
 
TW: ...That it can't be true. But it happened. Luckily I was not a coffee drinker at the time. Or unfortunately? <laughs> So there were some dark days at GameFan. It was too bad. I left at one point, and went to work for Stan Winston Studio for a little bit. It was because they were having some money problems, and stuff was going on, and they had some outside investors come in and basically buy into GameFan. Eventually I think they outright bought them out. Metropolis Publications?
 
++: For all the ups and downs, and crazy stories, would you say everyone did it because of passion? 
 
TW: Yes, I stuck with it until the end just because I believed in it so much. It was great - even with all the crazy stuff, it was a great experience. Everybody there was pretty awesome to work with. It was crazy - I mean, it was like a madhouse. But, a lot of cool people. 
Another reason I stuck it out for as long as I did is my father invested a good sum of money for some profit-sharing percentage that was promised. And no effort was ever made to pay him or the other investors back. Metropolis Publications did offer some shares but eventually they folded too. I enjoyed my time at GameFan and loved doing the work, and met some really great people, but it was nice to move on as well.
 
++: Do you ever pass by the old GameFan offices?
 
TW: Yes, every now and then I've gotten out that way and the building is still there, and my favourite deli is still there. <laughs> So I was at Stan Winston, doing some stuff there, and then I was actually going to be laid off because being in the film industry, it's kind of a project-by-project type of place, which I wasn't really aware of. In the meantime Metropolis Publications was trying to get me to come back. I was still freelancing for GameFan, still doing covers for them while at Stan's. But then it just turned out that I was being laid off, and then they made me an offer and I took it. It was actually to come back and head up a game development division of Metropolis, which was really interesting. It sounded great and I was excited, so of course I said yes, but a lot of the promises just weren't real and they didn't follow through with. The money wasn't there to start up a division.
So I struggled through that for... Jeez, I don't know how long. It was a while though, and I brought some people I knew in, and then someone who I brought in ended up going behind my back, talking to the CEO and screwing me over. And so I was like, you know what? I'm done, and I'd like to go back to GameFan duties. So I went back to heading the art department at GameFan, and the game division ended up collapsing a few months after that. 
I struggled through the final GameFan years, and that's when all the money problems started happening. GameFan had a good following, it was popular, and was up in the top three of the gaming publications, but was just spread too thin. The money problems continued, and I guess bills weren't getting paid. We had payroll cheques that would bounce. 
 
++: Jeez!
 
TW:
<laughs> Yeah, it was nuts; a ridiculous way to run a company and an insane event to witness. The people who stuck through to the end, had to really, really love what they were doing. You just wanted to pull your hair out. We developed a system though. Payday would come around, you'd get your cheque, and so you could call up the bank and do the merchant checking verification, and you'd type in a number. For example, you'd have a process of elimination, and you'd put in 20 grand. And it'd say, "Funds are not available." OK, 15 grand? "Funds are not available." Maybe 14 grand? "Funds are available." And we'd be like, OK, there's 14 grand! <everyone laughs> There would be this mad dash to the bank, and everybody would go to the direct branch, and just get cash, because depositing it would be a joke. All your bills would bounce. 
No matter what time of day, if you called the bank and found there was money, it was into your cars and race to the branch. It was quite a scene at the bank too: 8 to 12 guys rushing inside and trying to cash their payroll cheques all at once. There was one time where I handed my cheque to be cashed, and the teller confirmed the funds were there but needed to get the transaction authorised. Well by the time she got her manager to sign it, the funds were gone due to someone getting their cheque cashed just a moment quicker.
It was complete bullshit to put up with, but I think we all thought GameFan would pull through for the sheer fact we all loved the mag and loved what we did. I ended up staying until the end, and then showing up one day, with the sheriff's department out front, with a lock on the door. It was a really sad end for GameFan. So, there you go, kids. Sleep tight. <laughs>
 
TNL: Did you have crunch weeks?
 
TW: I was usually spared the agony of the crunch week because of my situation: I needed X amount of time to paint covers, and characters, and so on. I got caught up in a few snaffus though. New games would come in and for like three weeks Dave would play them and then hand out assignments in the last week, like every issue. Then the printing would be delayed and they'd start tacking on these late fees and holdover charges. The print bills became astronomical! GameFan was never really able to catch back up with that. The printer would be owed money, so they'd  have to go find a new one! I think they burned through three printers like that. After a while, no one would take GameFan's print orders as its reputation preceded itself. Metropolis did help sort a lot of the debt stuff out, though. After the crunch-hell-week, everyone would take like a week off to recover and the whole process would start all over again. It's amazing the magazine was ever put out at all! 
 
JS: Can you describe joining Hardcore Gamer Magazine?
 
TW: I had maintained a friendship over the years, since GameFan, with Tim Lindquist - one of GameFan's    co-founders and also head tech and layout guy. After GameFan he started his own publishing company, DoubleJump Books, and produced a lot of strategy guides and videogame boxes and other advertising paraphernalia. I was his go-to artist for the illustration work on the box art etc...I helped design the packaging on a lot of different titles for him over the years. So we had this great working relationship too. Here and there we would bring up the idea that maybe there was a void that could be filled now that GameFan was no longer around. Greg Off was also keen on the idea and so after some logistical and financial planning on their part, Hardcore Gamer was formed. I would again be in charge of the covers and art and designing all the avatars for the editors. 
 
++: What was the experience when GameFan had been done and you came back to work with Tim and Greg at Hardcore Gamer? 
 
TW: Well, Hardcore Gamer was as if GameFan grew up a little bit, I guess. It was a bit more efficient, business wise. <laughs>
GameFan was run by, you know... Lunatics. <intense laughter> It was a lot of fun, but I mean, it was craziness. There were a lot of young kids there. There was a lot of energy and everyone was just crazy about videogames back then. I just got a good vibe from being there. I had a feeling that this was going to be popular, that it was going to be big. We tried to have lightning strike twice, with Hardcore Gamer. I'm not trying to dismiss Hardcore Gamer as not being good - I thought it was a quality magazine. They were still passionate about doing it. Just it was a different time. 
 
++: You also worked for Stan Winston Studio, notably creating characters for films like Jurassic Park 2, and designing effects make-up for Arnold Schwarzenegger in Terminator 3. And you also worked with WayForward.
 
TW: My work is also my hobby, so it's kind of that grey area. I've been on the other side of the games industry, marketing and advertising. I've gotten to do a lot of artwork for videogame boxes and banner ads, and cool stuff like that. Some work you may have seen is the game The Suffering, where I did character design. Also did some character designs for Midway's Area 51 remake.
 
++: You also worked on something for Asura's Wrath?1084
 
TW: Funny you mention that. <laughs> Yes, for the last E3 I worked on a lot of promotional art for that game, Asura's Wrath. They had... It must have been about a 20 by 40 foot banner, above one of the halls, and I did illustration work on the character for that.
 
++: The style of Asura's Wrath is a bit more anime. How hard is it to transition from one style to another?
 
TW: It is more anime styled, very much so, yes. As for styles, that's where I've been lucky. I grew up copying Marvel superheroes out of the comic books, and trying to replicate the style. And GameFan was really good training too. Each game that we put on the cover, it was usually drastically different styles. Mario, Sonic, to Street Fighter, and so on. It had to match their style to some degree, while still having a little bit of my flair in there too. It ended up working out for me in the field I'm in now, because we get anywhere from Disney games, to hardcore military stuff. So you have to know how to bounce between different styles. I've been lucky to have started on Photoshop, when it was just in its infancy. 
 
++: What type of turnaround do they expect on projects?
 
TW: Usually they're pretty good. We get a week or two. It sometimes takes a few rounds of submitting a draft, and they say that's pretty good, change this and this and this. So that kind of goes back and forth. And then you have to go to colour, and maybe have another couple of rounds. They send that back with changes, and it can be a very tedious process sometimes. 
 
++: <coyly> I can imagine with Capcom - we understand well their brand standards.
 
TW: Yeah, the developer on that game was actually really hesitant about letting anyone else do the art. And we were like, "No, no, we can do this. Trust us." And we did some preliminary stuff, and they gave the OK. Not many people get to touch their brands. The developers, CyberConnect2, were holding that really close to the vest, and I'm like, I dunno...
I did the finishing and I did a lot of work on that, but there were other people who helped out on that piece too. There were talented people who helped out doing some background stuff, and adding some touches too, so it wasn't just me. But I did a lot on that - mostly the character for that poster. I had to make special brushes in Photoshop to replicate this crazy texture they had on all their characters. There were some challenging bits to it, but I think it came out pretty good.
 
++: When you're talking about a piece, how large?
 
TW: Oh, that file was a huge file. <laughs> It was probably over 10 gigs. I hold the record at my office for having the largest file worked on. <laughs> I think it was 21.2 gigabytes? That was for a Disney piece that we were also doing for the E3 show, for Disney Universe. We took the Disney Universe characters, with these goofy little characters dressed up in Disney property costumes, and that one was mimicking the Tron movie poster.
 
++: <joking> Not convinced of your cool factor yet...
 
TW:
<laughs> Wait, wait... Not only did I work on Capcom's Asura's Wrath, but I worked on Street Fighter X Tekken. I wasn't the main guy on that, Clarence Lansang who I work with did most of that, and actually a lot of people worked on that. I mostly did some clean-up.
 
++: Were you involved in the North American box art?
 
TW: Yes, yes we did that, too. I had my hands on a lot of those characters. Cleaning up, and touching up, and doing some finishing.
 
++: Hopefully on Chun-Li and Nina Williams
 
TW: Yeah. I think I did, actually.
 
++: I have done a lot of finishing up on Nina Williams.
 
<raucous laughter all round>
 
++: That cover does look pretty badass.
 
TW: It's night and day from the first Street Fighter cover I ever did for GameFan, way back when. <laughs> We did one for when Street Fighter II hit. <laughs>
It's - not - that - good. It's got Ryu, and I think he's fighting Chun-Li, and they're on Sagat's background, with the Buddha laying on its side. <laughs> That's when I was still kind of teaching myself how to paint, so...
 
++: Do you still physically airbrush at all, or do you use the term "paint" as a result of days gone by?
 
TW: Yeah, I haven't picked up an airbrush in a long time. Usually it's only accenting stuff. But I also do some traditional canvas painting, using acrylics. I need to do more of that, but I try to approach the paintings that I have up on my blog, I try to approach those as if they're real media. Because there's all sorts of tricks and filters, and stuff you can do, where you might get something cool but it doesn't quite feel like a painting per se. We use all kinds of different techniques when doing our illustration work - whatever will make it look good, do it. 
 
++: Do you still have a desire to do comic book projects?
 
TW: Yeah, I'm talking to a writer I collaborated with, where I previously illustrated his graphic novel - Vatican City, Las Vegas, which was about a Vatican themed casino in Las Vegas. <laughs> It's pretty dark, and surreal, and makes a lot of scathing socio-political, economical, and religious commentary. <laughs> It's a fun read. It wasn't exactly mainstream, but I'm proud of the work I did for it. 
 
JS: The podcast was in early 2012. What have been some of the highlights of your career in the last five years?
 
TW: The last five years have been pretty interesting. I've found a nice little niche in the classic monster and horror scene with my monster portraits. I became one of the cover artists of the long running magazine, Famous Monsters of Filmland. I was tapped personally by master special-effects makeup artist and actor Tom Savini to design and illustrate the movie poster for his documentary film, Smoke and Mirrors: The Story of Tom Savini. I've participated in lots of group art shows with artists such as Rob Zombie, and special-effects makeup artist and legend, Rick Baker. One can also find me at my booth twice a year at the Southern California monster con, Monsterpalooza, where I display my latest monster portraits and sell prints and other trinkets. Oh, and I have done a couple of portraits of Kirk Hammett of Metallica. He also owns about nine of my paintings!
 
JS: It's 2017 and the legacy of GameFan still lives on. How does it feel still being asked about it?
 
TW: I have to say, it feels pretty great and kind of amazing. That was so long ago and to think people still care about what we did is pretty cool. I can remember back in my first year at GameFan, walking around an amusement park and wearing my "employees-only" GameFan jacket with the big embroidered Monitaur on the back. A young guy comes up to me and says, "Wow, do you work there? What do you do?" 
I say, "Yeah, I'm the Art Director," and this guy reacted like he just met a movie star or something. He knew my name and everything. Pretty funny. 
This was also the first time in my career where I started receiving fan mail, which was a total blast! They were mostly letters from kids saying they liked my covers and art, and occasionally I would write them back. There was one kid who wrote asking if I would paint him a copy of my latest cover. I wrote back and said that I couldn't do that but included a photocopy of the pencil drawing for that cover. He wrote me back thanking me very enthusiastically for writing to him "in ink even!" Haha! Another memorable one was from a very young comic book artist, Joe Madureira. He even drew a picture of a few of my characters. That was pretty awesome and he is such a bad ass now! I still have all these letters too.
 
JS: An enduring aspect of GameFan is its coverage of Japanese or "import only" games. The type which mags seldom covered. How did this come about? Did it foster an appreciation of Japanese games in yourself?
 
TW: The reason GameFan covered so many Japanese import games was purely for the love of those games. The fact that those games weren't easily available over here I think only increased the desire to play them. A lot of the younger editors and writers were very much enamoured with Japan and the Japanese culture, in fact so much so that a few went to live there and learn the language, and so on. Really hardcore. I wasn't as familiar with a lot of the Japanese games that were covered, but my appreciation did grow having worked there, especially the artwork generated by the talented artists at Capcom. I love the character art created for the Darkstalkers and Street Fighter games from the same era.
 
JS: Do you follow current videogame magazines at all?
 
TW: I don't really read any current gaming magazines. At the agency where I am a senior illustrator, I primarily work on videogame properties, so I am aware of a lot of the new and current games. I'm still immersed in that culture. I also listen to a couple videogame podcasts, too, such as, GVGP: Generic Videogame Podcast with Anthony Ernst and Mollie Patterson. Pretty entertaining. The magazine business is a tough one now with all the reviews and information readily available online.
 
JS: Would you like to add anything else?
 
TW: Through the good times and bad I still cherish all the memories of working at GameFan. Definitely one of my favourite jobs I've had in my career so far. 
 



Notes
[←1]

One of the many Breakout clones popular in Japan




[←2]

Tom Massey, Eurogamer: "Masayuki Kato became one of Japan's first Apple distributors, opening retail store Computer Land Tachikawa under the Falcom company umbrella: a hardcore boutique for like-minded computer buffs to hang out, drink coffee, and go full-nerd in the era of bedroom programming that was the early 1980s"




[←3]

Comptiq, Vol. 25, January 1987




[←4]

"Nihon Falcom" is the company name and the shop name is "Computer Land Tachikawa". Later in the 1990s a "Falcom shop" existed in Yoyogi to sell Falcom goods. The company should always be referred to as "Nihon Falcom", while just "Falcom" is the brand name for games




[←5]

USA releases: 1981, 1981, 1985, and 1982, respectively




[←6]

Constructed by the Imperial Japanese Army in 1940, but later a US Air Force Base; based in the Tama area, or western Tokyo




[←7]

4gamer.net/specials/070501_sol_int/070501_sol_int_01.shtml




[←8]

June 1982 (never omit the "1" in the title) - a sci-fi outer space war simulation - gamepres.org/en/2017/05/18/galacticwars1/




[←9]

This is not accurate. Kiya was interviewed again a few years later by the GPS, and Joseph revealed: "I asked him the same question regarding the PC-88, and this is not the truth. He got a 'free' Casio FP 1100 computer from Nihon Falcom in order to develop Galactic Wars 1, and soon after the FP 1100 version was ready he made the PC-8801 disk version then the PC-9801 version. Also the first version to be listed in a magazine is the    FP 1100 version."




[←10]

This was the overseas version of Avalon Hill's "Midway Campaign", and is a text-based WWII strategy sim; released 1980 on Atari 8-bit, 1982 in Japan on domestic computers, and 1983 on Apple II in the US




[←11]

I'm referring to the one shown; there's a super obscure variant which instead of three faces has the Millennium Falcon on it, which is what Joseph refers to as the "very first release"




[←12]

This is difficult to convey in text, but there was a lot of laughter from those in the room, and the answer conveyed the belief that Mr Kato used his brother's artwork without permission




[←13]

The Nihon Falcom development offices were at the back, behind the Computer Land Tachikawa shop




[←14]

See his interview in Volume 2




[←15]

First released on PC-88 in September 1984 and first in a long running series; episode IV is known as Legacy of the Wizard




[←16]

Computer the Golf ; Micro-8 /    PC-8801 (ported by Kiya, 1983)




[←17]

Casio Z80 computer circa 1983, same as FP 1000 but with colour capabilities; also released outside Japan




[←18]
  Joseph: "Computer the Golf was never actually released for the FP 1100, but rather the FM-7. So I think he converted it to PC-88 from the FM-7 version"




[←19]

literally Panorama Island; around Dec 1983




[←20]

Demon's Ring (Maou no Yubiwa), FM-77 / PC-9801 / PC-8801 (Mar 1984); graphic adventure with text parser and pseudo-3D maze, the fast screen loading featuring prominently in publicity




[←21]
  roughly "instantaneous display"




[←22]

Panorama-Toh came in a box slightly taller than a PC monitor, featuring a bikini clad sword-woman. Falcom actually redesigned it, since very early adverts showed a different illustration




[←23]
  Joseph: "We found the debug mode this summer (2017); you can edit all parameters before starting the game. That’s what we did so people could enjoy the game at the exhibition and not die within the first minute."




[←24]

In fairness the acronym was sometimes used in questionable circumstances; vertical Famicom shmup Zunou Senkan Garu (1985) was described as a "scroll RPG"




[←25]
  Joseph: "He said the same this summer (2017), but we spent time explaining Panorama-Toh is a good game, with some very interesting adventure and RPG-like features."




[←26]

Texas company behind Ultima series, co-founded by Richard Garriott alongside his brother and father in 1983




[←27]

The backstory to Ultima reaching Japan is complex, involving multiple parties: Toru Hidaka in V1 described the PC-88 version, published by Pony Canyon: "The conversion was subcontracted from Pony Canyon to other little companies, but they had no skill for the job and so subcontracted it again!" Later Ultima II was published in Japan by Pony Canyon and STARCRAFT, depending on format; as stated by Richard Garriott: "Ultima sold more in Japan than in the USA many times!"




[←28]

Alter-ego pseudonym of Richard Garriott, creator of Ultima; it's implied Falcom arranged the meeting, but later Kiya thinks it might have been STARCRAFT - there's no definite consensus




[←29]
 AKA: Dragon Slayer II (1985); multiple PC formats




[←30]
 ANA Intercontinental Tokyo, a luxury hotel. Opened June 1986, synching with game releases; no date given for meeting, but it preceded the mid-1987 Japan release of Ultima IV




[←31]
 Active from 1980 to 1995, specialising in localising Western PC titles. But instead of merely translating and porting them, STARCRAFT (official logo is all caps) would usually re-develop them completely, resulting in Japanese versions that often had new user interfaces and superior graphics; one of the Japanese publishers for Ultima II onwards (1985); very little English info online, but a large portfolio on MobyGames




[←32]

Joseph: "Meaning that Kiya-san might have been invited by Starcraft, the publishing company, to this hotel."




[←33]
 Despite extreme high quality, very few Falcom-developed games left Japan until the 16-bit and PS2 era; Legacy of the Wizard (NES) and Sorcerian (PC) are two early examples, but the rest of the company's portfolio was almost entirely ignored




[←34]
 Kiya very likely means Ultima IV. Original Apple II release of Ultima III was 1983, and the Japanese computer versions started the end of 1985, the same year as Xanadu's release; The Official Book of Ultima doesn't state the year of the hotel incident, but it mentions Ultima IV, which reached Japan around July 1987




[←35]

Joseph: "That's truly interesting, because yes, US companies started to hear about the huge PC games market in Japan and were amazed/fascinated that this island had its own PC standards and that US computers were not successful."




[←36]

AD&D first officially translated into Japanese around 1985: no-sword.jp/blog/2008/03/lets_roll.html




[←37]
  Joseph: "For me this is the best part of the interview - it reveals a lot about his position at the company and the whole game industry in Japan..."




[←38]
 See Tokihiro Naito interview, Volume 2




[←39]
 An add-on pack as was common in the older era of PC games - today you'd call it DLC; MobyGames: "Xanadu: Scenario II is an expansion pack to Xanadu: Dragon Slayer II. Features new maps, enemies (including bosses), and trading system. Requires original Xanadu to play; character creation to be done with the original"




[←40]
 AKA: Dragon Slayer Jr., released across multiple formats including Famicom (1986); despite a cutesy styling, small size, and lack of stats, it is unplayably difficult




[←41]

Joseph: "In Xanadu there are only a few disk accesses during play, but when fighting a boss the system constantly accesses the disk in real time. He's saying Romancia is the correct way to make a simple game and that memory is not a limit in this case. Basically, Xanadu is the correct way of using the floppy, and Romancia is the correct way of not using the floppy. "




[←42]
 This is not an exaggeration. The AX interviews in V1 (p360) detail how awful early computer games were, with the AX series helping establish a higher bar; in conjunction, almost every interviewee commented on the extremely high quality of Falcom's games, which came later. The evolution of Japanese computer games charts a rocky start, with several key spurts of improvement - of which Falcom played a major role




[←43]
 See V1, p81; famous for creating the Xevious clone Alphos




[←44]

Joseph: "This summer (2017) Kiya-san said he never did any disassembly or looked at another's code. Just by looking at the game he figured out how to do the same - and this is what fuelled his creativity, the fun of coding and discovering on his own."




[←45]

Riglas is another game by Morita. FM-7, PC-88, PC-98, Sharp X1 (first rel. January 1986); overhead Action-RPG in a vast seamless world with full-colour scrolling; other features include a morality system tied to EXP




[←46]
 For Romancia the game title and hero's name come from Guillaume-Hyacinthe Bougeant's story, Voyage du Prince Fan-Federin dans la romancie ; for Ys it's taken from the same-named mythical French city swallowed by the sea




[←47]
  Known in English as Dictionary of Imaginary Places, by Albert Manguel, it was first published in 1980, and in Japan sometime around 1984 - astonishingly, this single book would in various unobservable ways end up influencing the entire Japanese games industry, much like Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson's Dungeons & Dragons




[←48]
 Quintet was founded by former Nihon Falcom staff in April 1989, yet Dragon Slayer IV for the Famicom, in the credits screen, says: "July 1987, Quintet". Had it been foreshadowed two years earlier?! This was a mystery I had been eager to solve, and you, dear readers, are about to find the answer!




[←49]
 Technically there are 7 members of the family, if you include both grandparents, but only 5 are playable: dad, mom, son, daughter, and Pochi the family pet




[←50]

Joseph: "Kiya-san at one point said 'Dragon Slayer Quintet' as if it was the name used before it officially became Dragon Slayer IV: Drasle Family. So it sounds like that had been the game's working title used within Falcom..."




[←51]
  See Volume 1, p306, for more info




[←52]
 American releases: LotW Apr 1989 /  DW1 Aug 1989; although Kiya never stated the source of the charts, p84 of Nintendo Power, Sep/Oct 1989 issue, lists LotW at #8, with Dragon Warrior at #16 - subsequent months saw this change




[←53]
 In-Circuit Emulator - see Kishimoto interview in V2




[←54]
 His breaking open a Namco cartridge and Namco later publishing it is therefore most likely just a coincidence




[←55]
 A good point: on computers Falcom developed and published their own games, without paying hardware licensing fees




[←56]
 This was ingenious, since it allowed add-ons and expansions, both by Falcom and other developers such as Takeru; as Kiya goes on to explain, he was in a way creating a very early "game engine", so as not to require making everything from scratch with a new title each time




[←57]

HG101: "The magic system is extremely complicated and involves different elemental enchantments which interact to create new or more powerful spells."




[←58]
 Likely Tsuneyuki MIYAMOTO (宮本恒之); lots of writing credits at Falcom, though strangely not listed anywhere in the very detailed Sorcerian credits!




[←59]
  Interesting history behind him, since he later founded Studio Alex, which was responsible for developing the early Lunar games, which are usually credited to Game Arts




[←60]
 Renowned RPG developer which made Mugen no Shinzo (a major Dragon Quest precursor), later joined with T&E Soft; see both the Naito and Nagashima interviews in Volume 2




[←61]
 There's a great photo in Kouji Yokota's interview, V1, showing the staff in business suits looking very serious




[←62]

Joseph: "The Japanese wasn't clear - we do not know how  Mr Kato made things clear about this fact. Kiya-san's tone throughout shows he was fine with this. When he says he wasn't interested, it means that he was only interested in his job of making games, and everything related to money and management or politics was not his cup of tea."




