




Twenty-three years on, we 
finally reach our destination
As the technology advances, so those basic vector graphics give way to 
polygons with light-sourced shading, texture mapping, transparency and 
so on. And the ultimate experience is to actually wander around that 
virtual world and interact with it in three dimensions, using stereo 
eyephones to see the world and motion sensors to track your position.
 An extract from the editorial intro of Edge issue three there, from 1993. 
Its cover may have featured fighting game Rise Of The Robots, but this 
edition was big on the promise of virtual reality, with “all the experts” 
insisting that “true VR in your living room or on your desktop is only about 
12 months down the line”. In reality it took more than two decades, but 
interactive technology, fed by the emergence of strange new concepts 
such as, er, eyephones, was a slippery proposition in the early ’90s. 
 Today, Rez Infinite can take you to the places we dreamt of within these 
pages all those years ago. And the beauty of Tetsuya Mizuguchi’s game is 
that it is as powerful an experience to people who weren’t born when 
Edge came into being as it is to people seasoned enough to have read 
issue one. We’ve banged the VR drum often within these pages since 
putting Oculus Rift on the cover nearly 50 issues ago, so it’s been a buzz 
to see so many people respond to PSVR’s launch so enthusiastically. 
 Since this is a landmark issue, it deserves a list of landmark games, but 
this time around we’ve put our own feelings aside for a change and made 
room for the likes of David Braben, Neil Druckmann and Hideo Kojima to 
tell us which is the best title released since the first issue of Edge was 
published on August 19, 1993. They share their views on p56.
 For our cover, we chose a game with a history that dates back even 
further than our own. Final Fantasy XV may not use those new-fangled 
motion sensors to track your position, but Square Enix’s game defies 
expectations in its own ways. We join Noctis and his companions for a 
far-reaching exploration of this imposing, unique RPG on p70.

The Mario piece featured on 
this issue’s exclusive art poster  
is the first run by Jon Eckersley 
(@ecksandwhy) at “painting a 
portrait of a game character 
as if they came to sit for me”. 
It’s intended to be part of a 
series, with many more iconic 
characters planned in this 
style for the future. For more 
incredible pixel artwork from 
Mike (@likemikenguyen) and 
Vic Nguyen (@cowceda), 
creators of our poster’s Street 
Fighter lineup, see the recent 
Edge special edition The Art 
Of The Pixel (bit.ly/artofpixel).
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for more content online
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36 Dead Rising 4
 PC, Xbox One

40 Pyre
 PC, PS4

44 Snake Pass
 PC

46 Hello Neighbor 
 PC

48 Nidhogg 2
 PC, PS4

50 A Light In Chorus 
 PC

52 Hype Roundup

Play

102 Battlefield 1
 PC, PS4, Xbox One

106 Gears Of War 4
 PC, Xbox One

110 Mafia III
 PC, PS4, Xbox One

112 RIGS Mechanized
 Combat League
 PSVR
 
114 Civilization VI
 PC

116 Rez Infinite
 PS4, PSVR

117 Thumper
 PC, PS4, PSVR

118 SuperHyperCube
 PSVR

119 Battlezone
 PSVR, Rift

120 Batman Arkham VR
 PSVR

121 PlayStation 
 VR Worlds
 PSVR
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The market didn’t like it, of course. 
When, on October 20, Nintendo 

finally unveiled its vision for its next 
generation of console hardware – a 
system that functions both as handheld 
and home console, slotting into a dock 
connected to a TV – its share price fell 
6.6 per cent. The following day it fell 
again. Out rolled the doom-mongers, 
pointing out that this was even worse than 
the 5 per cent dip that followed the Wii 
U announcement – and we all know how 
that turned out. Context tells a different 
story: Nintendo is having a good year, 
sales down but profits up, the Pokémon 
Go craze sending its stock soaring, the 
unveiling on Apple’s stage of Super 
Mario Run boosting the company’s share 
price by a further 25 per cent. When 
you’re in decent health, you can handle  
a bit of a sniffle. But investors have been 
calling for Nintendo to move into mobile 
for years, and now it has finally done so, 
the investment community was always 
going to turn its nose up at anything else. 
Yet many of the market’s concerns about 
Switch were mirrored in the reactions of 
people who actually play games, rather 
than simply speculate on them.  