[←63]

Joseph: "It's a complicated thing where the stars are moving (like in the opening) because of the music and other graphics on screen. When using a newer model of PC-8801, FH or above, the program recognises the 8MHz processor (it's only 4MHz on    PC-8801mkIISR) and then Kiya-san works his programming magic to let the stars move. I hoped he would explain it..."




[←64]
 This has long been one of the defining tropes of JRPGs, the fact the stories were linear and governed the player; contrasting against early Western RPGs which followed pen & paper principles, allowing players to invent their own personalised narratives; interesting to note Kiya preferred the Western approach. It contextualises the history of the genre in Japan and how it went down a different evolutionary path




[←65]
嘆きの神殿 - The Temple of Sorrow - from Sorcerian System Scenario Vol. 3: Pyramid Sorcerian (circa 1987)




[←66]
 This page by a colleague of Joseph's has a commentary from Yoshio Kiya - he says he wanted something with lots of action: tk-nz.game.coocan.jp/sorcerian/Pc88_98/scenario/sce29.html




[←67]

HG101: "The Utility Disk Vol. 1 is misleading as it was the only utility disk for the series. It allowed you to buy new gear, learn new magic, change a character's name, fight the dragon directly, play a themed board or quiz game, do various operations on the user disk, listen to BGM, or read news."




[←68]

MobyGames: "Takeru was a software label by Brother Industries. Takeru did not sell software over the counter, instead it used vending machines placed in computer shops."




[←69]
 These were sold through the Takeru vending machine, but scenarios were developed by a company called Amorphous - some scenarios were selected from the public




[←70]
 There's a MobyGames company listing with two FM Towns games, but not much else




[←71]

Conrad Kozawa; LinkedIn page says BPS managing director and co-founder, November 1981 ~ July 1983




[←72]
 According to tk-nz.game.coocan.jp/sorcerian - Homonsha was June 1989, Gilgamesh Feb 1990; while Amorphous did make several scenarios, Gilgamesh was actually in fact by Quasar Soft




[←73]
 The first Dragon Slayer used more than 10 keys, including letters A and B on the keyboard




[←74]

Joseph: "Joystick and joypad are both called a 'controller' in Japan, and both exist for PC-88. I was not 100% sure Sorcerian on PC-88 was compatible, but I checked and you can use it. Only specifically compatible games will work, it's not universal."




[←75]
 The joystick port did not exist on PC-8801 or PC-8801mkII, it appeared with the PC-8801mkIISR




[←76]
 AKA: The Legend of Heroes - long-running spin-off series of traditional RPGs (1989~now) on multiple formats. The first was localised for TG16; unknown which Kiya was referring to




[←77]

Joseph: "In Japan, you've got the main island called hondo and the smaller islands. People on the smaller islands feel that they're being discriminated against."




[←78]
 NHK is like Japan's equivalent of the BBC. Being said on NHK is the sort of basis as to whether you can use a word or not




[←79]
 The PC Engine conversion reached America on the TG-16 as Dragon Slayer: The Legend of Heroes (Dec. 1992)




[←80]
 Yes, Joseph and I realise this contradicts his preceding answer




[←81]
 Later on this was referred to as " Dragon Slayer 5.5 "




[←82]
 We could not find screens of this. Kevin Gifford, MagWeasel : "LOGiN launched May 1982 as a quarterly magazine from ASCII. In April 1983 LOGiN went monthly and shifted from tech topics to games. LOGiN was also where Famitsu got its start. Famicom Tsushin was a section that debuted in the March 1985 issue. ASCII gave it its own biweekly publication in June 1986. The last LOGiN issue (July '08) came out in May 2008."




[←83]
風の伝説ザナドゥ, PCE-CD (1994); mix of overhead and side-scrolling Action-RPG, with a sequel in 1995. HG101: "Much like the Ys games, it took advantage of the CD platform, offering huge worlds, expansive cutscenes with lots of colourful characters, and voiced dialogue. Heavily promoted on release, with a manga based on it, and remembered as one of the hallmark RPGs on the platform. The official English translation is The Legend of Xanadu. Considered the eighth part of the Dragon Slayer series, though there's very little connections to its PC forebears. Similar to the Ys series, with the 'ram into bad guys' combat system."




[←84]
 First released 1991, Lord Monarch is an adorable-looking very early Real-Time Strategy war-sim released for a wide variety of platforms; it's also seen updates and remakes, for a full summary: www.hardcoregaming101.net/lord-monarch/




[←85]
 I was unaware at the time, but as an interesting aside: the third Legend of Heroes / Eiyuu Densetsu game (PC-98), was released March 1994, one month after Kaze no Densetsu - and that did end up having an unusual battle system. Not an RTS war-sim like Lord Monarch, but strategic battles where you program characters in advance - very different to earlier entries, but similar to the later Carnage Heart. It seems Falcom was trying to innovate with its combat systems. Also, the overhead and side-scrolling sections of Kaze no Densetsu make it seem like Falcom combined two different and unfinished projects!




[←86]
 Series starting in 1991 and running up until 2015; the original was released on FM Towns, PC-98, PCE-CD, and SNES (localised 1995); an overhead dungeon-crawling Action-RPG, the gimmick being that the player character remains static while the dungeon rotates around them!




[←87]
 Ironically Brandish would see release on multiple computer and console platforms except the PC-88




[←88]
 Programmer Yukio TAKAHASHI / 高橋幸生 - very little in English, some credits at Sega, also Shade which had several Falcom staff; possibly multiple people with same name




[←89]

Joseph: "Later I confirmed with Kiya-san this means Brandish was made in 1990. He acknowledged this but said he didn't spend much time on it, maybe six months. In 1990 the PC-88 was slowly starting to fade, and in 1991 it's clear the PC-88 was dying. I think this is why Kato-san changed his mind and accepted that Takahashi-san finish Brandish for PC-98."




[←90]
 Famous "god simulation" strategy game, first released 1989; the PC-98 version reached Japan March 1990, precisely one year before Lord Monarch's release on PC-98




[←91]

Joseph: "Haha, the usual story with everyone. They always say they were not influenced, but then when you talk about a similar game it's a different story. Even Nishikado-san confessed he was influenced when making Space Invaders. Being influenced by or doing an homage to another game is a good thing in my opinion, but in Japan they tend to be ashamed about it and often hide the fact. This is why I wanted to ask Kiya-san if he'd played Populous, because it was quite obvious he had!"




[←92]
 See Hiromasa Iwasaki in V2 for further PCE-CD talk




[←93]
 See Jun Nagashima interview, p.330 in V1: PM started from recycled assets after a mass walkout by Falcom staff




[←94]
 See Hidaka interview, V1, for explanation on DOS/V and the shift of JPN computers away from NEC towards Windows




[←95]

DunQuest: Majin Fuuin no Densetsu (July 1995); overhead Action-RPG published by Technos, sort of resembling Zelda




[←96]
 A series of dungeon-crawling Action-RPGs. MobyGames: "Gekirin is a self-described 'RPG without a story'. The player takes the role of a nameless male adventurer in an abstract medieval town, equipped with basic weapons and armour. The game takes place in a gigantic randomly generated dungeon."




[←97]
 Joseph was subtle with bringing up this particular "game" - see where it goes!




[←98]
 Shortening of Recording Star - Googling brings up a variety of similar such CD recording booths




[←99]
すすめ！ベンチャー企業 - super obscure "venture capital" game, where you're given 10 million yen and need to grow it to  1 trillion; it looks like it would actually be kinda fun, were it not for the language barrier. More at: blog.goo.ne.jp/esudogedou/e/

302b85dde3da1594457fb03ba73aff2f




[←100]
 Puzzle game with gross-out character designs




[←101]
 Side-scrolling Action-RPG for PC-FX (14 March 1997) and Windows, developed by Nihon Application Co., Ltd.; one of the few decent titles for the system, and it does resemble Kiya's earlier work - he's credited as director




[←102]
 Two programmers credited on the game, Satoshi Nakazato and Naohito Suzuki; both have empty online portfolios




[←103]

MobyGames: Technos Japan was established December 1981 by Kunio Taki and a group of other former Data East staff. The company became well known in the late 1980s for the Double Dragon and Nekketsu High School franchises. The 16-bit era saw a decline in the popularity of these, and with no big hits, the company was forced to close in early 1996.




[←104]
 Strangely, when searching the entire staff listing on MobyGames, the majority of staff seem to have worked either only on Last Imperial Prince, or maybe one or two others games - there does not appear to be any Technos Japan crossover - quite likely Nihon Application scrubbed them from the credits




[←105]
 Wikipedia: "The name is a shortened form of the registered trademark Purinto Kurabu (プリント倶楽部). The term derives from the English 'print club'. Jointly developed by Atlus and Sega, the first purikura machines were sold in July 1995"




[←106]
 A Famitsu article states the full title is: いつか王子さまが / Itsuka oujisama ga, or roughly "Someday my Prince will come" - Joseph: "The difference with other purikura is that there are categories such as Story, Sound, Rhythm, and Light mode (24 patterns in total). There are 3'000 backgrounds and the player is guided by a different prince for all 24 patterns."




[←107]

www.aeonretail.jp and www.vivre-shop.jp




[←108]

Wikipedia: Diamond Head is the name of a volcanic tuff cone on the Hawaiian island of Oʻahu; elevation 232m




[←109]

Wikipedia: Bhutanese society centres around Buddhism. Prayer flags flutter on hillsides, offering up prayers to benefit all nearby sentient beings




[←110]
 Annual gathering taking place in Nevada's desert, centring around artistic expression




[←111]
 Several interviews describe how Henk fell in love with   Akemi, motivating him to live in Japan and marry her




[←112]
 Entrants take a 2.5 hour exam; about only 2.7% are accepted




[←113]
 System which allowed multiple users to receive computer outputs - faster than the old punch card batch system




[←114]
 Professor Kurtz, for Game Developer Magazine / Gamasutra




[←115]
 1971 arcade game based on Spacewar!




[←116]
 Google for "opalised fossils"; miners didn't realise the greater value, and often needed quick money; several examples




[←117]
 No info online, but likely some type of "Basic Master Calc"




[←118]
 Hitachi released Basic Master Level 1, 2, and 3 in the years 1978~80; H. Suzuki in V1 gives a detailed account of the series




[←119]

Wikipedia: VisiCalc (visible calculator) was the first spreadsheet computer program for personal computers, originally released for the Apple II by VisiCorp.




[←120]
 Hitachi got up to all kinds of illicit business in the 1980s; Google for "Hitachi IBM espionage" to read some crazy stuff!




[←121]
 See Toru Hidaka in V1 for detailed context; basically NEC was market leader with a near monopoly on hardware, while Sharp and Fujitsu played catch up for 2nd and 3rd place; Hitachi is (quite literally) a footnote in Japan's computer history




[←122]
 Search the HG101 blog for "Dark Age JRPG"




[←123]
 Koei was founded by Youichi Erikawa, AKA: Shibusawa Kou, and his wife Keiko Erikawa. MobyGames: Youichi Erikawa co-founded Koei in 1978, originally a chemical company. Making videogames was just a hobby and he developed Nobunaga's Ambition in 1983; employees liked it so much that the company decided to publish it. He then turned the company into a game studio and used the name "Kou Shibusawa" as his game developing alias. (He has also used the name Eiji Fukuzawa for Koei's series of "rekoeition" games.) He is best known for producing and designing games in Koei's Historical Simulation and World War series of games. He was the president of the company at one time, but stepped down to produce games again




[←124]
 Released sometime in 1983 (possibly December) for multiple computers; while the first-person dungeon sections do resemble The Black Onyx (Jan 1984), most likely Koei just wanted to sabotage a rival game than recreate what it had seen. It's fair to say Koei ripped off everything from Wizardry and Ultima (both 1981) to Greenslade album art and Dungeons & Dragons




[←125]
 Couldn't find sources; if you've played both, it seems plausible - Dungeon is unplayable it is so awful (see HG101 write up!)




[←126]

Wikipedia: A dungeon crawl RPG developed and published by Automated Simulations (later Epyx) in 1979. Originating on the 

TRS-80 and Commodore PET, it's considered one of the first RPGs, predating even Richard Garriott's Akalabeth




[←127]
 Blend of SoftBank comments from V1: "Now it's mostly about mobile phones, but they were called 'Software Bank' because they were a big seller of PC software. It never invented, only published. Masayoshi Son, the CEO, was cooking up the idea of a 'logistics business'. Not sales, distribution; from the beginning they said, 'We'll only distribute.' They did well, having 70% or 80% of the distribution market in Japan. Masayoshi Son was a real shark; kind of like the Bill Gates of Japan. SoftBank is hugely successful now, bringing the iPhone to Japan etc."




[←128]
 LinkedIn page says BPS managing director and co-founder, November 1981 ~ July 1983




[←129]
 The "black onyx" item allows you to warp to another floor




[←130]
 Sequel first released Sep. 1984, ported to multiple computers




[←131]

Wikipedia: Two other parts were announced, The Moonstone (which allowed the party to explore the wilderness), and Arena  (which allowed the party to take part in arena battles)




[←132]

Henk speaking with Sramana Mitra: "The objective was to reach the end and become a powerful warrior. If you attacked people or monsters weaker than you, karma would drop. The only way to get your karma up was by talking to people. If you were one of the first 100 people to reach the end with perfect karma, then I sent you a real black onyx. Magazines would ask how much a black onyx was worth. I'd tell them it was worth four weeks of play time. The secret sauce is that I made the black onyx for $2."




[←133]
 By LordKarnov42, available romhacking.net




[←134]
 Player versus Player, typically in a MMORPG or MUD




[←135]

MobyGames: AnimaTek was a software company founded 1988 in Moscow, by Alexey Pajitnov, Vladimir Pokhilko, and Henk Rogers. It had two development studios, one in Moscow and one in San Francisco. The company was known for its Caviar Technology, a surface pixel real-time rendering engine. AnimaTek disappeared near the end of the 1990s, but most of the staff and technology moved to Digital Element, founded in 1999 by AnimaTek's former General Manager Don McClure




[←136]
 Apple II (1981), by Muse Software, MobyGames: Create code for a robot using the provided language, limited to 256 lines. Test your robot by examining the code and determining whether it performs as intended. Put your finished robot in the arena with up to four other bots, set the number of battles, and watch them fight in a top-down view. Computer Gaming world had annual contests in which readers could send their bots on disk to participate, with results and prizes reported in the mag




[←137]
 This game is crazy obscure, and I only knew about it thanks to interviewing Naosuke Arai, but it's probably one of the coolest unknown games from Tecno Soft; released August 1987 for PC-8801mkIISR (not the X1 Turbo and X68000 as some online say). According to the Japanese Wikipedia:
COMSIGHT is an algorithm-built simulation game. It's a competitive game of tanks using 3D polygons. Players indirectly manipulate their tank by writing an algorithm to instruct the tank. It cannot be changed while playing and must be prepared in advance before the match




[←138]
 As I've come to discover, there's quite a few examples in the "programming game" genre; the most recent are probably entries in the Carnage Heart series of mecha games




[←139]

Wikipedia: Perforated paper tape as a form of data storage; a long strip of paper in which holes are punched to store data




[←140]
 Basically modern keys of today




[←141]

Archon: The Light and the Dark, two-player strategy game for multiple systems (1983); dev. Free Fall Systems, pub. EA




[←142]
 Multiplayer board game (1983); developed by Ozark Softscape, published by Electronic Arts




[←143]
名越康晃 MobyGames: Yasuaki Nagoshi is the President and Director of Red Entertainment Corporation. He was born in 1966 and graduated in 1984 from Yokohama Hino High School. He joined Red Company in 1996 after working as an R&D producer and a section chief in the sales department at BPS Co., Ltd.




[←144]
 Literally: Western games, crap games




[←145]
 No info online - it might have a slightly different name




[←146]
 AKA: "Go" - abstract strategy board game, the aim is to surround more territory than the opponent




[←147]
 Hiroshi Imanishi; previously Director and General Manager for Corporate Communications Division at Nintendo. Join date unknown (maybe 1960s); left 2002




[←148]
 Allan A.C. Scarff; only one MobyGames entry, Microgo1, listed for the BBC Micro, C64, Acorn Electron, and Famicom, where it was released as Igo: Kyuu Roban Taikyoku in April 1987




[←149]
 See memorial page at the end of this interview




[←150]

Mathworld.wolfram.com: A cellular automaton is a collection of "coloured" cells on a grid of specified shape that evolves through a number of discrete time steps according to a set of rules based on the states of neighbouring cells




[←151]
 Different variants of assembly language for the MOS 6502 and Zilog Z80 processors respectively; as an example, the former was used on the NES, the latter on the Game Gear




[←152]
 This is unrelated to the publisher Edge Games, operated by patent troll Tim Langdell




[←153]
 Super obscure, name might be slightly different; only one online ref. to STAC: http://design.kogado.com/about/company.html




[←154]
 Even searching online in Japanese all of this stuff is super obscure; based on the logo for SST, the following companies were involved: Cosmos Computer, System Sacom, Falcom, Square, Game Arts, Bothtec, and BPS; photos of logo taken from ameblo.jp/koorogiyousyoku/entry-11723886121.html




[←155]
 A little digging reveals that BPS was actually a member of several different groups, each with overlapping members. It gets difficult disentangling it all, since in addition to STAC, SST, and Trinity, there's another called Scap Trust, according to MobyGames: Established August 1986 and based in Shibuya, Tokyo, Scap Trust was a joint publishing and development venture of eight companies: Bothtec, BPS, Humming Bird Soft, Micro Cabin, System Sacom, SystemSoft, Thinking Rabbit, and XTAL Soft. The company produced a handful of titles before going bankrupt around 1991




[←156]
 literal meaning is "brothers"




[←157]
 Dev. by Locomotive, Japan exclusive released 25 Aug 1995




[←158]
 Pub. by Nintendo, North America exclusive rel. 22 Mar 1996




[←159]
 Nippon Telegraph and Telephone




[←160]
 Hawaiian mobile developer handling the Tetris license for mobiles; bought by Jamdat in 2005 for approx. $137 million




[←161]
 Al Jazeera News, The Secret of the Seven Sisters, series that reveals how a secret pact led to a cartel controlling world oil




[←162]
 Solar panels




[←163]
 Co-founder, CEO, and product architect of Tesla Motors




[←164]
 Likely 7th Annual Shoshinkai Software Exhibition, Nov. 1995




[←165]
 Could be any number of old X1 games




[←166]

Super Mario Bros. Special came out 1986




[←167]
 Multiple Arcade Machine Emulator. Wikipedia: The first public MAME release (0.1) was on 5 February 1997,




[←168]
 The sweets were inside a tiny bucket, held inside a transparent coloured plastic bag - very ornate, and to a human eye instantly recognisable. But thinking about it, the objects in the container, and especially the transparent plastic itself, all against a background, would be difficult for current AI to comprehend




[←169]
 Nagoya is on the West side of Japan, Tokyo is East side; about 3 hrs by train, or 1 hr by plane




[←170]

Brain Breaker was 3'800 yen at launch in 1985




[←171]
 See Toru Hidaka chapter, Volume 1




[←172]
 Difficult finding info - a browse of the MSX.org forum yielded a topic on tape loading speeds, with 1'200 cited often, and only rare cases of 2'400; a cursory glance around the internet implies 2'700 bps straight out the box is quite high for tape loading




[←173]

http://oldcomputers.net: rel. Jan 1981, first colour computer costing less than $300




[←174]
 Japanese name for Battle of Evermore




[←175]
 Japan's YouTube




[←176]
 Arcade game by Konami (1981), progenitor of Gradius




[←177]
 You could create custom ASCII-style characters, so in effect the game is only moving text around on X1, hence the speed




[←178]
 Japanese name for arcade action game Kid Niki: Radical Ninja (1986); developed by Irem, later published by Data East




[←179]
 It wasn't specified whether MSX1 or MSX2; internet has no records for either, so it is unreleased!




[←180]
 I never ascertained if he worked for Irem (the game's original developers), or a third party planning to publish a conversion on the MSX range, in which case maybe Data East?




[←181]

I/O magazine (Nov 1985, p462), has photos of the 2nd party, but they're b&w, printed on cheap paper, and indiscernible




[←182]
 See Volume 1, p81




[←183]
 1982 - a hungover alien's buddies strand him on Earth as a frat joke, so he kidnaps a child and steals his bike




[←184]
 A research team finds an alien buried in the ice, and take it back to the lab for some no-strings-attached fun and high jinks




[←185]
 British sci-fi TV series from 1970, by Gerry Anderson, only 26 episodes; the Japanese opening theme can be found on YouTube




[←186]
 The famous "Peter Gunn" theme was by Henry Mancini for the eponymous TV detective show which aired from 1958; the song was also in Rock n' Roll racing




[←187]

Elevator Action theme by Yoshino Imamura of Taito; it has the same plinky-plonky sound as Kagirinaki, but the tune is different




[←188]
 Yoshiyuki Tomino is a renowned Japanese mecha anime creator, animator, songwriter, director, screenwriter and novelist, with an enormous portfolio; Gundam (1980), Combat Mecha Xabungle (1982), Xabungle Graffiti (1983) - be sure to check out the amazing opening animation!




[←189]
 1980 arcade game, a bootleg of Taito's Lunar Rescue  www.arcade-museum.com/game_detail.php?game_id=8746




[←190]
 English: http://shmuplations.com/raizing/




[←191]
 See Hiroshi Suzuki interview, Volume 1




[←192]

Vilzam - Cosmic Struggle, MSX1, published in December 1985 issue of LOGiN magazine; an impressively complex omni-directional shooter full of unique ideas




[←193]

LOGiN magazine March 1984, the big K. Nakamura feature




[←194]
 23 volume manga published '79~'86; multiple media adaptations, including Capcom's 1989 arcade game, later localised as UN Squadron and also available on home systems




[←195]
 In the manga it's a ballistic missile modified with a giant drill; in Herzog it's the most expensive unit, invisible apart from on radar, nearly indestructible, and can destroy the enemy base




[←196]

Shinryou Sensen, first on MSX2 (1987); hg101.kontek.net/wotd/wotd.htm




[←197]

japanese-pc-games.wikia: "Overhead multi-directional shooter with RPG elements, by Tecno Soft; 1987 for MSX2, Sharp X1, FM-77, and PC-8801"




[←198]
 Extensive portfolio: graphics and coding on original Herzog, character design on Herzog Zwei, and then lead programmer on Thunder Force II & III, Hagane, Kishin Douji Zenki, Sapphire, Sky Odyssey, and Mario Party 5 through 10




[←199]
 Takashi Iwanaga eerily has the same credits as Izumi Fukuda!




[←200]
 Attrib. to Hudson and Red Company, '92 & '93 respectively




[←201]

Wikipedia: The prime symbol ( ' ), double prime symbol ( "), triple prime symbol ( ‴ ), etc., are used to designate units and for other purposes in mathematics and the sciences




[←202]
 Fantastic sci-fi horror anime from 1987; like a cross between Alien, The Thing, and 2001: Space Odyssey




[←203]
 Remake/sequel to Ku Gyoku Den; late 1988 release




[←204]

Space Harrier / Falsion clone for MSX2 (1988); a planned    PC-88 port was apparently scrapped




[←205]

Makaimura / Ghosts 'n Goblins required double completion; in modern gaming it's evolved somewhat into multiple endings




[←206]
 Apple II (1984); MobyGames: Similar to Choplifter. Simulated strategic war game; use a helicopter to attack enemy targets, and give air cover for ground forces you deploy. Your troops are essential for destroying the enemy's headquarters. Every fifteen seconds you receive payment for the amount of time spent in combat. This covers the cost of ground deployments (men, tanks, etc.), equipment, and additional helicopters




[←207]
 Arcade & Famicom (1985); a sort of proto-RTS; deploy autonomous troops while moving your craft up a vertical field




[←208]
 Depending on how you define it, the RTS can be traced to the early 1980s; probably The Ancient Art of War on Apple II (1984) is a better example, and it looks a lot like Dragon Force!




[←209]
 Mega Drive (Dec 1989); transport autonomous troops to near an enemy base while engaging directly with the enemy




[←210]
 FC (Nov. 1986); famous vertical shooter which adapts to your skill and play style! It's almost "procedurally generated"




[←211]
 300km apart according to Google




[←212]
 See boxout in the S. Fujishima & T. Hirono interview




[←213]

This is true! FC used a CPU by Ricoh based on the CMOS 6502 microprocessor; PCE used Hudson's HuC6280, based on the WDC 65C02, in turn based on the CMOS 6502. According to the Shu PCE emulator coder SharkTooth: "Uses a special version of the 6502 CPU with additional Opcodes, more addressing-modes and a memory management unit (MMU)"

 




[←214]
 Localised as Blazing Lazers (PCE & TG16, 1989




[←215]
 Prominent portfolio very similar to that of Toyama's




[←216]
 Now named Sunrise Inc., a subsidiary of Bandai Namco, the studio is responsible for many of Japan's biggest anime, incl. Gundam and Cowboy Bebop. Everyone should know the Gundam franchise; Dunbine was 1983~84, set in a parallel world resembling medieval Europe, featuring armies of unicorn-cavalry and warriors in robotic suits called Aura Battlers. L-Gaim was 1984~85, and is a bit like Star Wars with mecha, featuring a rebel uprising. Spriggan's "Mark 2" title mimics a story arc where the L-Gaim mecha is powered-up




[←217]
 Released 1990 for Mega Drive; localised as Target Earth for Genesis; see Masaya chapter in V2




[←218]
 I like aiming for 1CC as much as the next shmup fan, but I've never understood when someone criticises the presence of stories in a shmup or fighting game - it makes the games better rounded, and is another reason to clear them (ie: Sine Mora)




[←219]
 Wolf Team: X68 (Nov. 1990), MCD (Dec. 1991), Gen (1992)




[←220]
 AKA: Moo Niitani, Compile founder, credited on pretty much all of Compile's games




[←221]

According to records Compile never made any after Mark 2; Micronics developed Spriggan Powered for SFC, published by Naxat, and there was a 5-part download series for Satellaview, of which there is very little info on (GameFAQs says by Telenet)

 




[←222]
 Compile seemed keen on sequels. In a Shmuplations translation of a GSLA interview, Masamitsu "Moo" Niitani said: "We already have plans to create Dennin Aleste 2. My idea for our schedule is to create one title in the Aleste series each year, whether its Denin Aleste or '____ Aleste'. I also want to help support the CD game market. But I especially want to see the Aleste series championed on every console."




[←223]
 Tadashi Ishimaru, small portfolio incl. Thexder on MSX1; Godzilla-kun was on MSX1 (1985) later ported to Game Boy (1990), a nifty puzzle-platformer!




[←224]
 Enormous portfolio, incl. designer on Zanac, the original Aleste, and Gunhed; graphics for all the big Compile games




[←225]
 AKA: Neko Yonemitsu; surprisingly sparse portfolio on MobyGames; key figure in Puyo Puyo, later founded Sting




[←226]
 The official Aleste 2 (MSX2, 1989) was pure sci-fi while Musha Aleste (MD, 1990) blended in Japanese folklore; it's weird to think Musha actually started development as Aleste 2!




[←227]
 Japanese arcade game magazine by Shinseisha (1986 to 1999). Circulation reached 30 million




[←228]
 Lit. "The Laughing Salesman"; a Japanese-style adventure based on the manga & anime by Fujiko Fujio A (AKA: Motoo Abiko), a black humour series that plays off human weakness, carelessness, and stupidity for comic effect. Proceeds mostly in standard adventure game style, with a handful of minigames




[←229]
 Competitive vertical platformer, now available on Project EGG; apparently released 1994, meaning after Yokoh left Compile




[←230]
 He didn't realise Toyama and I both had his old interview there!




[←231]
 literally "Monkey Mountain Heaven" (1991); like a weird monkey themed Tamagotchi type game; available on Project EGG - www.amusement-center.com/project/egg/index.cgi




[←232]
 The previous TFII was released first on X68k (1988) before being ported to Mega Drive (1989); conversely TFIII started on MD and was ported to arcades as Thunder Force AC (1990), then ported to SNES as Thunder Spirits (1991); the SNES port from arcades made it while the X68 port was scrapped




[←233]
 Sega Titan Video arcade board (1994); akin to Sega Saturn




[←234]
 I checked endings to III, Spirits, and IV, and the closest I could find is in IV, one screen has what might be: "Shion Kuso Aho T.K / Tehe Chosini / Now.Hit the Road Jack CH / Busted / Crying Time" (sic) in the upper left and bottom right corners




[←235]

MobyGames: Established Nov 1985 by former Tecno Soft staff. Their first game was Wibarm (1986); in the following years it produced Star Cruiser (1988) and Knight Arms (1989), & ports of Prince of Persia, Tenka Touitsu, and Spindizzy II. July 1996 the company's name changed to Cyberhead; it contributed to several titles, including Gran Turismo and Omega Boost. Closed in 2001




[←236]
 Short MobyGames profile starting with Bloody Roar (1997)




[←237]
 Released 1986 on both MSX and Famicom




[←238]
 Extensive Compile/Raizing portfolio mirroring Hirono & Toyama's; designer on Gunhed/Blazing Lasers




[←239]
 AKA: YmoH.S - enormous portfolio starting 1988, everything from Tactics Ogre to Gradius V to Odin Sphere




[←240]
 After 1993 they appear to have done only contractual or supplementary work for other companies




[←241]
 Credited on the original Herzog, with a long profile including recent Gran Tourismo games




[←242]
 ARC (1996) and SAT (1998); vertical shooter set in a diesel-punk 1940s; dimly coloured bullets make it notoriously difficult!




[←243]
 Virtual Boy title attributed to Hudson, cross between Puyo Puyo and Bomberman; credited for graphics and game design




[←244]
 born 30 March 1951; famous Japanese sci-fi author, though almost nothing of his is available in English; Kidou Youhei is AKA Orbital Command




[←245]

Kenichi Yokoh also told GameSide: "We were aiming for a visceral quality like that of the Tokusatsu films, and we wanted to make a game that would express the idea of a 'media filtered reality' through news programs and such. The fake newspaper articles in the ending were added for the same reasons. We received a lot of feedback from people saying it resembled Neon Genesis Evangelion. During development we really hadn't had time to watch things and be influenced like that. Rather, I think our influences were from the older show 'Top wo Nerae!'   [AKA: Gunbuster] and the Tokusatsu film 'Gamera'."




[←246]
 There are a lot of unique words in the Japanese gaming lexicon: doujin, amateur dev distinct from indie; funiki, focuses more on a beautiful atmosphere than gameplay; jiyudo, degree of freedom but not just linearity, can be stuff like character building and morality; kishotenketsu, structure of a classic Japanese narrative (intro, development, twist, conclusion); mukokuseki, lack of ethnic traits in fictional characters; otsukaige, literally "errand games" - eg: RPGs which repeat the town-quest-dungeon cycle; zako, mini enemies in shmups, basically cannon fodder




[←247]
 Yokoh said makimono, literally scroll, so imagine one of those ornate Japanese scrolls; I had a discussion with Joseph after, and it was a very poetic way of describing 2D shmups!




[←248]
 AKA: Kingdom Grand Prix - ARC (1994), SAT (1996)




[←249]
 According to the GameSide interview it was Road Rash on MD




[←250]
Most likely Tank by Kee Games, a subsidiary of Atari (1974)




[←251]
 Featured in the mall arcade scene in Dawn of the Dead. Wikipedia: "Steer a car around a race track, trying to avoid all cars. Based on electromechanical projection technology. The race track is a pre-rendered animation stored on film projected on the screen. The player's opponents and the player are static transparent pieces within the machine that are also projected. Steering and collision are done through direct mechanical control. The first game licensed from Namco by Atari"




[←252]
 An early Japanese term for a PC that stood for both "microcomputer" and "my
computer"




[←253]
 Released 1977, 1978, and 1979 respectively




[←254]
 Established in 1976, I/O was Japan's first PC magazine. I/O is credited with popularising the term naikon-zoku (and may have coined it), with articles addressing their "naikon-zoku readers"




[←255]
 This was a mistake found on MobyGames: "Also Known As: Programmers-3 Inc. (from 1982 to 1984)"




[←256]
 Credited to Programmers-3, though according to Takayuki Hirono Compile actually made it. Released on: Apple II (1982), Atari 8-bit (1982), FM-7 (1984), MSX (1984), PC-88 (1984) and VIC-20 (1982). MobyGames: "Space Invaders with a 3D view. You control a laser cannon that moves horizontally"




[←257]
 very obscure vertical shmup on MSX1 (1983 or 1984), described as a proto-Zanac, published by Sony; there's a ROM for a Korean version attributed to the Master System, but it looks like and in all likelihood is actually for Sega's SG-1000




[←258]

9
Masamitsu Niitani (AKA: Moo Niitani) said in 1993: "Compile was founded and spent its first year as a normal developer. But there was no work and we were in trouble... Then Sega asked us to make games for its SG hardware. N-SUB and Safari Hunting. These were Sega's cartridges #1 and #2, and they gave us #3, called Borderline, to create. I did all the work myself, and it was the start of everything for Compile"




[←259]
 This was hushed, said jokingly - it might not be strictly literal!




[←260]
 See Hiroshi Suzuki in Volume 1




[←261]
 Kenji Shintani (Lunarian); eclectic portfolio including programming Golvellius (SMS), Power Strike (SMS), Shinobi (GG), Defenders of Oasis (GG), Sorcerian (MD), and Lunar Pool (MSX1); one of the main designers for Samurai Shodown on Neo Geo




[←262]
 There are still Pac-Man themed piggybanks sold today; he's referring to the 1982 mechanical toy by Tomy




[←263]
  Santo's portfolio starts out in music and sound, but switches to Producer from mid-90s. MobyGames: "Sting is a Japanese studio founded on 7 Feb 1989 in Tokyo. Their first title was Psycho Chaser (1990). Among their most notable franchises are Baroque, Dokapon, and Dept. Heaven series. On 10 March 2009, Atlus and Sting announced a partnership."




[←264]

MobyGames: "Yukinori Taniguchi is CEO/founder of Yuke's Co. Ltd. He programmed the company's first game Hermie Hopperhead." Also Rayxanber III coder and GG Aleste planner




[←265]
 (AKA: Swing) - MSX1 (1985)




[←266]
 Found in Maicon Game Book 4 by I/O, p.110, published 1982 (it's a sequel to Fujishima's Crazy Climber). Subtitled "Puck Man's ORIGINAL No.19" it was later remade as "New Clean Climber - Puck's ORIGINAL No.30" for the MZ-2000 range and sold by I/O, featuring full-colour and redone graphics; the two games were actually part of a sort of "climber series" by Fujishima, which also included Crazy Climber and Donkey Climber




[←267]
  Fujishima is credited only with game and & character designs; Tadashi Ishimaru & Aid Nakamura coded (both small profiles)




[←268]

19 Impossible to find info on AII, but Pony Canyon is a fascinating and mysterious dev/pub. MobyGames: "Pony Canyon was established 1 Oct 1966 as record label Nippon Broadcasting System and renamed to Pony Inc. in 1970. On 21 Oct 1987 it merged with the record company Canyon to form Pony Canyon. Pony started to publish computer game software in 1982 and published titles for many computers and consoles"




[←269]
 According to Segaretro.org the SC-3000 was an 8-bit home computer by Sega (1983), compatible with SG-1000 game cartridges; SF-7000 was an add-on for the SC-3000 allowing it to use 3in floppy disks (1984). According to MobyGames, Compile developed Lode Runner (MSX1, 1984), Championship Lode Runner (MSX1, 1985), and Lode Runner II (MSX1, SG-1000). Asking them seemed like a decent shot in the dark




[←270]
 MSX1 (1985); extremely simple vertical shooter; auction quote from Joseph, presumably Yahoo! Auctions




[←271]

IMDb: USA - 13 July 1984 / JPN - 27 April 1985




[←272]
 MSX1 (1984), copyright Nisso; a weird vertical shmup




[←273]

PC-88: October 1986 / FC: October 1987 (port by Compile)




[←274]
 According to credits he seems to have done the conversion single-handedly, with only a few Special Thanks credits!




[←275]

City Adventure Touch: Mystery of Triangle, FC (Mar. 1987), no credits online. MobyGames: "A beat-em-up. Players take control of twin brothers and explore the maze-like city, trying to locate and collect ten dogs"




[←276]
 Was hoping Hirono would comment on this bit: "Jemini flew into a rage and kicked a garbage bin over some English related thing. Because he also kicked a desk, he's been complaining that his leg hurts." Message: tcrf.net/Godzilla-kun
(below middle)




[←277]
 1983 conversion of Sega arcade game from 1981; overhead shooter featuring a jeep (below right)




[←278]
 The original's arcade hardware




[←279]
 It was purely a technical doc - only text - so I've not shown it




[←280]
 PC-88 (1984); see Tokihiro Naito chapter, Volume 2




[←281]

Majou Densetsu, MSX1 (1986); vertical shmup with a knight - the scrolling vertical dungeons in Golvellius remind me of it!




[←282]

Ricbit from msx.org: "For backgrounds, MSX2 has a palette with 16 colours, where each colour can be chosen from 512. SMS has two palettes with 15 colours each, where each can be chosen from 64. Each tile can use only one palette. For sprites, each MSX2 sprite can only use 1 colour per line. If you overlap two sprites you can use 3 colours per line. Each SMS sprite can use any colour from palette #2, so up to 15, and you can use any of them in a single line (sprites are 8x16, so at most 8 colours)."




[←283]
 On Disc Station Special 2 - Summer Edition for MSX2 (1989)




[←284]
 One of the main planners on Compile's Shadowrun for Mega CD, also several programming roles at Compile




[←285]
 The Japanese title is Maou Golvellius, meaning "Demon King Golvellius", but the title would no longer be appropriate, as Golvellius becomes a good guy and playable in the sequel




[←286]
 Eventually it was, through the download service WOOMB




[←287]
 Online credits are just for sound programming and assistance




[←288]
 Multiple sources credit design to Hirono - no mention of Watanabe, but there is an as yet unknown "Dogezaemon" credit




[←289]
 AKA: Kerol; director / planner roles on: Rune Master, Dennin Aleste, Power Strike II, and Zanac X Zanac




[←290]
 Ending for Aleste 2 is the same; so many issues of Compile Club, impossible to find; enjoy these Aleste 2 manual comics!




[←291]
 Phonetically "Tough Child"; Googling in JPN yields nothing. The JPN Wiki for Aleste mentions a doujinshi, but no name




[←292]
 FC (Feb. 1988) / NES (Apr. 1989); an ingenious hybrid of scrolling shmup and Action-RPG! Although we said "Guardic Gaiden", I've changed it to Guardian Legend for ease of reading




[←293]

Guardic Gaiden (AKA: Guardian Legend) had an English subtitle "Legend of Guardic", so seeing the docs with "Another" on it made me assume a sequel (like the film: Another 48 Hours)




[←294]
 Wikipedia: (born 1952) is a Japanese illustrator, a native of Hamamatsu City, Japan. A noted science-fiction artist since the 1970s, he has contributed to many science fiction/fantasy magazines, novels and games. Games include: The Guardian Legend, Super Aleste, Traveller, Legend of the Galactic Heroes, Culdcept




[←295]
 Japanese shoujo manga starting in 1991; features strong female characters battling enemies




[←296]
 Not much plot in the Zanac games, but he makes a good point - Metroid's revelation is a bit of a cop-out being at the end




[←297]
 Likely Pochi Nakamori, who did map design for the NES vers. (seems he was juggling several programming jobs at the time of converting Guardian Legend); most credits are programming, including on Sega's Golden Axe Warrior for SMS (1991)




[←298]

Alien Crush on PCE/TG16 (1988~9); Devil Crash / Devil's Crush on PCE/TG16 (1990) and MD/Gen (1991~2; Dragon's Fury); Jaki Crush on SFC (1992). Development on all 3 is tied to Compile, apart from the MD port, but none mention Compile anywhere, only publisher Naxat and in some cases Red. I don't know how the internet found out - I wanted a primary source!




[←299]
 Takafumi Tanida discussed earlier - no Crush pinball credits, but was staff on The Pinball of the Dead for GBA (2002), also directed by Yuichi Toyama! The major similarities to Devil's Crush did not go unnoticed by critics!




[←300]
 There does not seem to be any online source describing an affiliation, though both companies were keen supporters of the PC Engine; Red Company was famous for the Tengai Makyou and Bonk series, while Naxat is famous for pinball and 2D shmups




[←301]

Pro Yakyuu World Stad., PCE (May 1988); Gunhed was 1989




[←302]
 This was confusing: the envelope had "Spriggan Mark 2" on it, but inside there was nothing for Spriggan! It had design docs for Aleste Gaiden, Guardian Legend, and Musha on Mega Drive




[←303]
 There are a lot of products with the name Gunhed: there was a manga, three novels, a game book, a live action movie, a shmup on PC Engine, a strategy title on Famicom (Gunhed: Aratanaru Tatakai), and a hori-shmup on the ZX Spectrum in the UK. All came out around 1989. The film though is hot garbage, butchered for its Western release so as to be incomprehensible




[←304]
 Hirono worked on Sylphia; both it and Shadowrun begin with the Japanese "shi" symbol, and both are CD, so an easy mistake

 




[←305]
 Even though Fujishima recalls leaving Compile four years before Shadowrun's release, that does not mean the company was working on it then - possibly he kept in touch with Niitani. Miikka Poikela visited Japan and interviewed Niitani, telling me: "I'm really sorry, but I couldn't get any info on Shadowrun. Niitani didn't remember anything at all about it, only that some other company asked Compile to make a Shadowrun game. He didn't even know what Shadowrun was about."




[←306]
 PC-FX (Aug. 1997); the only shmup on the system, it features animated and voiced cutscenes between every stage, character dialogues before boss fights, selectable weapons, an HP meter, plus ingenious levelling system where your score acts like EXP in an RPG, granting extra weapons and more health each time you level up - truly incredible!




[←307]
  PC-FX (Jul. 1997); MobyGames: "The official mascot of the PC-FX console is now the star of her own game; a Japanese-style adventure with some mild simulation elements (Rolfee has parameters that can increase/decrease)"




[←308]
 The mascot was part of NEC's animation strategy for PC-FX (the blue-haired girl Rolfee); her creator was Kazuko Tadano who was heavily credited in the Rolfee game by Fupac




[←309]
 See Masaya chapter Vol. 2 for Winds explanation




[←310]
  We didn't realise it at the time, but we were stuck in Challenge Mode; the Story Mode is actually quite easy




[←311]
 Keeper was for SFC (1994); unreleased localised version was Cyber Slider (Electronic Gaming Monthly #59 had a preview)




[←312]
 Lit. "Western games crap games"




[←313]
 PS1 (29 Nov. 2001); the original FC game alongside Zanac Neo, an updated remake; Hirono was the producer, director, planner, and programmer on the project




[←314]
 Layman explanation: FC produces 5-channel sound (chiptune music), and the FDS adds an extra sound channel; you can hear the difference on YouTube videos of the FC version of Zanac played on the original FDS and its PS1 port - sound is a bit richer and more synth-like on FDS, while on PS1 it's tinny and flat




[←315]
 Someone who's skilled at their chosen specialty but ignorant or apathetic about everything else




[←316]

MobyGames: "Tecno Soft was established April 1982 in Sasebo City of Nagasaki. The company originally produced consumer software such as a typing tutor, but soon entered the games market"




[←317]
 Legendary programmer and creator of Thunder Force; Katsunori Yoshimura, later Kotori Yoshimura - see boxout




[←318]

my
computer & micro computer




[←319]
 sometimes Romanised as Ohsono; passed away 2014, see memorial page at the end of this chapter




[←320]
 It seems like everyone I met was in some way influenced by them! Wikipedia: Yellow Magic Orchestra (YMO) is a Japanese electronic music band formed in Tokyo in 1978




[←321]
 Simple overhead golf game, quite slow since levels are drawn & filled out each time; there's a video of the X1 version on YouTube, while the packaging lists it being on at least 8 different computers; online sources say 1984, but difficult to verify




[←322]
 Astonishingly there were two Backgammon games for MSX1 in 1983~84, by Tecno Soft and Electric Software Ltd.




[←323]
 Difficult to find out what this company actually does. Google has an address, stating "software developer": 165-1 Katsuumicho, Sasebo, Nagasaki, 859-3216




[←324]
 See Volume 1's interview




[←325]
 Seemingly no record of this online anywhere




[←326]

Wikipedia: Music Macro Language is a music description language used in sequencing music on computer systems




[←327]
 Very fast overhead shooter, a bit like Xevious but with multidirectional scrolling; MobyGames says December 1983 for the Sharp X1 release; Arai would have seen it at some point




[←328]
 There were a lot of hardware upgrades since its introduction in 1981 (it looks like more than 20), with FM sound only appearing in 1985, a year after the first Thunder Force's PC-88 release




[←329]
 See previous chapters and https://tcrf.net/




[←330]

-kun is an endearing suffix gen. appended to the names of men




[←331]
 Generally there were no gender pronouns spoken by Mr Arai, so I edited the text based on his suggestions




[←332]
 Technically impressive first-person outer space racing where you avoid polygonal debris; multiple computers (1984)




[←333]

Astonishing blend of free-roaming sandboxed genres (flying, 2D robot action, RPG battles & inventory, fully 3D interiors!) for Japanese computers (1986) and DOS (1989); ever play Vortex on the SNES? Wibarm is like a richer, fancier, more complex, better version of that - truly a forgotten gem!




[←334]
 there is seemingly zero online presence for him; as Arai explains he wasn't directly involved in game development




[←335]
 now known as Demon Kakka, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demon_Kakka states: "A Japanese musician, entertainer, journalist, and sumo commentator. He is the frontman of heavy metal band Seikima-II, and is known for always working entirely in character"




[←336]
 No one seems to know the start date - maybe early 1988?




[←337]
 See Yuichi Toyama chapter




[←338]
 Sci-fi horror by Ridley Scott - IMDb JPN release: 21 July 1979




[←339]
 See also Street Fighter II' (pronounced "Street Fighter II Dash"), the Japanese version of Street Fighter II: CE




[←340]
 The prime symbol, sometimes pronounced as "dash"




[←341]
 Developed by Artdink. PS1 sim where you "program" robots using a grid of behaviours. JPN: Dec 1995 / US: Jan 1997




[←342]
 This has to be Robot War (1981)




[←343]
 Bulletin Board Systems allowed users to down- and upload data & exchange messages, among other things




[←344]
 3D rail-shooter for arcades (Namco, 1991). Notable for its early real-time 3D, using Namco's System 21 "Polygonizer" arcade board - specifically designed for polygons. Ported to MCD 1994




[←345]
 Similar to Silpheed, real-time elements overlaid onto streaming FMV; comparing videos of Starblade, destructible enemies are solid polygons in the arcade version, but wireframes on MCD




[←346]
 MobyGames lists Hyper Duel on Saturn as November 1996; Blast Wind was January 1997, exclusively on Saturn




[←347]

http://home.ilaboratory.jp/




[←348]
 NES release in US: Jan 1992




[←349]
 Abridged from www.radikal.com: Established 1990, based just outside NYC. In business for 25 years, focus on marketing, promoting, and distributing artists. Worked with: 2 Unlimited, N-Trance, Zombie Nation, Sinead O’Connor, and others




[←350]
 Not to be confused with Athena's earlier Strike Gunner, which had the acronym S.T.G in its final title; clearly a running joke!




[←351]
 Possibly Kouichi "Red" Ishibashi, AKA: Red ZX, credited for sound drivers on BioMetal. Sporadic career, mainly with audio and programming; alternatively, maybe Shotaro Sasaki




[←352]
 Limited online profile. Athena credits from 1989 to 1993; Special Thanks on BioMetal




[←353]
 Both Bill and Kelly sent the above photo of the jacket!




[←354]
 I didn't realise when asking, but Activision's X-Kaliber 2097 also had a licensed soundtrack, by electro group Psykosonik (Feb 1994, SNES). Each year brought more games with licensed tracks; Wipeout launched Sept. 1995, also with licensed music




[←355]
 Anne Danielewski - US singer, songwriter, record producer




[←356]
 PS1 (Oct. 1998); fun twin-stick shooter




[←357]

Die Hard on NES, 1991. While there'd been first-person games on PC before this, the FPS explosion with Wolfenstein 3D was still a year away; for a NES game, Die Hard was unprecedented!




[←358]
 I've truncated this answer since there was a lot of back and forth; Kelly was unsure, only confirming the act of reskinning happened (my saying "engine" also confused things) - likewise, Bill was not certain which hardware it was on. While possible Pack-in-Video developed a "Die Hard" for Mega Drive which went unreleased, this definitely sounds like the PC Engine game, which featured McClane wading through swamps and other stuff not in the movie. Seeing a PC Engine video on YouTube Bill said: "I think so, but I'm afraid I could not swear to it."