We’ll get to that, but forgive us for 
going against all the doom and gloom: 
there’s a lot about Switch to like. After the 
false dawns of PSP and Vita, with their 
promises of ‘console-quality’ games on 
the move undermined by cut-down ports 
and suboptimal controls, Switch is the first 
to offer true console gaming on the move, 
an irresistible prospect that has, until now, 
always seemed tantalisingly out of reach. 
While Wii U’s second screen offered a 
level of portability, it was nothing like this, 

the device’s meagre range, and the fact 
that not even all games supported it, 
meaning that its USP was compromised 
from the get-go. Now, you can simply 
snap your Switch out of its dock, put it  
in your bag, and take it anywhere in the 
world. If that doesn’t interest you, you 
may be reading the wrong magazine. 

Yet for all that that feels like the future, 
Switch’s use of cartridges – the first home 
console since N64 to do so – is a jarring 
echo of the past. Clearly the device’s 
portability is the driving factor in the 
decision, but it also feels 
like something of a 
statement. The process of 
playing games on disc has 
become bloated and 
cumbersome: its lengthy 
installs, hefty patch 
downloads and the sort of 
loading times we haven’t 
seen since the ZX Spectrum 
era are the new normal. 
Tolerable in the home, 
perhaps, but not on the move; a system 
with the power of a home console but the 
user experience of a handheld is a smart, 
tantalising prospect.

There are significant benefits to 
Nintendo too, which in turn will benefit its 
players. The company’s avowed struggles 
with adjusting to the era of HD game-
making left a series of chasms in Wii U’s 
software schedule, particularly after 
thirdparty support had dried up. 
Nintendo restructured its teams to speed 
up development, but clearly supporting 
3DS and Wii U at the same time was  
too much. By unifying its handheld and 

console businesses, that job becomes a 
lot easier. We should see more games, 
more frequently, from the greatest game 
developer on the planet, thanks to its 
singular focus – with updates to undersold 
Wii U exclusives such as Splatoon and 
Mario Kart 8, shown off in the 
announcement video, helping plug the 
gaps. Crucially, games that have in the 
past been primarily portable will now be 
available in the home. Monster Hunter 
seems a certainty, and if the next mainline 
Pokémon games are Switch exclusive, 
investors the world over will be eating 

their calculators.
That, in turn, may foster 

a more sustainable level of 
thirdparty support. Little of 
that was on show in the 
announcement – just two 
non-Nintendo games were 
seen, and Bethesda was 
quick to point out that it 
hasn’t officially announced 
Skyrim or anything else for 
Switch – but a subsequent 

press release claims the support of almost 
50 companies. We shouldn’t read too 
much into that – everyone is on board in 
the early days of a new Nintendo system 
– but if the device sells well, and to 
players with an appetite for more than 
just the big firstparty releases, this could 
be the best-supported home Nintendo 
console in generations. 

But that’s a big ‘if’. The dominant 
concern is over whether it will sell – and 
even what its target audience is. Tellingly, 
the announcement video was filled solely 
with young adults, with nary a child or 
granny in sight. That may be a simple 

on or off?
Nintendo’s Switch is a hybrid of handheld and home 
console. Can it recapture the company’s glory days?
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We should see 
more games,  
more frequently, 
from the greatest 
game developer  
on the planet