[←359]

MobyGames: Aug 1970: Pack-in-Video is founded by Victor and Tokyo Broadcasting System as a home video production and sales company. The company soon diverts its attention to film licensing and distribution. March 1994: The video business starts showing red figures. Pack-in-Video pulls out of the video market to concentrate on the more lucrative games business




[←360]

JPN: January 1993 / USA: September 1993




[←361]
 Information Global Service is very obscure, but there's a funny Jordan / Jorudan story in Michitaka Tsuruta's chapter in V2




[←362]
 1977, by Exidy




[←363]
 Area in Tokyo famous for its clubs, bars, and nightlife




[←364]

To What Degree do you Love E.T.? - www.randomterrain.com/atari-2600-memories-et.html

 




[←365]
 All for Super Famicom: Otogirisou (Mar 1992) / Kamaitachi no Yoru (Nov 1994) / Yakouchuu (Jun 1995); all three are broadly similar horror-themed text adventures. See Yasuo Nakajima interview in V2, plus Manabu Yamana and Hidenori Shibao interviews in V3




[←366]
 No MobyGames credits other than Athena's games, but Bill Swartz describes several of his other business ventures




[←367]
 Defunct website states July 1987, near Sasazuka (Shibuya)




[←368]
 The website closed sometime 2014; they never even bothered to update it for their final release, AngelGuard




[←369]
 Closed apparently three months after this interview. Wikipedia: On 11 December 2013, the Tokyo District Court received a decision to commence bankruptcy proceedings




[←370]
 (N64, Jun 1998)




[←371]
 As we clarify, it was not for N64. Looking at the series, Thrash appears on Dezaemon Kids! as a sample game - it looks very nice, with a rotating 3D background (https://youtu.be/1qYgGYvXbyQ). Aziz is credited as "Crazy Azzy" in the main game's credits




[←372]

http://hg101.kontek.net/dezaemon/dezaemon.htm




[←373]
 (PS1, Oct 1998)




[←374]
 (SAT, Oct 1997)




[←375]
 It gets quite confusing to disentangle who was responsible for which sample game, and I turn to the Dezaemon Database to clarify it (seesaawiki.jp/dezaemon_db/). The horizontal face shooter was Super-hard Shooting Vexsarsion for Dezaemon 2 on Saturn (Oct 1997), credited to a (Hirokazu Yamaguchi) in the database. There were two follow-up vertical face shooters in Dezaemon Kids! (Oct 1998), called Miyabi Gaiden: Gyakushu no Miyabi and Miyabi Gaiden: Yami no Hukushu, both credited to a "H.Yamaguchi" in the database (likely all the same). However these two were vertical, not hori like the one Aziz described. For Elfin meanwhile, there were two versions: a vertical shmup on Saturn, credited "MIHO MATSUDA" in the database, and a horizontal Elfin on PS1 without any credits in the database. The hori PS1 minigame can be switched to Aziz's Thrash by use of the Konami code. As I understand it, the three friends must all have joined in 1997, with Yamaguchi working on Dezaemon 2, later reprising his role on Dezaemon Kids!, while Aziz worked on Crows and then mahjong titles; Makoto Kedouin, who is revealed further on as the second Elfin creator, presumably worked on the horizontal Elfin having seen the previous vertical Elfin by Matsuda. Thrash lacks credits but Aziz is credited in the main game itself

 




[←376]
 It's not well documented, but Athena featured user creations from the SFC version of Dezaemon in the PS1 update called Dezaemon Plus - 9 playable user games, and videos of some non-playable ones. Since Plus was like a port with slight improvements, the SFC submissions would have been easy to recreate. The best thing though is that Dezaemon Kids! featured a second disc containing 102 user-submissions created using Dezaemon Plus, which could be saved to memory card and then loaded in Dezaemon Plus (assuming you owned both PS1 titles)




[←377]

Login Sofcom, a game development magazine for non-professional users, see Tokugawa forums for further information (note: ASCII published a lot of magazines, including the publications which launched the predecessors to RPG Maker)




[←378]
 Makoto Kedouin - see end of chapter




[←379]

Crows
The Battle Action, Saturn (18 December 1997); scrolling fighter resembling Kunio-kun series




[←380]
 Japanese manga by Hiroshi Takahashi about high school delinquents (yup, it's Kunio-kun!); adapted into OVAs and games




[←381]
 Worth Googling if you've never seen them; a "yankee" (sometimes yankii) dresses in a super exaggerated style that mimics Americana culture, with big Elvis-style hair,     exaggerated clothes, and a tough-talking attitude




[←382]
 Credited as "Kedwin" under graphics, alongside Yoshihiro Maruyama, Miho Matsuda, and " Azzy"




[←383]
 (N64, 21 November 1997)




[←384]
 (PS1, 10 December 1998)




[←385]

Kenji Eno to 1UP: "For mahjong you would usually just go out and buy the core part of the mahjong game, [like a chess-simulator engine]. You go out and buy it and build it into a game, so you don't even have to create that part."




[←386]
 According to the now-dead Athena website, they developed at least 26 mahjong games between 1993 and 2004!




[←387]

Kiwame Plus on PS1 launched 17 months after the system




[←388]
 Three games: Yakouchuu (SFC, 1995), Yakouchuu GB (GBC, 1999), Yakouchuu II: Satsujin Kouro (N64, 1999)




[←389]
 Shiraishi Mami, born 1971; Japanese screenwriter and novelist from Kanagawa, and member of the Japan Writers' Federation, with a prolific portfolio in books, TV, film, and theatre; Yakouchuu seems the only involvement in games




[←390]

www.thebubblebubble.com: In the late 1980s, on the heels of a three-decade long "Economic Miracle", Japan experienced its "bubble economy" in which stock and real estate prices soared. Japan's Nikkei stock hit an all-time high in 1989, only to crash shortly after, throwing the country into a financial crisis




[←391]

SNES:
Super Bowling, developed by KID Corp., published in Japan by Athena (Jul 1992), and in US by American Technos (Sep 1992). N64:
Super Bowling, developed by Athena, published in Japan by Athena (Mar 1999), and in US by UFO Interactive Games (Jan 2000)




[←392]
 8-way scrolling overhead shmup with strategic elements




[←393]
 A Lode Runner clone with added jumping




[←394]
 According to MobyGames it only produced three MSX games  in 1983: Super Drinker, Scramble Eggs, and Car Race




[←395]

ZAP Corporation has 11 games on MobyGames between 1984~1991 (Cosmo Explorer is missing); initially exclusively working on MSX games, the company branched out onto the    PC Engine; one of its more interesting MSX titles is Payload, a truck-driving management simulator; ZAP is the same company Takashi Tokita and Kan Naito started at (see Tokita's chapter!)




[←396]
 Only one MobyGames credit, "Special Thanks" on the MSX conversion of Hudson's Bomber King




[←397]
 MSX (1985); pick freight jobs and obey the rules of the road




[←398]
 Two MSX credits from 1983: High Way Star (sic, a Rally X clone) and Midnight Building - the latter of these two is a really fascinating maze game where you illuminate the dark maze as you explore it. "R. Tokuda" is on design while Manabu Yamana is credited as "Copyright by", so this might be the game he earlier mentioned but could not remember




[←399]
 Yuichiro Itakura was only 19-years-old when he established ZAP. After ZAP, he went on to establish a number of companies that dealt with internet communication technologies, as well as a venture capital firm. He has published 10 self-help books for business executives, the first being titled "Unfit President: The Reason My Companies Failed" and details the lessons he learned from the failure of ZAP and his other early ventures




[←400]
 Various claims on its founding; later renamed Quest (some say merged with); later developed the Ogre Battle series




[←401]
 Hence the FM-7 game is generally identical to the PC-88 one




[←402]
 See boxout at end of chapter




[←403]
 Very difficult to find without a first name - MobyGames has a listing for "H. Nagayoshi" credited on the hardware for Heavy Unit, Kageki, and Air Buster (all by Kaneko Co., Ltd.)




[←404]
 According to Japanese Wikipedia a premium phone line started in 1989, mentions news and consultation




[←405]
 As ascertained later, this confusion arises from the fact he's credited on the Dragon Warrior I & II localisations which came out years after Dragon Quest III in Japan (see portfolio)




[←406]
 Earliest MobyGames credit is producer on Dragon Quest (1986); has producer, executive prod., and general prod. roles on the series up to the presen




[←407]
 Evolution of FC chips and mappers is complicated. According to emu authors, the original DQ used CNROM while DQIII used the UNROM mapper (the localised games both used MMC1). As an aside, Wikipedia describes the MMC5 chip as: "improved graphics capabilities (making 16'384 different tiles available per screen rather than only 256, and allowing each individual     8x8-pixel background tile to have its own colour assignment instead of being restricted to one colour set per 2x2 tile group)"




[←408]

First in the series to use battery backup, instead of the "Spell of Restoration" password system; the localised Dragon Warrior titles which came later all had battery backup as standard

 




[←409]
 The following is from emu sites and unverified: The original DQ used CNROM, with 32k PRG and 32k CHR ROM, 64k total. DQII changed to UNROM and 128k of pure PRG ROM, while DQIII was one of the few FC games to use UNROM at 256k




[←410]

Wikipedia: HP 9000 is a line of workstation and server computer systems by Hewlett-Packard. The brand was introduced in 1984 to encompass several existing technical workstations. The line was discontinued in 2008




[←411]
 Compare all the different setups of devs: Namco, Konami, and several others used an HP 64000 with ICE for arcade, MSX, and other games; Chunsoft used a dedicated HP 9000 with ICE for Famicom creation; Hudson used a cheaper Sharp X1 (a popular mainstream home computer) with a bespoke set-up; while dB-Soft used a mix of X1 and HP 64000 computers - no standardisation!




[←412]
 Kishimoto interview; V2, p215




[←413]

tcrf.net has nice summaries of regional changes for all DQ / DW games, and it has to be said Enix did some of the best localisations of the 8-bit era, with improvements including: battery backup saves, fancier title screens, extended prologues describing the story, longer character names, vastly improved graphics and animation, characters being able to face different directions, a streamlined interface, and as described by Yamana, an entirely new intro cinema for DWIII. The Japanese DQIII had no intro at all, not even a proper title screen, whereas the US release adds a roughly 50 second cinema, where a more realistically proportioned hero Ortega fights a dragon, slicing off one of its wings, before plunging them both into an active volcano, while parallax clouds scroll in the background. For the NES it's graphically very impressive, and as Yamana points out, the hero is taller than seen in-game!




[←414]
 Googling tou-shin with different numbers brings up a wide range of cartoon styles where the body height is equivalent to a different number of heads - there's charts describing each!




[←415]
 The product name seems to originate from Bandai in the early 1980s with its SD Gundam series (an unsourced claim is the style was taken from fan-art); interestingly, while the English Wikipedia page describing the style is titled "super deformed", the equivalent Japanese page is titled "chibi characters"




[←416]

Family Computer 1983-1994 by Ohta Publishing, p108




[←417]
 Hugely important. Director on Shining in the Darkness, and programmer on Shining Force, Landstalker, Lady Stalker, Dark Savior, Time Stalkers. MobyGames: "Kan Naito is the founder & director of Climax Entertainment. Worked at Chunsoft as a programmer, on Dragon Quest III and IV.  Naito left Chunsoft in 1990 to establish Climax along with Hiroyuki Takahashi"




[←418]

Assistant producer on DWIII; see memorial Y. Ishii interview




[←419]
 There are 9 (nine!) people on MobyGames with that name! Correct one is ID: 65732.Enormous portfolio, writer and designer roles on seven different Shining Force titles; later career heavily involved with the Mario sports spin-offs




[←420]
 Difficult to pinpoint, but it seems from 1984 until 1991 Chunsoft basically only made games for Enix (MobyGames cites Tetris 2 on FC being by Chunsoft / BPS)




[←421]
 Climax's early games have no listing for a "Kou"; Media Mixture and Mad Cap are listed under "Special Thanks" for Shining in the Darkness.




[←422]
 19 September, about a month earlier




[←423]

MobyGames: A member of Enix when founded as subsidiary of Eidansha Boshu Service Center. Initially president of the company, but became chairman of the board. Since the merger of Square and Enix has become chairman of that company




[←424]
 It gets confusing because while Yamana worked on multiple DQ titles, some were at Chunsoft, while DQVI was at Heartbeat




[←425]
 Not named, but possibly art director Satoshi Fudaba




[←426]

Kiddo Cabbusses, who leads the movement to preserve Satellaview, provided resources and said via email: "Of the supposed unreleased Satellaview projects I may have belief in existing, the 7-minute Satellaview promo names BS Otogirisou" - as yet there is no further evidence of it




[←427]

Modified game based off the Dragon Quest I&II remake on SFC (1993). Satellaview Wiki: "BS Dragon Quest is a downloadable 4-part SoundLink game for the Satellaview, broadcast between   1 February 1996 and 25 May 1996. It consisted of four one-hour scenarios which players would download on a weekly schedule. Players were tasked with levelling their character, collecting medals, and completing scenario-specific conditions with special events designed to occur under specific conditions in real-time. Throughout the game, SoundLink narration and voice acting accompany the gameplay corresponding to the game's timer"

 




[←428]

Satellaview Wiki: "Current fan speculation favours the notion that the ROM is actually a prototype. The major difference between the prototype version and the broadcast version is the prototype contains all four episodes in one ROM. The player selects from the start menu which episode he wishes to begin, which items he wishes to begin with, and what the values will be for certain character stats"




[←429]
 Genius Sonority, according to its English Wikipedia, has a staff of 22 people as of 2015




[←430]
 Since this interview Genius Sonority would go on to develop Denpa Men RPG, a free-to-play entry in the Denpa Men series




[←431]

www.nintendo.com/games/free-to-start-games




[←432]
 Looking over old PC magazines from the early 1980s reveals a surprising number of type-in listings for calculator games!




[←433]
 The Sharp PC 1200 was a programmable calculator, released circa ~1977; lots of different Sharp models with similar names




[←434]

Legaia Densetsu, JRPG for PS1; JPN: 29 Oct 1998 / USA: 17 Mar 1999




[←435]
 These were heavy on text and light on imagery, hence not being shown here; these can all be found on his website




[←436]
 Contrail was a 2nd-party dev and production house owned by Sony. Established 14 October 1997; headed by Takahiro Kaneko. As a division of Sony, Contrail oversaw development of a number of titles, notably the Wild Arms and Alundra series. Closed August 2000 when SCEI consolidated internal development"




[←437]

Nihon no mei teitaku (Koutsuu kousha shuppan-kyoku) / A Japanese mansion (Traffic Public Authority Publishing Bureau)




[←438]
 He worked on a variety of children's magazines for Shogakukan; they're not specifically game focused, instead covering a range of topics which would interest children




[←439]
 Sharp's 8-bit rival to NEC's PC-88 range, and Fujitsu's FM-7




[←440]

Ganso Saiyuuki: Super Monkey Daibouken, for Famicom, 21 Nov 1986; based on the Journey to the West story, and regarded as one of the worst videogames of all time - a nightmarish blend of insane and impossible. I was surprised it was even possible to write a guide!




[←441]

He also wrote Game Freak fanzine and later created Pokémon

 




[←442]
 GameFAQs has a guide & maps taken from GeoCities




[←443]
 Literally "crap game"




[←444]
 Also known as Journey to the West or Monkey.       Wikipedia: "Chinese novel published 16th century during the Ming dynasty and attributed to Wu Cheng'en. One of the Four Great Classical Novels of Chinese literature"




[←445]
 Author of the Crows manga, see Aziz Hinoshita chapter; interestingly his birthday (12 December) is the same as Shibao's




[←446]
 Difficult to find information on when this first launched but, given Shibao's recalled age, possibly around 1989




[←447]
 ARC: November 1985 / FC: 27 September 1986




[←448]

His online portfolio lists an office where he and other freelancers worked. He wrote for magazines and strategy guides there, and also planned the first Lennus game

 




[←449]
 Likely referring to thermal transfer printing. Wikipedia: "A digital printing process in which material is applied to paper by melting a coating of ribbon so that it stays glued to the material. The world's first thermal transfer label printer SATO M-2311 was produced in 1981. Thermal printing technology can be used to produce colour images by adhering a wax-based ink onto paper. This type of thermal printer uses a like-sized panel of ribbon for each page to be printed, regardless of the contents of the page. Colour printers have either three (CMY) or four (CMYK) coloured panels for each page"




[←450]
 If you've ever wondered how magazines were physically made before computers, it's worth reading up on! The entire process, especially for games magazines which required "game screens" rather than life photographs, was extremely labour intensive




[←451]
 If anyone has followed forum threads on Edge or GamesTM magazines, you'll know this happens in the UK all the time!




[←452]
 Discussed throughout the books, sekaikan encompasses everything related to a world, not just what players see - Google "Zack Wood Lennus Gamasutra" for the article




[←453]
 The ReadMe is 6'000 words (nearly as long as this interview!) and fairly epic: romhacking.net/translations/1332/




[←454]

Wikipedia: Asmik Ace formerly Asmik Ace Entertainment, is a Japanese film production and distribution company. Previously the company distributed videogames. Formed in 1997 through a merger between the Asmik Corporation and Ace Entertainment. The name Asmik comes from its three founding companies: Ask (formerly ASK-Kodansha), Sumitomo, and Kodansha




[←455]
 26 July 1996 (SFC); the last SFC game ever released was Metal Slader Glory: Director's Cut in November 2000, as a download title - the last cartridge release was late 1999




[←456]
 A great hero of legend and part of the first game's backstory




[←457]

Wikipedia: A region of repetitive nucleotide sequences at each end of a chromosome, which protects the end of the chromosome

 




[←458]
 Cute with large eyes




[←459]

Epic serialised manga (1982~1994); spawned a 1984 anime

 




[←460]
 Super Famicom Sound Novel by Chunsoft (7 March 1992); was followed by Kamaitachi no Yoru on SFC, and generally is regarded as kicking off the Sound Novel boom in Japan




[←461]
 Film name mentioned a few times in English, and is the same for the Japanese release. However, Paranormal Activity came out 2007, while Otogirisou came out 2001. My impression is the film director was simply tasked with making a film which - today - would seem similar to Paranormal Activity, then they decided to abandon an original story and just adapt Otigirisou the novel




[←462]

Wikipedia:
Mainichi Issho is a Sony online game for the PS3 (Nov 2006). Based on the Toro franchise, a cartoon mascot for SCEJ. Mainichi Issho was discontinued November 2009 and replaced with Weekly Toro Station: a lighter, weekly service that focused more on videogames and manga/anime culture news

 




[←463]
 Shibao's profile states he worked on Momotaro Dentetsu (versions 11, 12, and USA, on PS2), a long running and famous series of games, sort of like Monopoly with trains and focusing on Japanese culture; started by Hudson but now owned by Konami. Akira Sakuma is the series' overall supervisor

 




[←464]

Wikipedia:
Metal Max: Wild Eyes - cancelled RPG originally planned to be published by ASCII Entertainment in winter 2000. Started development in 1999 with a tentative title "Metal Max Overdrive", announced at TGS. The officially announced plot was: "the grandest love story of the series". Would have been the first game of the series to feature 3D graphics




[←465]

MobyGames: Hiroshi Miyaoka born 4 July 1958; game designer best known for his Metal Max games. Miyaoka participated in the creation of the scenarios of the first three Dragon Quest games. In 1988 he founded his own company Crea-Tech. There he created the free-roaming post-apocalyptic role-playing game Metal Max (1991) and its sequelsre; started by Hudson but now owned by Konami. Akira Sakuma is the series' overall supervisor




[←466]
 Sadly I never had the time to follow up on this offer




[←467]
 Apparently owns every MD game ever: takezaki.net




[←468]

Wikipedia: Nihon Bankoku Hakuran-kai, Expo '70, was held in Suita, Osaka, Japan, between 15 March and   13 Sept, 1970. The theme: "Progress and Harmony for Mankind"




[←469]
 Literally "errand games" - more casually known as otsukaige




[←470]
 In 1975 Taito release Western Gun / Gun Fight, which was basically Pong, albeit with the paddles replaced by Wild West gunfighters. It seems that in 1977 Taito released an obscure follow-up in Japan called Gunman, though there is very little online; not to be confused with Nintendo's Wild Gunmen




[←471]

"Block Kuzushi" by Nintendo; had six built-in Breakout variants

 




[←472]
 Iconic sci-fi series by Leiji Matsumoto; both the manga and anime ran 1974~5




[←473]
 Many foreign embassies are in Roppongi; popular nightlife




[←474]
 Super obscure company; according to MobyGames developed 11 titles between 1984~1991. Started off making original titles before transitioning into a porting company; worked almost exclusively on the MSX hardware range




[←475]
 MSX (1985); odd collection of loosely related minigames




[←476]
 18 Sept. 1986; vertical shooter which looks like a JRPG




[←477]
 Kan Naito was a key figure in Shining Force and Landstalker. MobyGames: Kan Naito, founder/ director of Climax Entertainment. He worked at Chunsoft as a programmer, working on Dragon Quest III and IV. Naito left Chunsoft in 1990 to establish Climax along with Hiroyuki Takahashi




[←478]
 Chunsoft founded 1984 (K. Nakamura); first DQ in May 1986




[←479]

Company's last games were seemingly a series of erotic Valis spin-offs. MobyGames: Founded 27 October 1983 by Kazuyuki Fukushima. Eventually broken into subsidiaries, including Wolf Team, Laser Soft, Riot, Renovation Products, and Reno; all disappeared when the company was restructured in 1993. Later subsidiaries included Commseed, Telenet Jr., and Namco Tales Studio. Best known for Valis, Exile, Cosmic Fantasy, and Tales series. Telenet closed its doors on 25 October 2007. SunSoft bought the company's entire game library on 10 December 2009




[←480]

RR: 7 August 1987 / CnM: 24 July 1987




[←481]

MobyGames: Developer, producer, director, and designer. Currently Senior VP of Software Development at Square-Enix. In 1983, Tanaka dropped out of Yokohama National University with Hironobu Sakaguchi to join Square, a newly formed branch of Denyuusha Software. Involved with programming many of Square's early games, and designing the first three FF games




[←482]

MobyGames: Nobuo Uematsu was born on 21 March 1959. After graduating from Kanagawa University he composed music for commercials before joining Square in 1986. He went on to compose music for over thirty games, most notably the Final Fantasy series




[←483]
 NEC's PC-88 and PC-98 ranges plus Fujitsu's 8-bit equivalent; for a cheap analogy, imagine Commodore's C64 and Amiga, plus Amstrad's CPC




[←484]
 The ellipses reflect obvious discomfort in criticising the coder




[←485]

FC, 30 Nov 1989; Japan-only RPG




[←486]
 In addition to Takashi Tokita, there was: Masaaki Miura, with just the one credit, and Masanori Hoshino, with a long career of working with graphics at Square




[←487]

Transcriber: He says "dangerous" in English, so I think he's attempting to use the translation of yabai / like "yikes!"




[←488]
 "Standards and practices" meaning the department or collection of policies an entertainment company would have to ensure their content meets societal norms




[←489]

http://hg101.kontek.net/tracing/tracing.htm




[←490]
 Caption said  (Yukinoura-san), and referenced Apple Town Monogatari on FC; MobyGames had only one entry for the surname, Miki Yukinoura, for The Death Trap and its sequel, both by Square circa 1984; possibly she later married and changed surnames




[←491]
 Developed by Evryware (sic, 1984); available on Amiga, Amstrad CPC, Apple II, Atari ST, DOS, Mac, and in Japan for the PC-88 and PC-98. Watching videos, it's astounding just how similar Hanjuku Hero is - and Dragon Force for that matter!




[←492]
 Motoyuki Kanayama; curiously small online portfolio




[←493]
 "Steaming hot lunch box"




[←494]

The rumour I'd read was that Square made both concurrently but only had the money to publish one (if I recall correctly, this was in an old unsourced GamesTM magazine column). Since then I've found the following Sakaguchi quote: "The name 'Final Fantasy' was a display of my feeling that if this didn't sell, I was going to quit the games industry and go back to university. I'd have had to repeat a year, so I wouldn't have had any friends - it really was a 'final' situation. Initially, only 200'000 copies of the game were going to be shipped. At that time, manufacturing the ROM took two to three months, so your initial shipment equalled the number of copies that you could potentially sell. So I argued within the company, and pleaded: 'If we only make this many, there's no chance of a sequel - please make it 400'000.' But the costs were high, so as a company all they could think was 'That's a lot of money!' despite having this great game. The spirit was that we weren't making a product but a creation. Pouring all our ideas into it, not saving anything for the sequel."




[←495]

Ultima I (Apple II, 1981); Wizardry (Apple II, 1981); Dragon Quest I (FC, May 1986); Dragon Quest II (FC, Jan 1987); Final Fantasy I (FC, Dec 1987); Ultima I remake (PC-88, Dec 1988)




[←496]
 A cute wind-up toy of a Chocobo on wheels.




[←497]

Wikipedia: Choro-Q is a series of Japanese 3–4 cm toy cars, with coil-spring pullback motors, first made by Takara in 1978; sold extensively in Western markets as Penny Racers




[←498]
 AKA: Secret of Mana (1993)




[←499]

youtube.com/watch?v=LGzd7JRbxL0  -  "August 8, 1998, Dallas, Texas – John Romero held an Apple II Reunion with over 40 successful Apple game programmers. You name the game, the author was probably there. Nasir Gebelli, Bob Bishop and Bill Budge are the earliest Apple programming influences and all three were there. This is John's informal interview with the great Nasir Gebelli – the only video interview with Nasir that exists."




[←500]
 Lots of Final Fantasy credits; battle design (IV), Director (VI)




[←501]
 Characters perform actions dependant on their internal speed; later games visualised this with a charge bar




[←502]
 Detailed career, including Director on Mother 3 for GBA




[←503]
 In Japan - FFVI: 2 April 1994 / L-A-L: 2 September 1994




[←504]

Ted Woolsey in a 1994 interview said: "Secret of Mana was originally scheduled as a CD game for the Sony CD-ROM SNES add-on that never appeared. So it probably would have been much longer, and I think that when you play it you can get a sense of areas where it seems that something might be missing. The team working on it turned it back into a cartridge game." / While Koichi Ishii told Swedish magazine LEVEL in 2006: "The development of Secret of Mana was both messy and incredibly stressful. When the CD-version was discontinued, we constantly had to fight against an inadequate hardware which failed to achieve the grand plans we had. It was a development period that was a constant uphill battle and I'm honestly surprised that the finished game did not become an unmitigated disaster."




[←505]
 A good example is the recurring boss Ozzie / Vinegar; green, slimy, egomaniacal, with flamboyant expressions (esp. during Magus scenes); the bad guys in Chrono Trigger really stand out!




[←506]
 Both are popular person-in-a-robot anime series; Wikipedia: "The 'everyman' is constructed so the audience can imagine themselves in the same situation without having to possess knowledge, skills, or abilities that transcend human potential. Such characters react realistically in situations that are often taken for granted with traditional heroes"




[←507]
 In the ruined future there's a cyborg called Johnny who you battle in a Mode 7 race; it sort of foreshadows FFVII's minigames




[←508]
 MobyGames credits around 109 individuals, including localisation staff; in other interviews Tokita has stated a "couple hundred" staff were working on Chrono Trigger - it was big!




[←509]
 Published Japan 1995 / English maybe 2005?




[←510]
 I've read hundreds of books, and I did not have the heart to say that despite being one of the best videogames, the source material was one of the worst books I'd ever read




[←511]
 List: hg101.kontek.net/inventories/80sheroines.htm




[←512]

Attack on Titan, now a popular game too!




[←513]
 Merger announced around 25 Nov 2002; set for 1 Apr 2003




[←514]
 Speaking to SiliconEra, Tokita revealed how Nanashi no Game was cancelled due to focus groups, plus other projects: "We talked to a focus group and they thought Nanashi no Game wasn't good for the market, so we didn't do it. <laughs> Hanjuku Hero was also cancelled by focus groups. I have had a lot of titles that focus groups have indicated may not do well. A lot of times there are missed opportunities to start new IP because of focus groups. Instead of focusing too much on the global market it's best to make something fun and trust that will be accepted. I think that we worry a little bit too much."




[←515]
 Novel by Koji Suzuki (1991); then a series of books, with film adaptation in 1995; Tokita refers to the 1998 adaptation




[←516]

www.romhacking.net/translations/1654/




[←517]
 Wikipedia: Demons' Score is a 2012 fantasy rhythm action game developed by iNiS and published by Square-Enix for mobile. The gameplay is similar to Elite Beat Agents. Released iOS 19 Sept 2012; Android 27 Nov 2012. Removed from both iTunes and Google Play in September 2014




[←518]

Wikipedia: Announced Nov. 1983 and shipped late Jan. 1984. The IBM PCjr ("PC junior") was IBM's first attempt to enter the home computer market. Retained the IBM PC's 8088 CPU and BIOS, but various decisions led the PCjr to be a commercial failure




[←519]
 Boca Raton is a city on Florida's south-eastern coast




[←520]

ScubaVenture - vertical scroll, 2P co-op, collect the treasures!




[←521]

Difficult to find precise info on PCjr's launch. PC Magazine, dated 24 January 1984 (p142), listed Sierra On-Line, Microsoft, The Learning Company, and Gebelli Software as initial developers. This article cited Sierra's Adventure in Serenia, Crossfire, Mine Shaft, King's Quest, plus Gebelli's ScubaVenture and Mouser

 




[←522]

MobyGames: "Douglas C. Carlston (AKA: Doug Carlson)    co-founded Brøderbund Software in 1980 with his brother Gary Carlston." A lot of popular Brøderbund games were licensed for conversion in Japan, IE: Lode Runner




[←523]

MobyGames: Programmer & game designer, an industry legend. After working at Apple in the early 1980s (creating Raster Blaster for Apple II) he joined EA in 1983, creating the seminal Pinball Construction Set and was featured as part of the famous 'We see farther' ad campaign




[←524]
 By then Brøderbund was licensing to Japan; likely their games ported to Famicom, maybe Lode Runner for FC (July 1984)




[←525]
 MOS Technology 6502 8-bit microprocessor (1975). The original chip and variants of it were used in a lot of technology, including the Apple II, Atari 2600, and Famicom/NES




[←526]

Apple website: The Apple II mini-assembler is a programming aid aimed at reducing the time required to convert a handwritten program to object code. The mini-assembler is basically a look-up table for opcodes. With it, you can type mnemonics with their absolute addresses, and the assembler will convert it to the correct object code and store it in memory




[←527]
 Romero's video mentions Starcraft at this point: "Japanese game distributor from 1979. Published USA games from many publishers including Brøderbund, Sir-Tech, and others." Due to the name it's difficult to research; MobyGames lists games from 1983, including Ultima III for Japan. Morgan Ramsay's book, Gamers at Work, has an interview with the Carlston brothers (p123), Doug stating: "We drove to San Francisco's West Coast Computer Faire. We didn't sell much, but found a source of terrific games from a Japanese trading company called Starcraft. These games were a major factor in our first year's success."




[←528]

MobyGames: Square was founded Sept. 1983 by Masafumi Miyamoto. Initially a game software division of Den-Yu-Sha, a power line construction company owned by Miyamoto's father. Square's first title was The Death Trap (1984), a text adventure with graphics designed by part-time employee Hironobu Sakaguchi. In 1986 Square gained independence from          Den-Yu-Sha, but one year later was on the verge of financial disaster. Salvation came from Sakaguchi and Final Fantasy




[←529]
 Prior to Gebelli joining Square actually had around 10 games under its belt, but all for computers. On MobyGames the only in-house Famicom title they were working on was Suishou no Dragon (Dec 1986); other FC games attributed to them at that time were actually conversions done by third-parties




[←530]

Wikipedia: An "assembler" program creates object code by translating mnemonics and syntax into their numerical equivalents




[←531]

Wikipedia: Merlin was a macro assembler by Pr Glen Bredon, init. on the Apple II family under DOS 3.3, for the 6502 processor




[←532]
 Masafumi Miyamoto, Square founder and president; some sources online incorrectly state Shigeru Miyamoto, but according to this interview Gebelli had no direct contact with Nintendo




[←533]
 Unclear if he's referring to working on a Japanese computer or a custom Famicom development set-up (see Manabu Yamana interview for detailed explanation of these)




[←534]

Tobidase Daisakusen (FC) / 3-D WorldRunner (NES) - 1987




[←535]
 Game had a 3D mode used with red/blue 3D glasses, while the sequel was compatible with the Famicom 3D System peripheral (active shutter glasses), and Sharp's equivalent




[←536]

Author Speculation: Sega's Out Run, released a year earlier?




[←537]
 Concept: Hironobu Sakaguchi / Character Design: Yoshitaka Amano / Scenario: Kenji Terada / Music: Nobuo Uematsu




[←538]
 Ultima was useless in FFII; the coder refused to fix it and encrypted the code to prevent others fixing it! There were four coders besides Gebelli. Sakaguchi told Hiromasa Iwasaki this: highriskrevolution.com/gamelife/index.php?e=370




[←539]
 "Nasir" in Katakana should be (Na-Shii-ru), but if reading Roman letters it could come out as "Nasha"




[←540]
 Early Square credits are sketchy; cross-referencing all pre-1987 titles on MobyGames reveals four people who could fit this description (Keiji Ueoka, S. Saigusa, H. Kato, and H. Tanaka)




[←541]
 TV standards. Japan and America use NTSC at 60Hz; Europe and Australia use PAL at 50Hz; France though used SECAM




[←542]
 "Famicom 3D System" (active shutter glasses) released 1987




[←543]

3-D WorldRunner = Tobidase Daisakusen




[←544]
 "Famicom 3D System" (active shutter glasses) released 1987




[←545]
 Literally: Western games, shit games




[←546]
 I've dug into this since my trip, and Japanese PC mags circa 1984 advertised American PC games as if that was an exotic feature! This "yoge kusoge" thing is either an invention of the media, or a tiny bubble of perception during a narrow time period




[←547]
 See Microsoft Japan chpt for an interesting conspiracy theory; in V2, p330, I debunked the "Japan Downfall" myth




[←548]

Famitsu's decline warrants a chapter, but here's a good start: kotaku.com/5520937/do-not-trust-this-magazines-review-scores




[←549]
 Creator of first-person RPG King's Field, mecha action Armored Core, mystical Otogi, and the Demon's / Dark Souls series




[←550]
 The first Otogi was released December 2002




[←551]
 Alexander O. Smith, renowned localiser, incl. Vagrant Story




[←552]
 Long history in localisation, dating back to Xenogears in 1998




[←553]
 PS2; July 2001 in Japan, December for US




[←554]

rpgsite.net/interview/3030-alexander-o-smith-interview




[←555]

Wikipedia: ADR, also known as "additional dialogue replacement" or "additional dialogue recording", is the process of re-recording dialogue by the original actor after the filming process to improve audio quality or reflect dialogue changes. ADR is also used to change original lines recorded on set to clarify context, improve diction or timing. In the UK it's called "post-synchronisation" or "post-sync"




[←556]

Victor Ireland of Working Designs on Popful Mail (Sega CD, 1995): "The dialogue in the game portion did not have to be lip-synced. Instead, the program actually analyses the waveform passing through it and adjusts the mouth of the character on the screen based on the density of the signal. It works pretty well about 85% of the time. Without this technology the project would have been nearly impossible."




[←557]
 A series of humorous egg-themed Real-Time Strategy games




[←558]
 Multi-chapter RPG for SFC (Sep. 1994); fan-translated Dec 2001; see Takashi Tokita chapter for more info




[←559]
 I thought Aziz was referring to the Akira and other scenarios in Live-a-Live, but later realised he thought I was asking about Square-Enix's Project V crossover title with V Jump Magazine. Although advertised in 2009, seemingly nothing came of it




[←560]
 See Game Preservation Society chapter in V1, page 92




[←561]
 As a Western-centric contextual aside, according to Steam Spy, it was calculated that in 2016 there were over 4'200 games released on Steam, which accounts for nearly 40% of all games released on the platform since launch. We're reaching a point of hyper-saturation where numbers become meaningless, and the laws of space-time cease to function




[←562]
 Small squat characters with disproportionately large heads




[←563]

FFVII is hopelessly inconsistent; on the map and some FMVs characters are chibi, while battles and other FMVs they're realistic




[←564]
 According to mirror.co.uk: "Sticking up one middle finger is translated as 'ani' or ŒZ which means 'older brother'."




[←565]
 This is a common gesture in Japan, and I found several examples in anime and manga




[←566]
 Japan exclusive; Wikipedia: "Massively multiplayer online third-person shooter, released Japan 12 May 2005 for PS2, and 8 Dec. 2005 for PC. The servers were closed 31 May 2008"




[←567]
 Google for examples involving Sega




[←568]
 Cross-platform MMORPG, 2002 on PS2 and PC (later 360 too); set many precedents for the FF series and online MMORPGs




[←569]
 Hironobu S., creator of Final Fantasy, left Squeenix 2004




[←570]
 Designer and producer on FFXI, though perhaps more significantly: the main guy behind Secret of Mana on SNES!




[←571]

Huge portfolio, notably Masaya games and Arc the Lad (see Masaya chapter V2); creator of Front Mission series




[←572]
 Few credits, key figure in Front Mission 5 and FM Evolved




[←573]

www.rpgamer.com/news/Q3-2007/071207a.html:       "When asked what made Square-Enix take a chance bringing Front Mission to the US again, he said there was one member  of the team that was very passionate and wanted to give  players in the US the chance to experience it. We told  Sakamoto that a fan-translation had been done some years    ago for Front Mission 1. The producer replied that he actually found them very encouraging - it's something the developers should be doing, but because they're not, the fans are doing it instead. He stated that he'd like to be able to give something back to the fans, and would like to thank personally each of   the fans that worked on the translation."




[←574]

Aziz got nervous, and while I suspect he knows a lot, we were clearly on dangerous ground. The 3D remake by Nathan Lazur was known as Chrono Trigger: Resurrection, starting on N64 in 1999, migrating to Windows in 2003, with a planned Christmas 2004 release; Square-Enix sent legal letters and the project was cancelled Sept. 2004. Author's note: The team was stupid for publicising this so much - it's obvious Squeenix would bring the lawyers! With a project like this you release it first and then you tell people, so when the C&D comes, it's too late

 




[←575]
 Bipedal mecha; derived from the German word wanderpanzer; wander for "walking", and panzer for "armor"




[←576]
 Director: Shintaro Tamai / Scenario: Hiroyuki Saegusa




[←577]

www.romhacking.net/translations/1297/




[←578]
 On mmos.com it cites Tree of Savior by IMCGames




[←579]
 March 2007 in Japan, October in US




[←580]
 Watching videos I was not able to find the character being referred to; in Japan it's 20 and in America 21




[←581]
 By obscure company Zereo; PSP (Oct 2009), PS3 (Jan 2010)




[←582]
 Developed by Taito (2008); X360 localisation has his credit




[←583]
 By Sierra On-Line (1987)




[←584]
 Scenario for the first Resident Evil, planner on Einhänder, director on Parasite Eve II, and world concept on FFXIV Online




[←585]

Wikipedia: 2channel (2ch for short) is a Japanese textboard. It has been described as "Japan's most popular online community, with around 10 million users accessing it each day"




[←586]

Computer Entertainment DEvelopers Conference; Japanese organisation which promotes the computer entertainment industry - http://cedec.cesa.or.jp




[←587]
  Game Developers Conference




[←588]
 Personally, I think this is related to Japan's culture of "saving face" which inclines one not to admit mistakes




[←589]
 See Taka Kawasaki chapter in V2, p384




[←590]
 Behind Ogre Battle, Tactics Ogre, and Vagrant Story




[←591]
 By Marvelous and Square-Enix, Wii (2011); MobyGames:
Fortune Street is a virtual board game similar to Monopoly, using characters and settings from the Mario and Dragon Quest series




[←592]
 Twin-stick shooter for X360 (2010)




[←593]

FFWikia: Antica are a race of ant-like Beastmen that live on the island of Kuzotz




[←594]
 PS1 (1997); fantastic horizontal sci-fi shmup with 3D graphics




[←595]
 English version of Resident Evil had an amusing line about a "Jill Sandwich" when Barry rescues Jill from a lowering ceiling




[←596]
 Japan's biggest and hottest mobile developer; on 17 March 2015 formed a business alliance with Nintendo, bringing popular Nintendo characters to mobile




[←597]
 Developed by Double Helix Games for PS3/X360/Win (Sep 2010); a series reboot, ditching strategy for real-time 3D action




[←598]
 Founded 2007 through the merging of The Collective and Shiny Entertainment; small portfolio, nothing of interest - they mainly seem to work on offshoots to someone else's IP




[←599]
 Literally cute; often big eyes or disproportionately large heads




[←600]
 The Japanese and European box art was beautiful, directly inspired by a painting, The Nostalgia of the Infinite by Giorgio de Chirico; the US box art had a hideous crude CG rendering




[←601]
 Search Gamasutra for "damn good sushi" to read full article




[←602]

Hiroyuki Saegusa - a very significant career! He co-founded Exact, working as both programmer and artist, developing Aquales, Geograph Seal, Jumping Flash!, its sequel, Ghost in the Shell, and later Front Mission 4 & 5, then Lord of Arcana, and recently D4 - I did not realise this at the time, otherwise I would have asked more! MobyGames: "Exact (EXcellent Application Create Team) was a small Japanese dev studio established circa 1990 by Hiroyuki Saegusa, Kazuki Toyota, Toshimitsu Oudaira, and Hiroshi Yamamoto. The company produced a number of games for the Sharp X68000, the last of which, Geograph Seal, would be reworked into their PS1 title, Jumping Flash!. Exact continued to work with Sony through the late 1990s, producing a number of first-party PlayStation titles. The team would eventually become part of Sony studio Sugar & Rockets around 1998, which was then subsequently merged into SCEI in 2000"

 




[←603]

Popular dark fantasy RPG board game; Googling shows a lot of people were furious when DeNA shut it down; saw a sequel




[←604]
 DeNA claimed over 10 million players; rock-paper-scissors type mechanics where you lead a group of thieves to fight against the evils of society




[←605]
 Motion-Gallery is one, which facilitated Katsutoshi Eguchi's KAKEXUN project documented in V1




[←606]
 Ironically, after doing this interview, the Japanese Indie Scene exploded and grew rapidly, with things like BitSummit




[←607]
 Seemingly starting with CoD4 in 2007 and ending with Advanced Warfare in 2014




[←608]
 Also the Japanese localisation wasn't very good - search Kotaku for multiple examples




[←609]
 Yoichi Wada, former president of Square-Enix




[←610]
 Just in case Sakaguchi's lawyer is reading, this is not libel, it is satire, and I am totally allowed to get away with it!




[←611]
 Photo sticker booths, popular with girls




[←612]
 See Volume 2 for detailed interview on this, p196




[←613]
 When the reboot launched in 2013 it was always online, but server outages meant no one could even play it!




[←614]

www.youtube.com/watch?v=YIUoLEspG-M




[←615]
 In pretty much all interviews Yotsui expresses this. Via LSCM: "Strider wasn't a game that sold well and brought in income. Honestly, I'm amazed Capcom has been able to use him."




[←616]
 Started at Konami before moving to Capcom; developed several major titles, including Final Fight and Street Fighter II




[←617]
 Ports include: Mega Drive, Master System, Amstrad CPC, C64, ZX Spectrum, IBM PC, Amiga, X68000, PC Engine, PlayStation, Xbox, PlayStation 2, PSP, Wii, and mobiles




[←618]
 I could not find a first-run on eBay before leaving the UK




[←619]

Wikipedia: The first Anglo-Japanese Alliance (Nichi-Ei Doumei) was signed in London on 30 January 1902, by Lord Lansdowne (British foreign secretary) and Hayashi Tadasu (Japanese minister in London). The common interest fuelling the alliance was opposition to Russian expansion




[←620]

IMDb: (1974) A blackmailer demands a huge ransom in exchange for information on how to disarm the seven bombs he placed aboard the transatlantic liner Britannic




[←621]
 Series of spy thriller novels first published in 1977




[←622]

Yotsui showed me his copy of "Utatakiyoshi Artdot.Works Interview Side" (there's also a version with more images and less text, with the same name minus the "interview side" bit), published by doujin circle Game Area 51, featuring the pixel art of Takashi Kogure, AKA: Utata Kiyoshi (Metal Storm, Little Samson, Cannon Dancer, etc.), and a lot of interview text. It's an extremely beautiful monochrome book and is insanely exhaustive (even detailing American coverage of the games!), and features around 14 in-depth pages on Nostalgia 1907 alone

 




[←623]

Dai Kohama writing in Dave Halverson's PLAY magazine (and likely making a factual error), circa 2006: "I first encountered this legendary adventure game at the house of a friend who had just bought it from a vending machine. No kidding. During the early 90s, an innovative software distribution system called 'Soft Vendor Takeru' was available in Japan, which had an internet connection and downloaded software direct to floppy. The Takeru business model may have failed, but I'll always remember it for having introduced me to Nostalgia 1907. The version that spilled forth from the vending machine was for the X68000."

 




[←624]

SFII rel. early 1991, about 18 months later CYS/TKT came out




[←625]
 Awesome portfolio including Ghouls 'n Ghosts




[←626]
 I never pushed the issue; Roy Ozaki in V1 stated Kitamura was difficult to work with and prone to abandoning projects




[←627]
 That's the letter "O" followed by the symbol "Ø"




[←628]

Wikipedia: Boøwy (pronounced: bóui, stylized as BOØWY) was a Japanese rock band formed in Takasaki, Gunma, in 1981




[←629]

Stated on http://strider.wikia.com - their source being a translated GameSide interview on the Gamengai website: "You were credited as Teruaki in [the film] Tsuitou no Zawameki (1988/Yoshihiko Matsui)." This is a film from when Yotsui was studying; however on the Japanese Horror Movie Database entry (www.jhmd.jp) he's credited under his real name, making me think this was a mistranslation by Gamengai




[←630]
 Japanese syllables now typically appear in a-i-u-e-o order, but a quaint way to order the syllables is i-ro-ha order, following the order they appear in "Iroha", a millennium-old poem that uses each syllable in Japanese exactly once (it's worth checking out!)




[←631]
 One of the coolest aspects of the arcade original is characters having conversations, each speaking their own native language (Russian, Japanese, Chinese, etc.)




[←632]
 He has an enormous volume of design documents for unfinished games; future interviewers should pursue this!




[←633]
 ARC (1986), AKA: Rush 'n Crash
also
The Speed Rumbler




[←634]

Makaimura : Ghosts 'n Goblins / Daimakaimura : Ghouls 'n Ghosts




[←635]
 Enormous portfolio, including the Tomba! games




[←636]
 Compare this archaic set-up to Sega's Digitizer system of that era, with a lightpen and two-screen display with zoom




[←637]
 Footage at: https://youtu.be/TwqyX3yNl9Q?t=7m49s




[←638]
 His tone wasn't sarcastic, he reacted genuinely surprised. Wikipedia (unsourced): "The game's bizarre plot supposedly mocks director Yotsui's experience at Capcom after Strider."




[←639]
 This can also be seen in Cannon Dancer's predecessor, Strider - enemies will sometimes run away!




[←640]
 huge portfolio (incl. Star Ocean); according to Wikipedia left Square-Enix in 2015 to become a DJ




[←641]
 Released early 2011 for PS3 and X360




[←642]

This is lost in text, but Yotsui's faux-laughter in response to my deliberately obtuse questions was actually quite amusing

 




[←643]

Wikipedia: Platform-adventure hack & slash by Double Helix Games and Capcom's Osaka studio. Released in February 2014 for Windows, PS3, PS4, X360, and Xbone




[←644]
 Most likely Kento Hasegawa




[←645]
 game design for Strider (NES), also the writer for Tomba! 1&2 on PlayStation (passed away 2008)




[←646]
 Development company behind platformers Hook and Skyblazer, plus Metal Slug on NGPC




[←647]
 This photo has ended up not only in magazines, but fan Wikis, and - annoyingly - websites use it without crediting me!!




[←648]
 Presumably very late 1970s




[←649]

old-computers.com: Casio PB-300 was a PB-100 with more RAM and built-in thermal printer. It was substantially larger than its elder brother. The printer used thermal paper of 39 mm width and was able to print 20 characters per line. Imagine in 1983 impressing your friends by printing business cards when needed




[←650]
 Interestingly, magazines from the early 1980s reveal a surprisingly large amount of type-in listings for pocket computer and calculator games!




[←651]
 We never discussed which school; quite a few possibilities




[←652]
 Founded in Osaka and currently headquartered in Tokyo, Konami has branches all over the world; though dissolved, it previously had branches in Kobe and Nagoya




[←653]
 By Isao Yoshida, 1985+ (FM-7, MSX, PC-6001, PC-88, PC-98, X1, SG-1000); 2D platformer, explore a castle for keys




[←654]
 Super obscure. Japanese Wikipedia states: "An assembly language used for the programming ability test in information processing engineer exams. Replaced by CASL; now CASL II is used" (https://ja.wikipedia.org/wiki/CAP-X)




[←655]
 Part of the Castlevania series, more open-ended and experimental than the Famicom Disk System version




[←656]

Koi No Hot Rock - John, Rick & She-na, localised as        Rock'n Rage; multi-directional scrolling top-down   shooter/brawler with a music & time travel theme




[←657]
 Different to the same-named FC game; similar to Metal Gear!