switch hunters
With no official specs 
due to be revealed 
until next year, the 
rumour mill has spun 
into overdrive. The 
Switch screen, we’re 
told, is 720p and 
capacitive multitouch, 
two big leaps forward 
from Wii U’s GamePad. 
Expect more details  
to leak in the coming 
months. We’ll next 
hear from Nintendo 
officially on January 
13, when an event in 
Japan is expected to 
yield a launch lineup 
and release date. The  
latter may already 
have been outed  
by Capcom, which 
announced Monster 
Hunter XX, a new 3DS 
game with a curious 
save-file transfer 
function, for release 
on March 17 in Japan.
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Detachable controllers, called Joy-Cons, can be 
used sideways for impromptu twoplayer sessions 
on the go. A classic controller, with stick placement 
mimicking Xbox controllers, will also be available.
As we send to press, unconfirmed reports claim the 
TV dock offers a power boost, though opinion is 
split on whether it contains more raw computing 
capacity, or better cooling to allow overclocking
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matter of knowing which demographic 
traditionally yields the most early 
adopters, but there’s a note of Nintendo 
accepting that the generations that gave 
it such success in the Wii and DS era 
have been lost forever to smartphones.  
It may no longer be too bothered  
about that, however. 
While Pokémon Go  
was Niantic’s success, it 
catapulted Nintendo into 
the mobile-gaming public 
consciousness, and made 
the Kyoto company a  
few quid in the process. 
Meanwhile, one  
notable analyst expects 
Super Mario Run to  
reach a billion-and- 
a-half downloads. 

Elsewhere, concerns persist over  
the device’s power, an inevitable 
consequence of Nintendo’s curious 
decision to announce Switch in late 
October and immediately say there’d be 
no more information until 2017. We 

know that it contains a custom version of 
Nvidia’s Tegra processor, used in mobile 
devices the world over; the Switch devkit 
reportedly contains the X1 chip, currently 
used in Nvidia’s 4K-video-capable, 
Android-based Shield TV. It clearly won’t 
be a match for Xbox One or PS4 in terms 

of raw processing power: 
Tegra’s USP is the balance 
it strikes between 
performance and power 
consumption, the latter 
essential for a mobile 
device. Battery life, then, is 
the more pressing concern 
– one report claims that the 
devkit lasts just three hours 
away from the dock.  
We wouldn’t expect a 

development unit to be fully optimised for 
gaming on the go, but given Nintendo’s 
recent form in this area it’s a valid 
concern. The launch 3DS’s battery was 
disappointing; the Wii U GamePad’s is 
dismal. If Switch’s battery life is up to 
scratch, players will forgive its relative 

lack of power; if not, Nintendo probably 
has another Wii U on its hands. 

Despite all that, it’s impossible not  
to be excited at something that, while 
perhaps not as radical a departure as 
Wii or DS, offers a truly new way to play 
console games. At a time when Microsoft 
and Sony are ever more intent on fusing 
us to our sofas, playing online within their 
console ecosystems in front of our TVs, 
Nintendo’s offering is, literally and 
figuratively, a breath of fresh air. n

TOP There is smoke and 
mirrors at work in the 
promo video: actors 
hold dummy consoles, 
with game footage 
pasted in on both 
Switch and TV screens.  
ABOVE Nintendo’s list  
of thirdparty Switch 
partners is great  
news for logo fans 
everywhere, though 
what it will looks  
like 12 months from 
now will be crucial
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Battery life is the 
more pressing 
concern – one 
report claims that 
the devkit lasts  
just three hours 
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The thousands of pages that have been 
printed in Edge’s first 300 issues have 

documented great change. Screenshots 
show game worlds and characters 
steadily evolving from angular planes of 
colour to nuanced places and people, 
while titles and editorials depict the rise 
and fall of trends, genres and companies. 
These incremental processes are constant, 
but it’s also possible to identify individual 
moments during Edge’s lifetime that have 
lead to lasting steps forward.

It’s often hard to judge these moments 
at the time they happen. Take Wii. For a 
few brief years it was the brightest light in 
the industry, a piece of hardware that 
seemed to have rewritten the rules of 
control and have finally opened 
videogames into the true mainstream. 
Producing superlative software and 
marketing it with laser vision, Nintendo 
grew gratifyingly fat and rich on Wii’s 
fortunes, but looking back at it today, did 
Wii really change anything? Watching 
their purchases gather dust under the TV, 
a lot of those new players likely didn’t 
buy another console, and motion controls 
have been gently forgotten outside of VR. 
And under all that thunder, quieter, more 
significant things were happening.

Here is our take on the ten things in 
Edge’s 300-issue story to date that have 
done most to shape the present – and 
possible future – of videogames.

 
PlayStation (December 1994) 
It was inspired by a desire for revenge  
on Nintendo and developed inside a 
corporation that broadly despised the 
idea of stooping to make something as 
base as videogames. And yet Sony’s 

PlayStation reinvented the industry with a 
perfect combination of hardware, 
software, business strategy and 
marketing. Sony’s entry to the industry 
was Ken Kuturagi’s triumph, equipped 
with a CD-ROM drive and 3D 
capabilities that beat practical 
expectations when they were being 
designed and kept the console relevant 
for years to come. Sony Computer 
Entertainment pitched videogames to  
an older, more sophisticated audience 
than ever, a generation that had grown 
up with Nintendo and Sega and was 
ready for more. It ditched 
mascots in favour of strong 
lifestyle statements through 
music and graphic design, 
while behind the scenes it 
opened up the console 
market to developers, 
paving the way for a  
vast and varied library  
of software by ditching 
prohibitive development 
licences and glacial 
cartridge production. PlayStation 
reinvented the console, encouraging  
risk-taking and ambition that carried 
videogames into a new era.

 
Super Mario 64 (June 1996) 
Super Mario 64 stole the attention of a 
generation when it emerged in 1996. 
Not just because it was a launch game 
for a console but also because it was the 
moment games fully grasped a new 
dimension of play. Super Mario 64 
transfixed the world with vibrant 
presentation and imaginative worlds filled 
with surprises and diverse challenges, 

and which responded to players’ every 
interaction. Until then, 3D games hadn’t 
managed to fully connect players with 
virtual worlds to explore, labouring under 
awkward controls and restrictive 
movement. But Super Mario 64 solved 
them with designs that have been cribbed 
from and reused ever since. It mapped 
360 degrees of movement to the N64 
controller’s analogue stick, giving  
Mario unparalleled expression through 
movement; it understood the significance 
of the camera, assigning it a character, 
and the player control over it. And yet, 

despite being underpinned 
by profound invention, 
Mario 64 is treasured for 
its inviting polish and 
colour. It was the moment 
the third dimension  
became a playground.

 
Dual Analog  
(April 1997) 
The modern game 
controller monolithic:  

four face buttons on the right, D-pad, 
shoulder buttons, and two joysticks. Its 
standardisation is such that today it’s  
hard to think that it could be anything 
different, but the ’90s was a period of 
many experiments into analogue control, 
from Namco’s NeGcon to Nintendo’s 
N64 controller. Then, in 1997, Sony 
released a design featuring two identical 
joysticks, first in the form of the Dual 
Analog, with its concave-tipped sticks, 
and six months later, the DualShock, 
which refined the design and added 
rumble. Games didn’t immediately exploit 
Dual Analog’s flexibility, but over time, 

an edge ten 
Looking across 300 issues’ worth of videogame evolution, 
what are the ten most important innovations of our time?

12

It understood the 
significance of the 
camera, assigning 
it a character,  
and the player 
control over it

nearlY, BUT  
noT QUITe
With selection comes 
exclusion. Out of every 
innovation that didn’t 
make the cut, which 
are the most notable? 
    With novel control 
systems, Wii appeared 
to create new markets 
for videogames until 
smartphones neatly 
supplanted it. The  
N64 controller’s stick 
introduced analogue 
to consoles, but have 
you played GoldenEye 
lately? Long debates 
were had about  
3dfx’s Voodoo1, the 
dedicated graphics 
card that established 
PC’s technical lead 
over consoles. There’s 
Kickstarter, through 
which developers 
could circumvent 
publishers for a few 
years, until too many 
promises were broken 
and only big names 
started attracting 
attention. And there’s 
Call Of Duty 4, which 
reinvigorated the 
online FPS and built  
an empire. All were 
transformational, but 
none quite so much  
as our final ten.
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Taking control of Mario in Super Mario 64 was a revelation thanks to Nintendo’s incorporation of an analogue 
stick with its N64. When Sony placed two sticks and another pair of shoulder buttons on its PlayStation controller 
to create the Dual Analog (refined in the Dual Shock, below) in 1997, it felt like a solution looking for a problem  
– until, that is, developers began exploring the opportunities. The fundamental design is still intact 19 years later