[←658]

Knightmare III: Shalom - an RPG about a school student sucked into an RPG




[←659]

The Gradius / Nemesis naming gets pretty confusing (not to mention Salamander / Life Force); Nemesis 2 on MSX is a sequel to the previous MSX game, but is unrelated to Gradius II in arcades (note the Arabic vs Roman numeral); in fact, this MSX release has features not found elsewhere in the series (more plot, different ships, unique power-up system, etc.)




[←660]

Yume-tairiku Adventure (MSX1, 1986); sequel/remake to Antarctic Adventure, control a penguin racing up the screen




[←661]
 This story gets bandied around a lot, claiming Kojima was "assistant designer", which is weird, because he didn't get a credit. The game has a full credits listing for all roles: the planner was Ryouhei Shogaki, who was also the director alongside Hiroyuki Fukui. In 2012 during a Paris interview Kojima said: "I want to clarify that Penguin Adventure is not my game. I helped and gave ideas, but it was not me who was the director. You'll come across a dinosaur, and the way to eliminate the dinosaur is a bit original, and is an example of my ideas"




[←662]
 According to MobyGames, Sep 1986 for FDS and Oct 1986 for MSX2; so they must have been developed concurrently!




[←663]
 Akihiko Nagata was designer on MSX2, while Hitoshi Akamatsu was writer and designer on the FDS original - strangely he seems to have vanished! I attempted to track him down via his old address for a Time Pilot patent listing, but all letters were returned as being undeliverable




[←664]
 Weirdly, the top and sides of the frame indeed do not line up!




[←665]
 both pronounced "oka hangyoujin" - or mermen depending on version




[←666]
 Lots of major Konami credits up until 2000, including coding on Vampire Killer, Metal Gear, Snatcher, and Sunset Riders; later director on the Pro Yakyuu series




[←667]

Jikkyou Powerful Pro Yakyuu, AKA: Power Pros, is one of Konami's biggest flagship sports series, starting in 1994 on Super Famicom; cartoony big heads and simple but fun arcade-style play; very few have been localised into English




[←668]
 Amazingly, due to lack of credits, we have no idea who    first conceived of it! Tsukasa Tokuda was in charge since      Parodius Da! and held various other roles throughout the series




[←669]
 YouTube has completion videos, and while there is an ending, there are no credits




[←670]
 Actually, quite a few Konami games feature an octopus - there was a giant one in Mystical Ninja on SNES!




[←671]
 MSX1 debuted 1983, the MSX2 was 1985 - I was very surprised Konami supported the older hardware for so long




[←672]
 Three volumes on PlayStation, released as a single "Ultra Pack" for Sega Saturn (97~98); total of 31 games for MSX1




[←673]
 The Konami Game Collection series on MSX consisted of five releases starting in 1988. The first four volumes were Action Series, Sports Series, Shooting Series, and Sports Series 2. The fifth was the Bangai-hen or Extra Edition for MSX2, a collection of three previously released games that didn't fit into other categories and four new games




[←674]
 Tiny flavoured "cakes" of sticky rice paste




[←675]
 Kojima stated he started making MG2 only because SR's designer mentioned he was making his own sequel to MG




[←676]
 I was hoping for something on the fact actors' likenesses were used - in the PS2 re-release these were all changed




[←677]
 It is gorgeous and could pass for MD/SNES; it constantly tracks the movement and AI of NPCs in a 3x3 room grid; the Hind D boss fight uses radar; it's super polished throughout




[←678]
 Now famous for Beatmania and Dance Dance Revolution, he held various design, graphics, and programming roles on Snatcher, SD Snatcher, and MG2:SS




[←679]
 Both are in the Liner Notes for an MG2 OST, crediting him as sub-programmer: ne.jp/asahi/hzk/kommander/mg2music.html




[←680]
 Though not named, it sounds like laser tag




[←681]
 See Pr. Yoshihiro KISHIMOTO in V2; he described five working in parallel at Namco; Namco's HP 64000 drives were 640mb




[←682]
 In-Circuit Emulator; designed to emulate other systems




[←683]

Grauw from MSX.org: "The 3.6 / 3.57 MHz refers to the same common clock frequency of 3579545 Hz, just rounded differently. Even if the development hardware ran in the 3.58 MHz clock mode (which would seem a logical thing to do), the MSX2 inserts an M1 wait cycle at the start of each instruction, which makes it ~10% slower than a plain Z80. If the development hardware did not have this M1 wait (which is possible), that could also be what Oka refers to by 'I feel we had something like that'." ; HP pod figures taken from its advertising leaflet; basically, if you've ever felt that MSX2 games feel slightly more sluggish than they should, it's down to the fact they were developed on a system which operated slightly faster

 




[←684]
 Optional extras were also pricey - some over $6'000!




[←685]
 Spoken like a true programmer, and highlighting the kind of mismanagement that was rife with Sega throughout its history




[←686]

Writing a definitive list of cart combinations is tricky, since Konami also released two "Game Master" cheat carts to be used with all its games. Seemingly, there were 16 normal games and around 18 different pairings, excluding Game Master instances. Games which could detect/be detected include: F1 Spirit, Ganbare Goemon, Gradius, Gradius 2, Hinotori, King Kong 2, Knightmare, Metal Gear, Penguin Adventure, Q-Bert, Salamander, The Maze of Galious, The Treasure of Usas, Twinbee, Yie Ar Kung-fu, and Yie Ar Kung-fu 2

 




[←687]
 There's a list and further info on the Japanese Wikipedia




[←688]
 Looking at the release list, possibly Picno Art Puzzle




[←689]
 Saturn, 1995. The Taisen Puzzle-Dama series is Konami's unashamed rip-off of Compile's Puyo Puyo (ironic given Konami's aggressive patent trolling!), where you match 3 coloured balls. The first was a 1994 arcade release, with so many follow-ups it's difficult to count. Konami liked to reskin the game in various properties for re-release (often on the same system!), including TwinBee, Tokimeki Memorial, and Castlevania variants




[←690]

Wikipedia:
Chibi Maruko-chan is a shoujo manga series written and illustrated by Momoko Sakura, depicting the everyday life of Momoko Sakura, a young girl everyone calls Maruko, and her family in suburban Japan in 1974




[←691]
 The series seems to have been released on every platform under a different skin (or two!) - the PS1 version might have been either the TwinBee or Tokimeki Memorial versions




[←692]
 Gambling machines involving small metal balls




[←693]
 He mentioned these together, as if they were connected, but according to pachinkoboy.com Fuji-Shoji and Kyoraku are separate pachinko developers... Reason unknown...




[←694]

Official website: The Kozuki Foundation was established in 1982 under the name Kozuki Foundation for Education. It has contributed to promoting and developing sports, educational, cultural, and social support activities for more than 30 years

 




[←695]
 Though given the name I couldn't even find anything online




[←696]
 Maarten ter Huurne and Takamichi Suzukawa, circa 1997




[←697]
 Released circa 1989




[←698]

Block Kuzushi is any number of Breakout clones, literally "block destruction"; the other game was by Sega (1978) and according to arcade-museum.com it's a clone of Circus (1977, Exidy)




[←699]
 Multidisciplinary field of engineering; portmanteau of mechanics and electronics




[←700]

Wikipedia: In 1969 David Rosen sold Sega to American conglomerate Gulf and Western Industries, although he remained as CEO following the sale. Under Rosen's leadership, Sega continued to grow and prosper, and in 1974, Gulf and Western made Sega Enterprises, ltd. a subsidiary of an American company renamed Sega Enterprises, Inc., allowing them to take the company's stock public. In 1983 Gulf and Western sold the US assets of Sega to pinball manufacturer Bally Manufacturing. The Japanese assets of Sega were purchased by a group of investors led by David Rosen and Hayao Nakayama.




[←701]

Integrated-Circuit and Transistor-Transistor Logic




[←702]

Wikipedia: Operational amplifiers had their origins in analogue computers, where they were used to perform mathematical operations in many linear, non-linear, and frequency-dependent circuits. The popularity of the op-amp as a building block in analogue circuits is due to its versatility.




[←703]
 arcade racer (1979); uses TTL-based discrete logic circuits and is currently not supported by MAME




[←704]

Online sources vary, with the earliest date being 1979 on System16.com. It's possible work started 1978 and it released the following year. This answer was worded extremely vaguely and it's not explicit whether he's referring to Sega as a whole or just his team; regardless, Sega did produce games with screens before 1979: the 1976 service manual for Fonz refers to its CRT 

 




[←705]
 It used an 8080 CPU, but I can't verify if it was the first




[←706]
 Although it's unsourced, Wikipedia has a fascinating entry on Monaco GP which verifies Ishii's previous answers: "The game does not have a CPU; it was the final game (not counting the updated version) made by Sega to use TTL-based discrete logic circuits (thus it is not currently supported by processor-based game emulators such as MAME). Images such as the cars and 'game over' message are stored in small custom ROM chips. Sound effects, such as the cars' engines, a siren, and the sound of wheels slipping on the pavement, are generated by operational amplifiers and other analogue circuitry."




[←707]
 A Space Invaders clone from 1979




[←708]

Samurai is a 1979~80 arcade game where the screen is inset into a gorgeous diorama cabinet, forming the background. Not on MAME, but available via Sega Ages Memorial Selection Vol. 2




[←709]

Segaretro.org: Deep Scan (ƒfƒB[ƒvƒXƒLƒƒƒ“) is a 1979 Sega VIC Dual game manufactured by Sega/Gremlin. Players control a battleship which drops death charges at submarines

 




[←710]

Space Attack was a Space Invaders clone by Sega (1979)




[←711]
 All the Flicky questions courtesy of Matt Sephton




[←712]

Segaretro.org: Yoshiki Kawasaki is a former videogame designer for Sega. Designed some of Sega's mid 1980s games: Golgo 13 (1984) / Sinbad Mystery (System 1, 1984) / Flicky (System 1, 1984) / Champion Boxing (SG-1000, 1984) / Spatter (1984) / Ninja Princess (System 1, 1985)




[←713]

Sadly a year later Ishii did another interview for Shooting GameSide which scooped me: shmuplations.com/fantasyzone/

 




[←714]
 1982, 1985, and 1987 respectively - so R-Type actually came out the year after Fantasy Zone - however, Konami's   hori-shmup Gradius came out in 1985, so likely a Freudian slip




[←715]

Youji
Ishii in Shooting GameSide #10: Konami had just come out with Gradius, which was an explosive hit. My boss told me to "make us a Gradius Killer!" At the time, Sega didn't have any strong shmups. No doubt my boss saw the hits that other companies were putting out, and wanted to make a rival title.

 




[←716]

SG #10: In Brazil when people are excited they yell out "Oopa!" One of my original ideas for Fantasy Zone was it would all be themed around samba music. I told the other developers the backgrounds, the music - everything - should have a flashy pop style. I originally wanted the title to be "Opa-Opa" too, but due to various circumstances we changed it to Fantasy Zone.

 




[←717]

Fantasy Zone was March 1986; later shmups-with-shops include Guardic (1986), Super Star Force (Nov. 1986), Forgotten Worlds (1988), Mercs (MD, 1991), Magical Chase (1991), Lords of Thunder (1993), and others too




[←718]

First rel. 1983; MobyGames: "Drol is a platform game where you play a cute robot that can fly and shoot. Your goal is to rescue children who are wandering around each level. The levels consist of rows of platforms, with gaps which can be jumped through to go up or down a vertical level." - Astoundingly, despite Drol being released on both PC-88 and Sega's SG-1000 in Japan, Ishii specifically mentioned the Commodore 64 version! Along with Defender it's sort of an evolutionary ancestor of both Flicky and Fantasy Zone. My interview was in 2013, and in 2014 when was asked about the inertia in Flicky,
Ishii reiterated the Drol story to Shooting GameSide #10: "I had just made Flicky, another game that has free scrolling. Basically, I just like that style. I like how you can rush forward, then turn around really quick and retreat if you need to. The games also share certain hardware restrictions concerning the size of the stages. With Flicky, we challenged ourselves to make the stages feel like wide, expansive spaces despite the tiny memory available. I also loved Defender. And there was this Western-made game called Drol that I liked, which also had free left-right scrolling." 

 




[←719]
 Flier mentions the space year 1422 and MENON planet forces




[←720]
 This fascinating answer reveals a bit about Namco's Xevious. The implication is Xevious was named by making a portmanteau of the words Xenon and Mobius, which seems fairly logical, and therefore as a joke Ishii did the reverse, combining Mobius and Xenon to make MENON. However, I've not seen this explanation for Xevious' name anywhere, and when I attended Replaying Japan 2016, in Leipzig, Masanobu Endou gave a slightly different explanation: Xevious' story was inspired by the anime TV series Space Runaway Ideon and the name is that of the star which Earth's ancestors emigrated to. Endou chose the name Xevious because the company Xerox left a strong impression, and he wanted it to start with an X; the metallic logo meanwhile was taken directly from Bally's pinball table Xenon




[←721]

About a year later Youji Ishii recounted this story to Shooting GameSide #10, which contextualises the answer he gave me:  "We did embed a lot of meaning in those names but I can't recall the details now. The date 'B.G 1422' had some deep meaning, I think...OK, here's one I remember. You know Planet Menon, right? I've never told anyone this, but 'Menon' is a combination of 'Mebius' [sic] and 'Xenon'. Why did I do that? Because if you combine them to 'Menon', the leftover characters spell Xevious!"

 




[←722]
 Ishii didn't use -san or -kun, he just said "Yu" or "Suzuki", implying a relaxed casualness to the topic and their relationship




[←723]
 Listening to the audio, it seems likely this was the first time Ishii had heard this, and he was just speculating at the reason




[←724]

Question by Chris White - http://reassembler.blogspot.co.uk/

 




[←725]
 1981 comedy road-race film starring Burt Reynolds (called simply "Cannonball" in Japan)




[←726]
 350km of picturesque German road, popular for driving along




[←727]

30 This sentence was spoken as is, not needing interpretation




[←728]
 Though earlier he swapped between 85~86, MobyGames lists the arcade release as Sept. 1986, and the tapes had April and May '86 written on them; in 1985 Suzuki would have been busy working on motorbike racer Hang-On. In October 2017, I put Anthony Caulfield of Bedrooms to Billions in contact with Ishii, to professionally digitise the tapes as a kindness, but Ishii declined




[←729]
 Roughly 125 miles per hour




[←730]
 It's lost in text, but the way this answer was given implied that, being two young guys on an all-expenses roadtrip, they were filming stuff probably best kept private




[←731]

1990; isometric action game, very different to the Mega Drive platformer, allowing up to 3 simultaneous players 

 




[←732]

Games journalist Ashley Day conclusively proved that Jackson was involved when interviewing former Sega Technical Institute head Roger Hector for GamesTM magazine, with Hector stating: "Michael was a very big fan of Sonic and wanted to record a soundtrack for the game. He came to STI and met with the team to discuss the design theme, story and feel of the game. He then went away and recorded an entire soundtrack that covered all of the worlds. It was fantastic. The music fitted perfectly for the game, and they had a distinctive Michael Jackson sound. We had it all ready and integrated into the game when the first news stories came out accusing him of child molestation, and Sega had to back away from this collaboration."

 




[←733]

The story is indeed amazing, regarding Michael Jackson doing the Sonic soundtrack, using only his mouth (as in a cappella) 

 




[←734]

MobyGames: The manga author Teruhisa Hiroi (œAˆäÆ‹v), born 8 February 1954, founded Red Company (now Red Ent.) in June 1976. One of his nicknames is "Prince Hiroi" (Lˆä‰¤Žq, Hiroi Ouji); he is also known as Hiroshi Adachi. He's behind Tengai Makyou, one of Japan's most popular RPG series. The central idea is to present Japan in a comical way, the way a Western person unfamiliar with Japanese culture would see it. Most manuals of Tengai Makyou games mention Paul Hieronymus Chada as creator of the series, with a portrait of a Western    19th century gentleman (sometimes Karl Marx or Sigmund Freud). However, Mr Chada does not exist: his last name is an anagram of Adachi, while "P.H." also stands for "Prince Hiroi" 

 




[←735]

credited as production director on Sakura Taisen

 




[←736]
 Former Japanese colony, now US commonwealth; just north of Guam in the Philippine Sea, a holiday resort island with golf




[←737]
 Home micro conversions (Spectrum, C64, Amstrad) released 1990, about a year after the arcade original




[←738]
 Basically Breakout or a variant; Yutaka Sugano would have been a high school student in the late 1970s




[←739]
 The 1985 arcade adaptation of Pitfall II: Lost Caverns by Sega




[←740]

Released October 1985 according to sega.jp/fb/segahard/mk3/

 




[←741]
 This took place before lunchtime and resulted in Youji Ishii's phone call to Kotaro Hayashida, leading to an interview!




[←742]

MobyGames has him credited under Special Thanks on Astal and three other games; his main listed roles are as producer on six Sega sports titles, starting with Worldwide Soccer: Sega International Victory Goal for Saturn in 1995

 




[←743]
 Tennis game with multiple home conversions




[←744]
 Humorous and cartoony baseball game; Arcade-Museum.com says 1987, System16.com says 1989, and Segaretro.org says 1990 for release; I'm inclined to believe System16's date




[←745]
 More serious baseball game; saw a Game Gear conversion




[←746]
 1988, roughly two years after the arcade release




[←747]
 "Taikan" games are arcade games you control with your body, or involve the body somehow




[←748]

Various download releases on modern systems removed them

 




[←749]

Shinobi - Arcade (1987), Master System, NES, PC Engine, Amiga, Amstrad CPC, Atari ST, Commodore 64, ZX Spectrum, IBM PC, MSX, Mobile, Wii, Xbox 360, PlayStation 3




[←750]
 MobyGames: December 1986 for arcades




[←751]
 MobyGames: March 1986 for arcades




[←752]
 MobyGames: May 1985 for arcades




[←753]
 Said in Japanese, literally: "That make your voice go high"




[←754]

Segaretro.org: Arcade platform released in the late 1980s. Quite different from other 'System' arcade boards - primarily it handles high resolution games with more colours, rather than serving as a direct successor to the standard Sega System 16 arcade hardware. It was the first Sega arcade system that required a medium resolution arcade monitor. 4'352 colours can be used on-screen from a selectable 32'768, or with shadow and highlight, 16'384 colours from 98'304. The system can support up to 2'048 sprites on-screen at once.




[←755]

Very unusual vertical shooter with a time travel theme. According to MobyGames, released November 1988 in arcades. Credited designers: Mac Austin and Yang Watt

 




[←756]

I never had access to screenshots at the time, but I am now convinced it was Xybots, since the maze map on top and dual screens below directly matches Sega's Crack Down; Xybots was released 1987 in arcades, roughly two years before CD

 




[←757]
 1981 arcade exclusive, possibly the first "stealth game" - navigate a warehouse while avoiding the light beams of guards




[←758]

He first said "Sega of America", then corrected himself to say "Sega USA", and after clarification from the interpreter reaffirmed the title: Sega USA. Not much online, some references to it being an amusement distributor, possibly distinct from Sega of America 




[←759]

Industry titan, working on everything from Marble Madness and Major Havoc for Atari, to Kid Chameleon and Sonic 2 for Sega, plus the Crash Bandicoot, Spyro, and Ratchet & Clank series, in addition to The Last Guardian




[←760]

STI Director Roger Hector told Sega-16.com: "The Sega Technical Institute was regarded as a special group where the top Japanese game talent in the company could come to the USA and work with top American game talent to produce special original games." Be sure to check Sega-16 for several articles on the STI

 




[←761]

SonicDatabase.com: I was hired by Mark Cerny and Yutaka Sugano in early 1992, to join the newly founded STI in Palo Alto as a game designer. I was initially involved in designing new concepts for Sega's US coin-op division with Sugano, but after about a year, we were shifted to Genesis due to the increasing demand for the console. A few months before, Sega moved the entire Sonic Team from Tokyo to Palo Alto to work on Sonic 2. The reasoning was to enable the team to create a more globally appealing game by directly exposing them to a Western culture. Along those lines, American team members were added; the bonus level programmer and a couple of level artists.

 




[←762]
 Programmer on Sonic 2 and Kid Chameleon




[←763]
 A leaked early prototype featuring Sonic and Tails connected via rings; later reskinned as Chaotix for 32X




[←764]
 History of Sonic X-treme is complex, with entirely different games using the same name being developed under different engines for different platforms. Morawiec's description sounds like it might be the fisheye camera version (search YouTube)




[←765]
 Sugano specifically said "Genesis", and then specifically said "Sega of America" - which is interesting, since the official copies in circulation are only the Japanese Mega Drive version. If boxed Genesis copies for the American market were produced, none have ever turned up! See Steve Hanawa chapter for more info




[←766]
 Pirate bootlegs of Mega Drive Tetris are easy to come by; the rare official boxed version (Racketboy claims 10 copies in circulation), is estimated from $3'000 up to over $20'000




[←767]
 JPN MD release of Tetris was planned for April 1989, just four months before the Genesis console's US launch. I emailed Al Nilson and he couldn't recall it. Turn over to see my conversation with Steve Hanawa, the SOJ-SOA liaison for Tetris




[←768]
 Founded 1999 by Youji Ishii; company credits include the Blinx series, Pinobee, Blue Dragon, Vampire Rain, echoshift, and others




[←769]
 Credited on Blue Dragon, Lost Odyssey, and Moon Diver. MobyGames: "Japanese development studio feelplus Inc. is a consolidated subsidiary of AQ Interactive, Inc."




[←770]

MobyGames has five distinct people listed! This was covered briefly in Volume 1, page 365. There was a Naoto Ohshima in Todai Maicon Club, employed by ASCII Publishing, who worked alongside Akira Takiguchi. His kanji is different to Sega's Ohshima. This Todai/ASCII person is likely the same Ohshima with multiple Wizardry graphic designer credits. Next is a graphics programmer at Konami, who worked on the Silent Hill series (at least one Western interviewer got confused and started asking Sega's Ohshima about this). Also Sonic.wikia.com and Giant Bomb and Sega-16 all incorrectly state that Ohshima went to Konami after leaving Sega, in order to work on Silent Hill! There's also a Pro Evo Soccer designer, and a mocap guy at iNiS Corporation, all with the same phonetic name (some of these might even be the same - who knows!)

 




[←771]

Googling reveals plenty of advertising images for both, including some vintage ads; I've not featured any here since impossible to ascertain which Ohshima actually worked on

 




[←772]
 I showed Yutaka Sugano's map (see his interview)




[←773]
 Ohshima was in the consumer division; Sugano was in arcades




[←774]
 In English we use the terms "planner" and "game designer" interchangeably, but Ohshima specifically used the words "game designer" and "planner" to differentiate these two roles, as they contrasted between at outside companies and within Sega




[←775]

smspower.org/uploads/Translations/PhantasyStar-SMS-EN-videofenky-interview-translation/ "At the time I said 'I can't draw a macho guy like this!' So he ended up designed by Ohshima. I really wasn't into drawing these muscle guys back then."

 




[←776]

The dangling "but..." here leads to the implied: "I don't really know that much about the development of Phantasy Star"

 




[←777]
 I never mentioned it, but given how Sega owes everything to Ohshima, I'm fond of the idea of former employees suing for their rightful share of profits in a country other than Japan




[←778]
 See Kodama and Hayashida interviews for more info




[←779]
 Trawling the internet yields zero evidence that anyone at Sega intended for him to resemble Roosevelt - this seems to be pure hallucinatory speculation on IGN's part; in Mega Drive Collected Works, Ohshima states he had Humpty Dumpty in mind




[←780]
 In the summer of 1993 child abuse claims were raised against Michael Jackson; Sonic 3 launched February 1994




[←781]
 32X platformer released 1995, featuring characters from the Sonic universe; two are always joined together by magnetic rings, for some wacky physics based gameplay




[←782]
 I'd printed off this excellent comparison page: nintendoplayer.com/unreleased/sonic-crackers/




[←783]

Originally part of Sonic's band, dropped from the first game

 




[←784]

sonic.wikia.com cites the earlier released Sonic manga (published by Shogakukan) as the first appearance of Charmy, and while he is present, the manga character by Sango Morimoto looks radically different to the character Ohshima designed for Knuckles Chaotix

 




[←785]
 I don't know what it is about Sonic fans, but their propensity to invent nonsense is off the scale - along with the Robotnik Roosevelt theory, this Nike deal is another story repeated across the internet with zero sources; I cannot find a single shred of evidence (primary or secondary) that Sega was ever making any deal with Nike in the early 1990s, and yet Sonic fans on the internet emphatically state this as proven fact. Cite your sources!




[←786]
 Quite an interesting portfolio, primarily art & design; chief artist on Sonic the Hedgehog 2




[←787]
 Diverse range of credits including Shinobi, Sonic series,     Puyo Puyo, and Space Channel 5




[←788]
 Referring to Espio the Chameleon; Miyake has a diverse portfolio, including as chief designer on Ristar for Mega Drive




[←789]

Burning Rangers is an incredible graphical & technical achievement for the Saturn hardware, coupled with fantastic audio direction, music, and a cool anime-style storyline featuring plenty of FMV; it's also a lot of fun, even today!

 




[←790]
 Only three of the game's four levels have NPCs, but they're worth replaying to rescue all of them; after which they send you emails, thanking you for rescuing them and detailing their life (rescued members of Sonic Team give you codes!)




[←791]

Blinx: The Time Sweeper, Xbox (2002); Blinx 2: Masters of Time and Space, Xbox (2004); super difficult 3D platformers where an anthropomorphic cat vacuums up Time Crystals, allowing him to REW, FF, PAUSE, REC, and SLOW time in-game




[←792]
 X360 (2008) - platformer, control time at will!




[←793]

Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time, multiple systems (2003)




[←794]

Released for PSP in 2010. Ohshima showed us the official trailer while describing the gameplay - it's a methodical side-view 2D puzzle game. It's a shame we were out of time because it would have been interesting to discuss the "time manipulation" genre in games further! MobyGames: "echoshift is a spin-off of echochrome, featuring the time bounce mechanic, which are small sections of time repeating themselves over and over again"

 




[←795]

Obviously there are some examples still in use, such as Rayman, but how many new mascots can you name from this current PS4/Xbone generation? Or the preceding generation? It's nothing like the early 1990s which gave us so many examples




[←796]
 Kotaku ran a news story on a games museum in Berlin about two years before this interview: www.computerspielemuseum.de




[←797]

Vertical shooter by Namco (1982), influenced a lot of JPN devs 




[←798]
 December 1985 and September 1986 respectively




[←799]
 Comedic 2D stealth robbery game, ported to multiple systems




[←800]
 1980 American musical comedy starring Dan Aykroyd and John Belushi (1981 for Japan)




[←801]
 ARC (1984); by Mark Cerny, who later coded on Sonic 2




[←802]
 MobyGames has him listed as "Original Character Concept" - in hindsight though, this might have been solely for Mighty the Armadillo, who first appeared in SegaSonic




[←803]
 Same for Ohshima, I'd printed off this excellent comparison page: nintendoplayer.com/unreleased/sonic-crackers/




[←804]
 52 episodes between 1985 and 1987; if you've not seen the show it's difficult to describe - basically a melancholy saga in an ancient and decayed world, full of strange characters; the heroes travel around inside a mechanical sentient spaceship




[←805]

IMDb claims it was released in Japan in April 1987, renamed Arkadia Monogatari, but searches in Japanese (ƒAƒ‹ƒJƒfƒBƒA•¨Œê) yield zero results - difficult to ascertain if actually released or not




[←806]
 Variations of this story are all over the internet, from GameSpot to SegaNerds.com - none of them cite sources, and it's impossible to work out where the info actually came from




[←807]
 Kusunoki really did not like discussing this, and his answers conflicted; I was never able to work out which staff member(s) died; it's rumoured one of the team committed suicide




[←808]

Futatsugi has given the reason in several interviews, asking it not to be printed. Despite this, they let slip the reason on page 142 of GamesTM #125: "According to Futatsugi, an internal power struggle between department heads at Sega resulted in the series being put to rest. [...] The original code, it has been suggested, may have been discarded in the resulting management clash." - something for journalists to investigate!

 




[←809]
 Outdated; prices fluctuate, I've since seen prices of £400+




[←810]

Wikipedia claims less than 20k; theringer.com's great Saga article speaks with Sega of America's Chris Lucich and Matt Underwood who state 27k in North America, while producer David Nulty of Sega Europe states only one thousand in Europe!

 




[←811]
 Released about a month after this interview on Xbone; on-rails shooter, initially planned for X360 to showcase Kinect, but shifted to Xbone and allowed standard controller usage; reception was mixed and, while initially hyped as a spiritual successor to the Panzer Dragoon series, it failed to meet expectations




[←812]

Wikipedia: "Cry On is a cancelled RPG by Final Fantasy creator Hironobu Sakaguchi and Mistwalker. Announced in 2005 for the X360, the game's cancellation was announced in 2008." - Unseen64.net has a good write up, but imagery is very scarce




[←813]
 Call was made Friday 18 October 2013, this interview took place Saturday 9 November 2013




[←814]
 Hayashida provided his portfolio which lists Hustle Chumy (1984) as his first game, apparently developed by Compile... Segaretro: "Players control a mouse named Chumy who needs to collect apples (and other food) in a sewer, avoiding critters as he goes. As Chumy eats more food, his speed decreases, but his fireballs are given a longer range"




[←815]
 See Youji Ishii chapter for boxout explanation!




[←816]
 1982 isometric arcade shooter




[←817]
 1983 isometric arcade platformer, a bit like Donkey Kong




[←818]
 1984 isometric arcade shooter similar to Zaxxon




[←819]

Sega remake (1984/5) for arcades and SG-1000; a super turbo charged update of Atari's magnificent original, with cool new bits!

 




[←820]

Minoru Kidooka, prolific portfolio! MobyGames: "Arc System Works established May 1988 by Minoru Kidooka as Arc. In 1991 company changed names to Arc System Works, working under contract with such publishers as Banpresto and Pack-In-Video until around 1995, at which point Arc began publishing its own original titles. In 1998 produced the fighting game Guilty Gear"

 




[←821]


Kidooka: "In 1982, I joined Sega where I spent four years as an engineer in the console division. I was one of four people in charge of creating the SG-1000 (1983) and I was then involved in hardware design until I left in 1987." This interview on Gamekult was deleted so use archive.org - - http://blog.gamekult.com/blog/ boulapoire/189980/an-afternoon-at-arc-system-works.html


 




[←822]

Segaretro.org: SG sprites use 2 cols, 1 has to be transparent; FC sprites more detailed, 3 cols with the 4th as transparency

 




[←823]

The Picture Processing Unit, or PPU. Night Trap creator     Tom Zito once said: "The Famicom was basically a re-warmed Atari VCS, even having the same processor. It had a better graphics display chip, but the basic processor was the same. The reason they had a better look was the addition of more RAM"

 




[←824]

14 December 1985 (MK-III); Pit Pot: The Magical Castle. MobyGames: "The princess is captive inside the castle, and your job is to navigate rooms, collecting goodies, and killing monsters using the hammer. You can walk either on the grey tiles or the yellow ones that surround them. Monsters also walk on the grey tiles, but you can make them fall down if you smash a tile they're on. Be careful of dragons. Collect keys that open locked doorways. Collecting hearts will freeze all monsters for a time"

 




[←825]

He was very specific; matches portfolio list he gave!

 




[←826]

http://www.liberent.co.jp/

 




[←827]

If this was ever announced you're going to have a hard time Googling, given the number of games with "revelation" in the title

 




[←828]
 The preview in Volume 1 showed the illustration, but since then Hayashida agreed to use the actual photo!




[←829]

This is pure speculation but, incidentally, there are a few schools in Japan named for Jean-Baptiste de La Salle, which may be where Hayashida heard the name

 




[←830]

Near the end, inside the Baya Malay dungeon, you find the soothsayer Damor who asks the question

 




[←831]

Super obscure developer, impossible to find details on! Also credited on Sega's Fantasy Zone and Space Harrier for Mark III

 




[←832]

An old interview with Hayashida on Sega.jp: "The early title was 'Miracle Land', and our initial plans were for an adventure game with action elements. It was something close to what we call 'Action-RPGs' today. Originally Alex used a nyoibo [power staff] as a weapon, but then we made him a disciple of Kenpou, and he became more of an original character, and so the punch became his main weapon. There were many changes like that, and the design went through several revisions before settling on its current form." - - it even mentions the Dragon Ball staff!

 




[←833]

Online guides list the correct selections 

 




[←834]

 Hirotsugu Kobayashi - see Yutaka Sugano chapter for details 

 




[←835]

Manga series from the 1950s, turned into a game for the Sega Mark III (July 1987); reskinned as High-Tech World in 1989

 




[←836]

Japan only Mark III release, November 1987

 




[←837]

Mags previewed it as a cute Shinobi spin-off, Shinobi Kid

 




[←838]

 Planner for the early Sonic games, and sort of an unsung hero; later moved to developer Naughty Dog

 




[←839]

Released 24 May 1987 on Mark III / Master System; cool 2D platformer with a feeling of both Metroid and Impossible Mission; connected to Sega's toy gun with the same name

 




[←840]

According to HG101: "Zillion had well over 30 episodes in Japan, but only five of them (plus an extra-long special called Burning Night) were translated into English by Streamline Pictures. Some of the music used in the games is actually from the anime, complete with cheesy 1980s synth and wailing Japanese vocals. The biggest disappointment is that J.J. is a moronic goofball, a failure who only runs with the White Knights to provide comic relief. Seeing all of these characters animated makes for some decent fun, and Opa Opa from Fantasy Zone makes more than a few appearances."

 




[←841]

SegaRetro.org: Sega Game Toshokan (セガゲーム図書館), meaning Sega Game Library, is a Mega Drive cartridge distributed with select Mega Modems starting 1991. With the Mega Modem connected, this cartridge in the slot, and a Sega Meganet subscription, consumers could download and play select Mega Drive games exclusively available through the service. The paid service ended September 1992, possibly continuing for existing subscribers or as a free service until March 1993. It was said to have had 3'500 subscribers at the time it was announced to end

 




[←842]

Puzzle-focused 2D platformer first released 1984 for Apple II and C64; saw numerous conversions in subsequent years, including to Japanese computers (PC-88 and X1) in 1985

 




[←843]

Metroid, FDS (6 Aug 1986) / Zillion, Mark III (24 May 1987)

 




[←844]

(1987) - Weirdly not marketed as Zillion in Japan, though it featured characters from the first game

 




[←845]

Dragon Quest II, Famicom (26 January 1987




[←846]

AKA: Otegami Chie. On MobyGames there are only three credits, for Phantasy Star I, II, and III

 




[←847]

 As I later discovered from other journalists, Rieko Kodama has actually been mysteriously off limits for some years!

 




[←848]

For the book Sega Mega Drive/Genesis: Collected Works

 




[←849]

I asked this prior to reading the LEVEL interv. with Kodama

 




[←850]

The history of "Sonic! Software Planning", which became Camelot Software Planning, is ridiculously confusing depending on your source; Wikipedia gives a wildly differing (and probably fictional) account compared to MobyGames and Camelot's own corporate history pages. Based on Hayashida's testimony, MobyGames seems okay, but the following are not guaranteed: 

"Sonic! Software Planning was a studio established in 1991 by Hiroyuki Takahashi (previously a producer with Enix, he'd helped Kan Naito establish Climax Entertainment in 1990). SSP was established with an investment from Sega. SSP mostly handled programming and design internally, while sound and graphics were outsourced to other companies such as Climax, and later Camelot. The company was responsible for the Shining Force franchise. In 1994, Hiroyuki Takahashi's brother Shugo Takahashi established Camelot Software Planning, and the two would work together. In 1998, after production on Shining   Force III was completed, SSP merged into Camelot, with   Hiroyuki Takahashi taking over as Camelot's director." 

"Camelot Software Planning was established on         4 April 1994 by Shugo Takahashi. Most of Camelot's early work was joint development with SSP on the Shining Force series"

 




[←851]

Kan Naito is the founder and director of Climax Entertainment. He started at ZAP, later Chunsoft as a coder, working on Dragon Quest III and IV. Naito left Chunsoft in 1990 to establish Climax along with Hiroyuki Takahashi

 




[←852]

here are several different developers who share the name; the Sonic Software Planning founder has an enormous portfolio and was deeply involved with the entire Shining Force series

 




[←853]

Legendary dev - started at Enix, later went to Climax, creating Landstalker and Dark Saviour, then later founding Climax Graphics/Crazy Games to produce Blue Stinger and Illbleed for Dreamcast. Passed away in 2004 (see memorial, Ishii chapter)

 




[←854]

March 1995, Mega Drive, Japan exclusive. MobyGames: "Japanese anime-style RPG. Regular enemies are random; battles fought from first-person view. Combat is a mix of turn-based and real-time. Enemies attack even if the player doesn't perform any action. The game features full screen anime cutscenes"

 




[←855]

This is a fascinating comment and, by emphasising console RPGs, loaded with subtext. Phantasy Star was released December 1987, roughly 18 months after the original Dragon Quest (May 1986), which gets all the credit for console RPGs in Japan. There was not that many console RPGs predating Phantasy Star (most were garbage anyway), and it does indeed do considerably more than both Dragon Quest and Final Fantasy. However, there is a rich history of computer RPGs in Japan predating Phantasy Star, many of which riff heavily off Western computer RPGs Ultima and Wizardy (both 1981), and many of which look as if they could have influenced Phantasy Star. The sci-fi setting and colour-haired characters could come straight out of Poibos (1983), while first-person dungeons and monster battles were already well established by Panorama-Toh, Koei's Dungeon, and The Black Onyx (1983~1984). Which is not to say Phantasy Star is derivative! It's extremely polished, and whether you owned an FC or MK-III there really was nothing else like it. The tragedy is that despite being superior, it was instead Dragon Quest and Final Fantasy which found greater popularity

 




[←856]

Kodama told TNL: "We thought the 3D dungeons in PC games were interesting. They weren't in any console RPGs at the time."




[←857]
 Though just static images, these were amazing in 1987




[←858]
 This would be Kotaro Hayashida (see his chapter!)




[←859]
 Is this a subtle hint that Chieko Aoki, Yuji Naka, Miki Morimoto, Naoto Ohshima, and Kotaro Hayashida are represented in the game?!




[←860]
 Tylon and Lutz in the Japanese version




[←861]
 Extremely intelligent but sickly and weak magic user who grows evil over time




[←862]
 Brother of Raistlin; physically strong warrior, easy going, well liked and good natured




[←863]

Dragonlance is a "shared universe" created under the direction of TSR, publisher of Dungeons & Dragons, and comprises a wide range of books circa 1984~2011




[←864]
 Both are playable characters mortally wounded during battles with prominent villains; however, it's possible to revive Nei in the Phantasy Star II remake, Phantasy Star Generation: 2




[←865]

phantasystar.wikia.com: Alys must not be mistaken for Alis. Her original name in the Japanese version is Raira Buranguwen, translated as Lyra Brangwin.




[←866]
 In the Myst Vale cave is a village of Musk Cats, incl. Myau as leader; Musk Cats are extremely intelligent & capable of speech




[←867]

Author: This answer seems dubious, the first Phantasy Star actually had multiple consistency errors for names and mistakes




[←868]

FFIII, FC (April 1990), four orphans rebalance crystals / FFIV, SFC (July 1991), servant turns against an evil king / FFVI, SFC (April 1994), a group of friends fight a megalomaniacal clown




[←869]
 Four planets in the Algol star system: Palma is a temperate Earth-like planet; Motavia is harsh desert, populated by blue furry wombat-like creatures; Dezoris is an icy planet with green-skinned hominids; Rykros has a crystalline surface




[←870]
 As a disappointing aside, the 3D world map of Skies of Arcadia is broken; by allowing you to travel over the N/E/S/W edges of the square map and reach the other side, it shows the world they inhabit is not a planetary sphere, but some kind of bizarre Torus shape, or basically a big 3D donut




[←871]
 The ship Vyse flies; crewed by loyal friends and family




[←872]
 AKA: Adventure Island (ARC & FC, 1986) - my first FC game!




[←873]

long-time Sega employee involved with many classics (Dynamite Headdy, Dragon Force, et al); apparently 

started at Namco; production manager on Shenmue




[←874]
 The "Shy Guy" nickname stems solely from a name credit in Space Harrier for the SMS




[←875]
 Japanese term for hardcore enthusiasts of hobbies




[←876]

Dempa is an enormous publisher, with divisions dealing in newspapers, mags, games, even hardware; its games division handled many arcade home conversions, mostly Namco titles. MobyGames: "Dempa Micomsoft was the software division of publishing company Dempa Shimbunsha (literally 'Radio Wave Newspaper Publisher Company'). In 1993, it was broken off as a separate company, fully owned by Dempa. Apart from coding games, with Dempa earning a high reputation for its arcade conversions, it also made joysticks and other hardware."

 




[←877]
 real-time strategy game for Mega Drive (1992), featuring cute dinosaurs fighting aliens




[←878]

 PS2 (2000); I confirmed CAP's involvement since MobyGames lists only Cross, Future Creates, and XAX Entertainment as developers, the first two of which only have Sky Odyssey in their portfolio; GameFAQs and CAP's own website state CAP was the developer; game is fantastic - Indiana Jones in a plane!




[←879]

Super mysterious company! Made lots of cool cult-classics: Hagane, Sapphire, Zenki, Bulk Slash, Sky Odyssey, Wing Island




[←880]

SFC / SNES (1994); Red Company also credited




[←881]

Ginga Fukei Densetsu: Sapphire, PCE CD-ROM (1995); legendary though overpriced vertical 2D shooter




[←882]
 SFC (1995); cool 2D platformer based on a manga




[←883]
  Izumi Fukuda, no info online but a staggering portfolio: Thunder Force II, Herzog, Herzog Zwei, Thunder Force III, Hagane, Zenki, Sapphire, Sky Odyssey, Mario Party 5~10




[←884]
  Literally worldview, incorporating lore and atmosphere; Sky Odyssey feels strongly reminiscent of Tales of the Gold Monkey, which was basically Indiana Jones with lots of aeroplane flying; a kind of Saturday matinee adventure feel - truly excellent!




[←885]
  I'm not kidding; Mister Mosquito followed on release




[←886]

Ka  / Mister Mosquito / Mr Moskeeto, PS2 (June 2001) -- Ka 2: Let's Go Hawaii - PS2 (July 2003); super fun pair of flight-sims where you control a mosquito and must stealthily suck blood - conceptually amazing!




[←887]

Hokkaido based dev, founded 1988, long list of cult classics, mostly starting on the X68k and ported elsewhere; Genocide, Phalanx, Lagoon, Zero Divide, Mister Mosquito; Dolucky the cat is their mascot; see Komabayashi chapter for more info

 




[←888]

The invite to ZOOM's offices was tentative, since around the time of my visiting Hokkaido Mr Satou was also planning a business trip; sadly we just missed each other and I could not arrange to revisit Hokkaido - I hope someone else interviews him

 




[←889]

 PS2 (2001), predecessor to Shadow of the Colossus; frustrating high-maintenance simulator

 




[←890]
 Check YouTube or Unseen64




[←891]

This answer and the preceding answer have been edited for coherence, and to remove some minor contradictions. I ran the audio by a second translator, from Active Gaming Media, who gave his opinion: "It sounds, the way he's wording things, which is hard to word exactly the same in English, but it kind of sounds like he's trying to dodge something, like maybe he doesn't want to talk about something that might cause problems." Author's opinion: It sounds maybe like he took the decision as Executive Producer to shift from PS1 to PS2, and then later had to persuade upper management (in an official capacity) that it was best to change platforms

 




[←892]

Lifeline in US, PS2 (JPN: January 2003 / US: March 2004); sci-fi adventure controlled entirely through voice commands - sadly the English voice recognition is horribly broken!

 




[←893]
 Number not specified but likely #3; dev. credits are for both Media.Vision Entertainment and Sony, PS2 (2002)




[←894]
 Credits split between Level 5 and Sony, PS2 (2002)




[←895]

Everyone should know of this successor to Shadow of the Colossus, featuring a boy and his giant chicken-dog. Accounts vary on when it was first announced, either February 2007 in a Famitsu advert, or May 2009 as Project Trico. In Nov/Dec 2011 the project director Fumito Ueda leaves Sony, but continues to work on the game as a freelancer. Originally billed as a PS3 title, sometime in 2012 it shifted to PS4, though this was only announced June 2015 after a long silence. Apparently previous videos were running on souped-up PC hardware. After a protracted development hell it was eventually released December 2016. See: http://teamico.wikia.com/wiki/The_Last_Guardian

 




[←896]

The body language of Mr Kobayashi hinted at him knowing something more, but he wasn't quite ready to share - in the context of hindsight, I now know that Sony realised it would never see release on PS3 but had yet to announce this; indeed, Kobayashi oversaw both Ico and Gravity Daze's shifts to newer hardware, so this seems a reliable strategy of Sony's

 




[←897]

www.fumi.to names it as "gen DESIGN"




[←898]
 Is he hinting about VR or something else Sony is working on?




[←899]

Gravity Daze / Gravity Rush (PS Vita, Feb 2012); as for creator Keiichiro Toyama, see MobyGames: "Studied Art. Joined Konami in 1994, worked on Snatcher and International Track & Field. Best known as the creator of the Silent Hill and Siren series. Left Konami 1999 after the first Silent Hill released. After joining SCE Japan Studio, Toyama created the Siren series"

 




[←900]
 Sony's blog states Vita's launch window had 35 games; the only one of note, which was not a sequel: Gravity Daze / Rush




[←901]
 Sony Interactive Entertainment Japan Studio, well known for the Ape Escape series; enormous portfolio of other popular titles




[←902]
 This was Ryu ga Gotoku Ishin! for PS3/PS4, rel. Feb 2014




[←903]

http://hg101.kontek.net/bulkslash/bulkslash.htm - one of the best action games on Saturn, really pushes the hardware!




[←904]
 Actually, according to various sources, a lot of developers had a hand in it, including: Arzest, Chunsoft, Good-Feel,     Mitchell Corporation, PROPE, Skip, VANPOOL, and Nd CUBE




[←905]

www.caproduction.co.jp/works.html




[←906]
 For more on Tose see: www.gamasutra.com/view/feature/131105/interview_tose_game_development_.php




[←907]
  From around 2015 they actually officially listed Mario Party 10 for WiiU on their site - this email had more impact in 2013




[←908]
 American chain of stores, famous for their catalogues; plenty of online scans of the catalogues from the mid-1970s showing games such as Pong; I never ascertained how or why Yoshinari was looking at an American catalogue inside Japan




[←909]

Arcades, 1983; baseball game with apparently anthropomorphic pigs; not to be confused with other games from this era with the same name; Success and Copac both listed on promo material; the game is so obscure there's almost zero online records!




[←910]

Space Invaders launched 1978; Success' company website says it was established 7 June 1978, while Success' official records say their first game, Play Ball, launched 1983; their second game, Othello, launched 1986; activity during the "empty" years was presumably outsource work as stated by Yoshinari




[←911]
 almost nothing online, unrelated to Japanese company Copack




[←912]
  It's not emulated in MAME, making it especially desirable




[←913]
 It would take too long to check everything, but I did notice that game #1'271 was removed from the list




[←914]

Read Brandon Sheffield's two-part interview with Tose on Gamasutra, it is mindblowing: "Their primary business is the outsourced development of games, in whole or in part. It employs over 1'000 developers in Japan and China, and has been operating in an outsource capacity since 1979"




[←915]

Ryu Kyu, AKA: Solitaire Poker (ARC, 1990)




[←916]
 See Masahiro Fukuda interview for series overview




[←917]
 Aug 1994; for some reason each console iteration had a different publisher: Hudson, Datam Polystar, SunSoft, et al; not only does it seem SunSoft was responsible for the first Cotton teacup, but the two companies became entwined, with Success being allowed to use SunSoft's back catalogue




[←918]

MobyGames: Electronic Arts Victor was a joint venture in Japan between Electronic Arts and the Victor Musical Industries subsidiary of JVC, established in September 1992 in Tokyo. EAV's mission was to localise EA products and distribute them in Japan, and to create original titles for the Japanese market

 




[←919]
 Here it gets weird! EAV did publish the X68k version (1993), but the first instance of the cup was Panorama Cotton for Mega Drive, by SunSoft (1994); I found no evidence of merchandise related to the X68k version, and I do not know why it was mentioned! From Wikipedia (unsourced): "The teacups are some of the rarest collectibles. The Panorama Cotton teacup is white with no handle. To obtain the cup it was necessary to purchase the game and send in a card, before being entered into a random draw. 300 are known to exist. The Cotton Original teacup was made to commemorate the release on PS1. It is white with no handle, a blue drawing on the front. The quantity is currently unknown. A Cotton 2 teacup is also believed to be in circulation amongst collectors but its origin and quantity are unknown. As late as 2007, in honour of a new Cotton mobile app, 50 cups were given away in a lottery and a competition."