For a while, we looked 
optimistically towards  
32bit hardware such as 
Panasonic’s 3DO Interactive 
Multiplayer. Then Sony’s 
PlayStation happened
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across FPS, platformers, driving games 
and many other genres, they learned its 
strengths and weaknesses, and consistent 
control schemes emerged that became 
the way you play today. From Wii 
Remote to Steam Controller, attempts 
have been made to counter issues with 
Dual Analog’s complexity of buttons and 
precision, but none have dislodged its 
fundamental design. The standards and 
strictures of Dual Analog’s inputs continue  
to shape game design. What would  
play be like without it?

 
Xbox Live (November 2002) 
It took a corporation of Microsoft’s 
structure – systems-led, resource-rich, 
strategy-heavy – to build the model for  
a unified online gaming network. With 
Xbox Live came a systematised approach 
to online play: a single username across 
all games, friends lists, voice chat and 
downloadable content. It took some pluck 
on Microsoft’s part, requiring that users 
had access to broadband, which lacked 
penetration at the time, and demanding 
that the Xbox hardware came equipped 
with a then-vast 8GB hard drive to ensure 
there was space to store data. But this 
risk ensured Live had value from the off, 
value on which Microsoft has built ever 
since. Live began to truly find its stride 
with Halo 2, which built an interface  
to online play that all would follow: a 
lobby system, an easy way to invite your 
friends to play, and most importantly 
matchmaking. No longer would players 
have to set up and host games and hope 
other players could find them. Xbox Live 
had brought online play to the masses.

 
World Of Warcraft  
(November 2004) 
EverQuest had paved the way for the 
massively multiplayer online game, but for 
all its popularity it didn’t create a culture 
in the way that World Of Warcraft did. 
WOW was the moment the MMORPG 
broke from curio to phenomenon, a shift 
that led to stories of young Hollywood 
execs conducting business meetings not 
on the golf course but in the Hillsbrad 
Foothills, and major news features about 
Chinese gold farmers. Even its memes – 
remember 2005’s Leeroy Jenkins? – broke 
the consciousness of the wider world. 

World Of Warcraft raised a genre into 
such awareness that it often seemed to 
eclipse the traditional videogame. And 
perhaps it really did. It hooked a 
playerbase of social diversity in terms  
of age, gender, nationality and even 
economic background that games have 
rarely managed – at least not as 
discernibly. The wider industry, rushing to 
emulate its capacity to capture players’ 
time and passion, soon 
appropriated its language 
of levelling, quest-givers, 
raids, cooldowns and 
‘deliver me 7 Plainstrider 
Feathers’, infusing it into  
all genres – both for  
better and worse.

 
Steam  
(November 2004) 
When Steam was 
launched in 2003, it was as a platform 
for keeping Valve’s games updated and 
secure against piracy and hacking. Then 
it was one of a number of services 
designed to tame the increasingly tangled 
sprawl of mods, patches and rampant 
piracy that was building up around PC 
games. But Steam always had the 
ambition of being PC gaming’s storefront. 
Now it plays a central role in the industry, 
a social and commercial behemoth that 
writes the rulebook on online storefront 
and community design, with a playerbase 
numbering in the millions. It was in 
November 2004, with Half-Life 2 making 

Steam an obligatory install, that it fully 
burst into players’ consciousnesses. Ever 
since, Valve has applied its visionary 
customer-centric philosophy to Steam. Its 
evolving features and policies are often 
controversial, whether sales, user reviews 
or Greenlight, but they’ve a knack of 
being copied by other storefronts, and 
have led to Steam serving equally 
players, big games, niche interests  

and burgeoning leftfield 
creativity to make PC the 
vibrant platform it is today.

 
YouTube (April 2005) 
Most first experiences of a 
videogame today are from 
watching video playing in 
a web browser. Whether 
it’s trailers, Let’s Plays or 
streams, web video has 
changed the way games 

are marketed, how they’re designed and 
how they’re played, to such a degree 
that sharing video of gameplay is now 
built into consoles and video-card drivers. 
From the first video that was uploaded to 
it in 2005, it took YouTube several years 
to fully spark its revolution, but it now 
makes legitimate stars of its video makers. 
The way they present games – screaming 
to horror sequences, torturing ragdolls, 
showcasing mods, commentating 
tournament play – has shaped fortunes 
and entire genres, making massive 
successes of what once would have  
been deemed niche titles, such as Goat 
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Live began to truly 
find its stride with 
Halo 2, which  
built an interface  
to online play that 
all would follow

The features that exist within the Minecraft universe are potent in themselves, but the game’s influence on 
the wider world shouldn’t be underestimated: today, you can’t move on PC for games offering DIY elements



YouTube is often bemoaned for giving a platform 
to screeching morons, but look harder and you’ll 
find great game-focused channels such as Mark  
Brown’s absorbing Game Maker’s Toolkit (above)  

Apple’s iPhone 3GS and 
Microsoft’s Xbox 360 
were both outstanding 
pieces of hardware,  
but their software 
ecosystems deserve 
much credit, too

Halo 2, Half-Life 2 and World Of 
Warcraft all made use of online 
connectivity in game-changing ways
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Simulator, and ramshackle doodles, such 
as Roblox creations. Video has explicitly 
encouraged the growth of open-ended 
videogames which allow players to 
express themselves by sharing thousands 
of hours of footage. It might be facing 
pressure from the likes of Twitch, but 
YouTube remains the leader of the form.

 
Xbox 360 (November 2005) 
Xbox 360 transcended a disaster that 
would’ve killed lesser consoles. The Red 
Ring Of Death cost Microsoft over a 
billion dollars, a major hardware defect 
in a machine that was otherwise perfect 
for its time – as well as the eight years 
that followed. Like Xbox, 360’s hardware 
was straightforward for developers to 
work with, allowing them to unlock its 
power quickly and yet with enough 
overhead that even at the end of the 
cycle, games for 360 could just about 
hold a candle to their PC counterparts. 
360 introduced consoles to HD (well, 
720p), as well as free downloadable 
firmware updates which allowed it to be 
moulded to the needs of its time. Major 
features and services were added, as 
well as a dashboard redesign that 
reseated it as an online multimedia 
device. Xbox Live Arcade and Indie 
Games, meanwhile, opened the console 

to small and indie developers, arguably 
kickstarting the indie revolution. These 
lasting achievements – not to mention 
Achievements, and wireless controllers  
as standard – are why Red Rings are a 
footnote in the 360 story, not its headline.

 
Minecraft (May 2009) 
It took just five years for Minecraft to grow 
from tinkerings shared on TIGSource to a 
global enterprise that was acquired by 
Microsoft for $2.5 billion. Along the  
way, the game founded the careers of 
YouTube celebrities, started successful 
multiplayer networks, and opened the 
eyes of a generation to the pleasures  
of videogames. Its genius is in how it 
satisfies the mind and synapses at every 
level. At first, the raw thrill of surviving a 
night. Then, the discovery of diamonds 
that mean building a Nether portal is 
within reach. Later, the painstaking 
creation of a redstone computer or a city 
with your friends. Still later, the release of 
a full mod that builds on the core game. 
Through a lens of open-ended creativity, 
of finding your own way through a 
practically infinite world of adventure, 
Minecraft has forged new expectations 
for what videogames can and should be, 
as well as helped teach its players how 
to make games themselves. We’ve yet to 

see the true fruits of what this generation 
will make, but it’s sure to be inspirational.