 




[←920]

Hilariously, when transcribing for me, Casey Loe emailed specifically to point out he uses his Cotton cup as a pen holder




[←921]

JPN: 9 Aug 2007 / US: 15 Apr 2008. AKA: Rondo of Swords. Strategy RPG for the NDS - see M. Fukuda interview




[←922]

Puyo Puyo style puzzler and part of SunSoft's surreal Hebereke series (see Ufouria on NES); Popoitto first released for SFC/SNES in Japan and Europe (1995), then later converted to Saturn and PS1 by Success, again sold in Japan and Europe (1995~96); I had been hoping for detailed Hebereke talk, but we ended up discussing Shanghai; curiously, Hebereke's Popoon for SFC/ARC (1993/94) is listed on Success' website, but without a format, despite other sites not crediting it to them

 




[←923]

According to differing sources, Success was involved with Shanghai for 3DO, arcades, Sharp's X68k, Sega Saturn, and SFC - several versions in Japan were published by SunSoft

 




[←924]

Vertical shmup featuring huge anime-style robots. March 2000 for arcades, a "Revised" version in September; both later ported to PS2 as Psyvariar Complete Edition; JPN: Mar 2002 / EU: Sep 2003. A sequel, Psyvariar 2: The Will to Fabricate, came out in arcades (2003) and was ported to DC, PS2, and Xbox (2004)

 




[←925]

HG101: You twirl your mech by moving it back and forth quickly. When spinning it darts around quicker and you can "buzz" bullets. The series is known for this "buzz" system, where you're rewarded by scraping the side of bullets without getting killed. Shooting enemies and buzzing bullets increases the power bar. When it fills, it'll give a short period of invincibility. During this you can fill the bar again, resulting in a constant stream of invincibility. It's practically required to survive the more insane boss bullet patterns. Watching an expert play is pretty amazing

 




[←926]
 Fantastic trilogy of vertical shmups released between 2001 and 2006 for multiple systems; strong focus on story




[←927]
 Similar to but more elegant than Psyvariar's buzz system: general proximity to danger increases weapon power and rate of firing, and also your score




[←928]
 Patent number: US6200138 B1 - some of the patents in videogames are insane




[←929]

 Pub. by ASCII (PS1, 1996). Extremely obscure but impressive 3D rail-shooter creation tool. MobyGames: "Make a 3D shooter. Lots of settings and graphics to tinker with to make your own Star Fox. Set your vehicle's looks, movements, weapons, special attacks and more. The same goes for enemies, music, sounds, and stages, where you can change a plethora of things"




[←930]
 Series of "maker" tools; Music (Ongaku) allows music creation ala Mario Paint; Sound Novel creates adventure games; all had sequels; see portfolio page for releases and platforms




[←931]

In fact they were involved in three RPG Maker titles; the series is very poorly documented, even in Japanese; English websites attribute development to Kuusou Kagaku, though Success is on the title screen; Success website lists the first SFC game as 1994, but other sources state March 1995




[←932]

Depending on how you classify it, early progenitors of what would become "RPG Maker" can be traced to Japanese computers around 1987; the first to be named "RPG Tsukuru" arrived late 1992 on computers, while the first console iteration was 1994~1995; it's very difficult to tell who influenced who 




[←933]

ASCII actually released Shooting Tsukuru variants from as early as 1993; the original Famicom Dezaemon came out 1991

 




[←934]
 Very obscure but still operating (www.culture-pub.jp); you can find traces on Simple Series games like The Billiards, on the back of the box, etc.; MobyGames explains the confusing D3 connection: "D3Publisher is a Japanese videogame publishing company. While the name refers to the original company that started business in April 1997 as the gaming division of Culture Publishers - since December 2005 it refers to the Japanese division of the holding company D3, of which D3Publisher of America and D3Publisher of Europe are also a part"




[←935]
 The Nameko series is localised as Mushroom Garden, with various English iterations on mobile devices; the 3DS version, Osawari Tantei Nameko Daihanshoku, was released exclusively in Japan in February 2013




[←936]

From the NDS game Osawari Tantei Ozawa Rina (2006), localised as Touch Detective

 




[←937]

Interview took place nine months after Nameko's 3DS release

 




[←938]

Japan's Asahi.com news website ran a story in 2010 on this: "Computer game manufacturers are losing trillions of yen to a new breed of software pirate armed with specially designed hardware. So-called magic computers, often abbreviated to 'magicom', allow users to run illicit software downloaded from the internet on game consoles such as the Nintendo DS. The magicom devices, which are spreading rapidly overseas, typically comprise of a cartridge about the same size as an authentic game disk and a separate memory card used to store downloaded software. Nintendo said magicom hardware was largely to blame for a nearly 50-percent drop in sales in Europe in recent months. The widespread use of magicom hardware, particularly in Europe and the United States, suggests that many users do not feel that their actions are illegal or wrong. Satoru Iwata, president of Nintendo, said at the announcement of the company's financial results in January that he hoped to 'enhance the ability to combat piracy in Europe through both legal and technological means.' Iwata said that the company's efforts would focus mainly on developing game consoles that would not play the illegally downloaded software."

 




[←939]
  It's lost in text, but he really did not want to answer this




[←940]

http://yahoo-mbga.jp/




[←941]

Localised as Shepherd's Crossing and released on PS2, DS, PSP, and browser (several unreleased sequels on PS2 and PS3); an adorable though overlooked farming game resembling Harvest Moon, but with a stronger focus on trade and management




[←942]

Browser game (2012) with scantily-clad female wrestlers!

 




[←943]
 Success made later instalments (PS2, NDS, Mobile, Web) in the post-apocalyptic RPG series, Metal Max




[←944]
 Founded by H. Miyaoka, 1988. Best known for Metal Max




[←945]
 (4 Jul 1958), game designer. Participated in scenario creation of Dragon Quest I~III. Founded Crea-Tech; created the fantastic free-roaming RPG Metal Max and sequels




[←946]

NDS (Aug 2007); localised by Atlus as Rondo of Swords (Apr 2008); strategy RPG with high difficulty

 




[←947]
  Late 1993 for arcades (dates ranges from Oct to Dec)




[←948]
 I can't recall why, but by the time we were ready for photos  Mr Fukuda could not be found




[←949]

Magical Pachinko Cotton - PS2 (2003)




[←950]

To be precise, he made a distinction between games for arcades, which is what the Cotton series originally was, and games for mobile platforms such as smartphones

 




[←951]

This statement reveals a lot about the struggles Japan faces with each new hardware generation; sales figures which previously recouped costs and made profit are no longer sufficient

 




[←952]
 The tile matching game using mahjong pieces




[←953]
 I didn't own one at the time, and since OD was only released in Japan and America, I would have needed an import system




[←954]
 Metacritic has an aggregated score of 46; based on 22 reviews, ranging in score from 20 up to 75 out of 100




[←955]
 An award-winning 10-part miniseries from 2001 by HBO




[←956]
 1981; German soldiers and SS Einsatzkommandos are being slowly killed off in a mysterious castle (the "Keep" of the title) high in the Carpathian Mountains of Romania in April 1941




[←957]
 Novel published 1975




[←958]
 Published 1971




[←959]
 Surprisingly, a cursory Google shows this to be quite true; apart from the usual suspects such as Wolfenstein 3D, Bionic Commando, and a couple of other WWII games, there's not as many featuring Hitler as you would assume




[←960]

Wikipedia: John Wood Campbell Jr. (8 June 1910 - 11 July 1971) was a prominent American science fiction writer and editor. He is generally credited with shaping the "Golden Age of Science Fiction"




[←961]

Wikipedia: The Holy Lance, also known as the Holy Spear, the Spear of Destiny, or the Lance of Longinus (named after Saint Longinus), according to the Gospel of John, is the lance that pierced the side of Jesus as he hung on the cross




[←962]

Wikipedia: 1989 World War II adventure novel; a British secret agent goes behind German lines to stop a secret weapon, the twist is the agent is a werewolf




[←963]

Blinx: The Time Sweeper, Artoon, for Xbox (2002)




[←964]
 Microsoft Game Studios, Xbox (2004); fantastic arena combat game and system exclusive; back-compatible on X360!




[←965]
 Team Breakout; awesome Japan exclusive for Xbox (2003)




[←966]
 Q Entertainment / Phantagram, Xbox 360 (2006)




[←967]
 Mistwalker / Artoon, X360 (2006)




[←968]
 Mistwalker / Feelplus, X360 (2007)




[←969]
 Multiple answers, such as getting someone else to taste it




[←970]
 Xbox title starring the eponymous Blinx, who can control time in-game after collecting coloured crystals




[←971]
 By Paon Corporation, Japan exclusive, Xbox (2003)




[←972]
 MMORPG released 16 March 1999




[←973]

FFX (PS2) released 19 July 2001




[←974]
 RTS released 3 July 2002 in US




[←975]
 It seems impossible now, but read EGM when Microsoft first announced Xbox - they were seen as strictly a computer company with little chance of succeeding in consoles




[←976]
 The layoff was covered in Nikkei BizTech, later reported by GameSpot, June of 2003. According to the report, R&D division head Toshiyuki Miyata - from SCE and formerly a planner on Gunner's Heaven - was also dismissed from his position




[←977]
 20th was Thursday / 21st was Friday




[←978]
 The day President Bush announced the start of the Iraq war




[←979]

www.pcmag.com/article2/0,2817,2427182,00.asp - "Redmond is ending its oft-criticized stack ranking system for grading employees; designed to weed out poor performers but which has instead stymied collaboration." (Nov 2013)




[←980]
 A common mix-up is what we call a "designer" is known as a "planner" in Japan, while a designer in Japan does the art




[←981]
 Profit & loss, so relating to budget




[←982]

Panzer Dragoon, Phantom Dust, and Crimson Dragon credits




[←983]
 Published by Microsoft in Japan, but Majesco in the US




[←984]
 Does anyone have this? Please make it public!




[←985]
 Creator of Final Fantasy




[←986]
 Creator of Final Fight and Street Fighter II




[←987]

Creator of Space Channel 5 and Rez

 




[←988]
 Artist on Dragon Quest and Chrono Trigger




[←989]
 Yoshihiro Maruyama




[←990]
 I haven't found online sources citing development costs for either game; numbers were never mentioned in the interview




[←991]
 Takehiko Inoue, award winning Japanese manga artist, best known for Slam Dunk and Vagabond




[←992]
 Like high quality washi; veined paper with a hand-made feel




[←993]

Junk bins contain games with slight blemishes and are sold for a few hundred yen. Usually these "damaged" copies are in better shape than so-called "mint condition" games sold in Western stores or on eBay, and are the best source of bargains for foreigners. Please see the currency conversion chart. To my eye this copy of Lost Odyssey was as good as factory sealed

 




[←994]
 Tokyo area famous for its wild nightlife and club scene




[←995]
 A hostess club/bar




[←996]
 Volume 1, Katsutoshi Eguchi interview




[←997]
 Announced in 2002, cancelled 2 June 2004. Apparently  Level 5 CEO Akihiro Hino stated in an interview that Microsoft's inexperience dealing with Japanese developers led to poor relations which resulted in cancellation




[←998]
 Little info. Some images on Unseen64; a video on YouTube; IGN describes it as "a real-time simulation RPG with a focus on teamwork and management"




[←999]
 This style of "protection genre" has a surprisingly diverse history. Other examples include Mario & Wario for the SFC (1993), developed by Pokémon creator Satoshi Tajiri, and Dokuro for the PS Vita (2012)




[←1000]
 Of these eight only the first two have any noticeable presence online, with screens and trailers; Senjou no Demae Mochi has a few title listings, but zero material, while the rest seem to be completely unknown! So a world exclusive!




[←1001]
 Former corporate vice president of Microsoft Game Studio




[←1002]
 Otorii station is the closest stop to Sega's original office




[←1003]
 Renowned Irish singer, songwriter, musician and producer




[←1004]

South Park, S1 E6, "Death" - Stan is locked in a dark room




[←1005]
 At the time of interview, back in 2013




[←1006]
 portmanteau of Microcomputer / My Computer; hobbyist personal computers popularised in late 1970s and 80s




[←1007]

www.beep-shop.com




[←1008]

sounds like Drakky but Romanised as Dolucky; the cat mascot of ZOOM, the Hokkaido based company that developed Mister Mosquito, among other things - Komabayashi pronounced him using the shortened "Drakky" form throughout

 




[←1009]
 Developer based in Sapporo, Hokkaido, founded 1988; long list of cult classics, mostly starting on the X68k and ported elsewhere; Genocide, Phalanx, Lagoon, Mister Mosquito




[←1010]
 Difficult to find launch prices; in US between $60~$70




[←1011]
 When visiting Japan in 2000 cartridges were crazy cheap; since then a surge in collectibility has seen prices increase




[←1012]
 See Yoshio Kiya's interview for details; we also cover Xanadu




[←1013]
 Both Daisenryaku and Nobunaga are complex strategy games




[←1014]

Hyper Dyne Side Arms, ARC (1986)




[←1015]

HG101: Darius II renamed Sagaia outside Japan. Genesis port developed by Natsume and quite good. Some bosses changed around and there's a mode to play all stages in one go; 2P mode is missing. Sagaia also made it to Sega Master System in Europe and Brazil. It's a magnificent port for an 8-bit system. The only knock is that several levels had to be cut - there are only 12




[←1016]
 Ultimately, after later showing Takayuki Komabayashi and sending him a copy, Kurt Kalata arranged for a Japanese translation and it was sold in Japan!




[←1017]

HG101: In Brazil, many Master System games were tied in with children's programs to make them more appealing. Software publisher TecToy took three of the Wonder Boy games - Monster Land, The Dragon's Trap and Monster World - and added in characters of a massively popular (in Brazil) comic/cartoon series called Turma da Mônica. All of these look like amateur ROM hacks but they were commercially released and entirely legal




[←1018]
 Side-scrolling RPG, slightly reminiscent of Dragon's Trap (discover hidden trap doors under the sea!)




[←1019]
 official name kihoukanshouzai




[←1020]

www.try-inc.co.jp




[←1021]

Audio upgrade, Yamaha YM2608




[←1022]

Obscure arcade shooter where you control a robot walking up a vertically scrolling screen; developed by Alpha Denshi but distributed by Sega (1984)




[←1023]

Phenomenally important company which produced many technically very impressive arcade games, and warrants its own chapter. MobyGames: "Alpha Denshi was an electronics & software engineering company, est. July 1980 in Saitama, headed by Kazuo Arai. Released its first arcade game in 1981. Developed titles for Sega in the early '80s. SNK's Neo Geo hardware, designed by Alpha Denshi's Eiji Fukatsu, released in 1990 and Alpha Denshi became a prominent developer (incl. World Heroes and Twinkle Star Sprites). It shortened its name to ADK in 1993"

 




[←1024]
 I realise lots of people outside Japan use a SuperGun, or interchangeable cab, but the level of devotion I've witnessed, to painstakingly restore a Donkey Kong or Space Invaders cabinet, is something I've only seen happen outside Japan - the packaging rather than the game itself seems almost idolised




[←1025]
 ARC (1985); visually impressive racing/shmup hybrid




[←1026]
 ARC (1985); cool looking first-person sci-fi ship blaster




[←1027]
 Lots of options available, easily found via Google searching




[←1028]
 ARC (1982); obscure, difficult, bizarre, but utterly amazing




[←1029]
 Since this arcade store is not open to the public it resembled a workshop, with PCBs and materials stacked everywhere




[←1030]

Operation Wolf-style rail-shooter by Taito, copyright screen 1989; to my surprise, while MAME sites have the American and European ROMs, there are no listings for a JPN release!




[←1031]

Wikipedia: Until 1 April 2012 it stood for Japan Amusement Machinery Manufacturers Association. Now it's Japan Amusement Machine and Marketing Association. JAMMA is the namesake of a widely used wiring standard for arcade games. An arcade cabinet wired to JAMMA's specification can accept a motherboard for any JAMMA-compatible game




[←1032]
 Side-scrolling robot brawlers




[←1033]
 Also available on SNES; Action-RPG a bit like Zelda or Ys




[←1034]
 Cute animal themed baseball; EGM in April 1994 previewed the unreleased localisation, Zoo Ball




[←1035]
 This warrants an article, but there has always been a constant shift in Akihabara, as technology and cultural trends evolve - in the Hidaka interview in V1 he describes how in his youth it was amateur radio operators and other technology, with games and computers being only a small and new part of it, niche even, and relegated to the highest floors of stores; by the time I visited around the year 2000 games had already been long established, occupying ground floors, with the golden era having possibly even passed; when I visited again in 2013, you might as well not even bother going, and stick to online shopping instead




[←1036]
 Famous game for 4 simultaneous players (ARC and 2600)




[←1037]

Amazing multiplayer trading game by Ozark Softscape; like Monopoly in space but better; saw multiple Japanese releases

 




[←1038]
 fun remake by Jaleco (July 1987) but has little resemblance to the original - a mystery!




[←1039]
 See V1 interviews with dB-Soft for more on this - we even took Komabayashi's copy to be signed!




[←1040]
 Worth noting in Japan games are scored out of an aggregated 40, not singular 100, based on the 4x review panel style, with each reviewer scoring out of 10 - so 30 is closer to 70%




[←1041]

www.geocities.jp/zed_gamelegend/




[←1042]

Miniature arcade cab, JAMMA wiring




[←1043]

onitama.tv/obsweb/pcb.html        www.youtube.com/user/onionsoftware/videos




[←1044]
 ARC (1983); horizontally scrolling shmup with a giant robot




[←1045]

Arcade-History.com: Vastar released Dec 1983, the last game by Orca. Officially the company bankrupted as the game was finished. Hence Orca could not sell the game under its own brand and so used the alias "Sesame Japan Corp."

 




[←1046]
  Interview quotes from Toaplan's Tatsuya Uemura, courtesy of Shooting GameSide, via Blackoak on Shmups forum: "Vastar says Sesame Japan, but was actually developed by Orca. Sesame Japan was another incarnation of Orca. <laughs> I think the last incarnation was Crux. Gyrodine was probably the final game. Technically, Orca was already bankrupt when I started. I thought I'd joined a really strong company, but about a week into my training, our company name disappeared from the elevator hall. Toaplan had already been founded while we were working on Repulse. Kiyomoto, who had worked at Orca, managed to lure away Ohta, Nozawa, and Takano to join Toaplan, and Yuge and myself joined then too, I believe."




[←1047]
 AKA: Rock'n Rage, ARC (1986)




[←1048]
 Mystery ADV game about a musician, PC-88/PC-98 (1990)




[←1049]
 Rel. 1989 for JPN PCs, later DOS by Sierra On-Line (1990)




[←1050]
 Graphic adventure, see Toru Hidaka interview V1




[←1051]
 Primarily a conversion house, converting other dev's games




[←1052]
 A convoluted set-up - only for hardcore collectors to try!




[←1053]

investmentgeekz.com has an article on eBay Japan's failure




[←1054]
 Referring to the first lot of Enix competition winners




[←1055]
 See Kazurou Morita memorial in V1, p81




[←1056]
 Dark Age of JRPGs (3): Danchizuma no Yuuwaku - PC-88, PC-98, FM-7 (1983)




[←1057]
 RPG developed by Kogado Studio, released first in 1986 for home computers, followed by ports; Master System version was 1987 for Japan, and 1988 for EU and US




[←1058]
 There's an excellent YouTube video by Happy Console Gamer on the game and its ports - https://youtu.be/ssEl9Df6_ss




[←1059]
 AKA galge or bishoujo (lit. "beautiful young girl"); interaction with young women in a particular art style




[←1060]
 See interviews in V1; Macadam: Futari Yogari (1985)




[←1061]

Ecchi: slang implying mild innuendo, meaning naughty or dirty. Not as severe as hentai. What was being shown here was the evolution of adult games, which became simultaneously less realistic, stylistically, but more hardcore in terms of sex content

 




[←1062]
 One of the first makers of high-quality Japanese adventure games. Wikipedia: "Now defunct; established 1982 as a real estate agent; 1983 began to develop games. Many are either traditional RPGs or adventures"




[←1063]

 Groundbreaking adventure

 




[←1064]
 By Information Access Technologies, circa 1990~91 for DOS and Mac; MobyGames describes it as a remake of Rescue Raiders for Apple II, the gameplay of both resembling Choplifter




[←1065]
 Known as The Lost Levels outside Japan




[←1066]

MobyGames: PTERODON, s.r.o. is a Czech firm. Founded by Michal Janacek and Jarek Kolar, January 1998




[←1067]
 It's worth noting that apart from the PS2 and to a partial degree PS3, backwards compatibility on consoles was rare if not entirely absent - especially during the cartridge years




[←1068]

Wikipedia: 2channel (2ch) is a Japanese textboard. In 2007, 2.5 million posts were made daily. Launched 1999, it's gained influence in Japan, comparable to traditional mass media

 




[←1069]
 Today there are entire shop floors dedicated to games featuring sex, between men and women, men and men, and women and women. It's an entire genre: eroge




[←1070]

Kimari means rule or custom; kimarimonku means cliché or formula




[←1071]
 Search Gamasutra: Levine's justification for BioShock's crunch




[←1072]

Yuji Nakamura in The Japan Times: "Gacha is the most prized dark art Japanese devs have used to make their country the most lucrative mobile market per user in the world. The idea is players are asked to spend money without knowing what they're buying. In Fire Emblem Heroes players can win orbs through battles or buy them, with prices for sets of orbs ranging from $1.99 to $74.99. They're used to unlock characters, but the catch is users don't know who they'll get. Sometimes it's a new character, other times a less-valued duplicate. If that makes gacha sound like gambling, that's because in many ways it is. The word gacha is the sound Japanese vending machines make when dispensing toy capsules, whose contents cannot be seen prior. In mobile games the practice has drawn ire in Japan, where five years ago the government banned a technique called 'complete gacha' and any approach that manipulates gambling spirit." - - and Wikipedia: "Complete gacha: a player who obtains all of a designated set (or 'completed' the set) combines them to form a rarer item. The model was declared illegal by Japan's Consumer Affairs Agency in May 2012."




[←1073]
 Apparently Famitsu scored it 37 out of 40, though as discussed here, that's not a good barometer for quality when magazines adjust scores for high-paying advertisers; very difficult to trawl Japanese forums for player opinions




[←1074]
 Very long running series. No idea which he meant...




[←1075]
 According to UrbanDictionary: Word filter for the image board 4chan.org that replaces the word wapanese (White Japanese); someone who is obsessed with Japan/Japanese Culture/Anime




[←1076]
 The age of this blew my mind. It might be the earliest FPS ever made: www.youtube.com/watch?v=ueloPa5b408




[←1077]

http://jeffpiepmeier.blogspot.fr/2017/03/interceptor-another-10-liner-basic-game.html




[←1078]

1 A good point - I remember when emulation first appeared, and Western mags ran features on how to get started




[←1079]
 He hits upon an interesting topic which goes much deeper than just games. Here's a story (Nov 2015) from The Japan Times: "The city of Shima in Mie Prefecture has scrapped endorsement of a controversial mascot. Sporting a tight top, miniskirt and large breasts, the teen mascot - dubbed Aoshima Megu - is a fictional 17-year-old schoolgirl who aspires to become a professional ama diver. The character was originally invented to rekindle public interest in the profession and boost tourism. Officials met with 24 female divers representing the city. About 70 percent spoke in favour of the character, but others demanded it be dropped as an official mascot."




[←1080]

GameFan's mascot, a blue-skinned muscle-man with a computer or TV monitor for a head; portmanteau of Minotaur and monitor




[←1081]
 A retail game store out of which the mag was initially produced




[←1082]

http://goldenageofmusicvideo.com "Catering to the headbanger and bookended with some risque cartoons, Hard 'N Heavy is a narration-free collection of great interviews & live performances that include everyone from Ozzy Osbourne to Nirvana to Body Count. Landing during the waning days of hair metal and catering more to alt-rock and thrash, it's worth checking out."




[←1083]
 Search YouTube for: Hard N Heavy cartoons




[←1084]
 Developed by CyberConnect2 for PS3 and X360, published by Capcom, released February 2012; bizarre anime-influenced multigenre brawler, with Hindu and Buddhist and sci-fi themes
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