 
iPhone 3GS (June 2009) 
Nintendo’s DS trailblazed touch controls, 
but they found their true calling on iPhone. 
Nokia’s Snake is one of the most-played 
mobile games of all time, but it took 
iPhone to make a cultural phenomenon 
out of this type of handheld play. The first 
iPhone’s individual components weren’t 
by themselves revolutionary, but the way 
Apple brought together and refined them 
led to a product that absolutely was. 
With the release of iPhone 3GS in 2009 
came the opening of the App Store, 
which allowed any developer to release 
games on a platform with a burgeoning 
userbase, a playground for interaction 
design and excellent 70/30 business 
terms. IPhone made mobile the largest 
market for videogames. It’s where all 
kinds of people play and where all kinds 
of games live, including experiments into 
mobile’s unique features – connectivity, 
location, social interaction and video 
imaging – as well as monetisation 
techniques. Today, only the strongest 
could survive on the App Store if it wasn’t 
for Apple’s tasteful curation of notable 
releases. Such are the responsibilities  
for building something transformative. n



Knowledge
esports

Las Vegas might be famous for its 
‘gaming’, but there the term has a 

very different meaning. Its connection to 
videogames has so far been limited to 
the Evolution Championship Series, an 
annual fighting-game event, and the 
occasional Halo tournament. That, 
though, is about to change: a permanent 
esports venue, owned by Millennial 
Esports, is soon to throw open its doors.

Having recently formed through the 
merger of digital esports company Pro 
Gaming League and financial firm 
Stratton Corp, Millennial Esports had  
its choices when it came to selecting a 
location for its first venue. But, as CEO 
Alex Igelman tells us, “Las Vegas was a 
no-brainer. Vegas is the entertainment 
capital of the world and 
esports is the entertainment 
of the 21st century.” 
Igelman hopes that 
Millennial Esports’ new 
venue will make it the first 
company to bring esports 
and Vegas together in a 
meaningful way.

Picking a location 
within Vegas, you’d have 
thought the Strip would be 
the first place on the list. Home to 
mammoth casino resorts such as the 
Bellagio, the Mirage and Caesar’s 
Palace, it’s 4.2 miles of neon-studded 
razzmatazz. NASA has declared it the 
brightest place on Earth. Surely it’s the 
dream location? But Igelman says, “The 
Strip was never a consideration for us, as 
we wanted to launch where the action 
was.” That ‘action’ is now downtown. 

Once considered a no-go area, 
downtown Vegas has evolved through 
more than 20 years of investment and 
renovation. So much so that it’s now 
Vegas’s trendiest destination, thanks 

largely to Fremont Street, the ‘second 
Strip’. A buzzing hub of entertainment, 
Fremont Street is visited by 15 million 
tourists each year who take in its hotels, 
casinos and clubs, and shop in its 
50,000-square-foot mall, Neonopolis. 

It’s inside Neonopolis that Millennial 
Esports’ new venue is under construction, 
and it’s hard to imagine a better location. 
“Neonopolis is a great venue and is 
smack dab in the middle of downtown,” 
Igelman says. “It truly is a hidden gem.” 
Occupying 15,000ft on the third floor,  
in a space that was previously a cinema, 
the venue will be cut in half to create  
two distinct, but connected, spaces.  
“The first is an area to facilitate large  
LAN tournament play and viewing parties 

and it will house our 
interactive experiences,” 
Igelman says. “The second 
is the arena, where the 
arena-play and event  
finals will take place.”   

Inside, you’ll find  
the conventional seats  
and stage of any other 
venue, but there’ll also be 
top-of-the-line broadcast 

and production equipment. That’s 
because it’s intended to be not just an 
arena, but a studio too. “It will operate  
as an esports hub and interactive venue 
with the ability to host and broadcast 
videogame tournament campaigns  
hosted by Millennial Esports, game 
publishers and partners,” company 
president Chad Larsson tells us. 

The venue is already set to host  
the North American finals of the Halo 
Championship Series Open Circuit when 
it opens in November. Thereafter, Larsson 
is bullish about growth and hopes to  
work with a variety of developers and 

publishers from across the competitive-
gaming spectrum. “We’re game-agnostic 
and plan to collaborate with as many 
publishers as possible,” he says. 
“Exposure from tournament broadcasts 
and in-person spectators will drive  
growth and total reach for the company.” 
This in turn, he hopes, will provide 
incentive for partners and gaming 
enthusiasts to both visit the venue  
and work with Millennial Esports.

Echoes of the company’s 
developments in Vegas can be seen 
across the globe. With revenue from 
esports estimated to grow to $1.1 billion 
by 2019, events and tournaments are  
on the rise the world over as companies 
vie for a slice of the action. But to date, 
most events have taken place in venues 
designed for other sports: Toronto’s Air 
Canada Centre, for instance, traditionally 
home to ice hockey and basketball, 
hosted more than 15,000 fans for the 
League Of Legends North America finals 
in August. Esports, however, offers unique 
challenges and is both requiring and 
deserving of dedicated venues. That, in  
a nutshell, is what Millennial Esports is  
all about: providing a dedicated space 
to cater for all of esports’ needs.

Igelman estimates that similar venues 
will become commonplace: “As esports 
moves more into the mainstream, it only 
makes sense that venues are built that can 
accommodate amateur and professional 
competitive gameplay and act as a 
meeting spot for like-minded people.”

Vegas is the logical place to start.  
If Millennial’s plan comes off, this  
could be a landmark moment in the 
development of esports, the moment 
where competitive games stepped out  
of borrowed stadia and into a neon-
flecked home of its own. Uncommonly  
for Las Vegas, it seems like a safe bet. n

Billion-dollar baby
A permanent esports venue in the heart  
of Las Vegas? Someone’s onto a winner
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“Vegas is the 
entertainment 
capital of the world 
and esports is the 
entertainment of 
the 21st century”

From top Millennial 
Esports CEO Alex 
Igelman and  
company president 
Chad Larsson



ABoVE One of Larsson’s biggest tournaments to date, the Halo 
Championship Series Open Circuit. rIGHt Twitch is one of the 
primary sources of exposure for companies such as Millennial

A behemoth mall, vibrantly  
lit like it’s stepped out of Tron, 
Neonopolis typifies Las Vegas 
in many ways. It’s also home 
to the Heart Attack Grill

Larsson’s Pro Gaming League 
ran the Pokkén Tournament 
Championship Series last 
spring. We can expect similar 
production values in Vegas 

ALL BETS  
ArE OFF
Will Vegas’s relaxed 
gambling laws mean 
betting at matches?

Walk through the crowd 
at the Evo fighting-game 
tournament and you 
quickly realise it isn’t only 
held in Las Vegas for the 
size of its venues. Yet 
Igelman downplays any 
suggestion gambling was 
a factor in Millennial’s 
decision to set up shop in 
Vegas. “We don’t intend 
to apply for a gaming 
licence or offer any 
gambling in our venue,” 
he says. “But there are 
plenty of licensed  
gaming companies in  
Las Vegas that could offer 
gambling on esports.  
It will only be a matter  
of time for the Nevada 
Gaming Commission to 
approve and regulate 
esports wagering, as  
well as, potentially, 
skill-based gambling.”
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Reign woe island
Kitfox Games braces itself for a coming storm
The Shrouded Isle, developer Kitfox Games 
explains, is a ‘cult village management 
simulator’. If nothing else, Kitfox should  
be applauded for making the management 
sim genre sound ominous, but there’s an 
intriguing game lying behind its grimy, 
monochromatic lime visuals. You must  
ensure the prosperity of the five families,  
each one vying for power, which reside in 
your village – and decree regular (and non-
voluntary) sacrifices along the way in order  
to appease a cruelly dispassionate god.

“In The Shrouded Isle, there is no hope of 
salvation,” says writer and producer Tanya  
X Short. “The gods are not here to help and 
love you – the only god your people know of 
is to be feared, because it’s apathetic at best.”

Every season you must assign tasks to 
each of the five houses – Cadwell, Efferson, 
Blackborn, Kegnni and Iosefka – ensuring  
that you provide enough food and shelter to 
your constituents, while being careful not to 
break their spirit with all that ritual murder.

“The striking visual style helps cement the 
idea that you are struggling to survive in an 
uncaring cosmos,” Short continues. “The 
original [Ludum Dare] prototype lovingly 
digested fragments of Lovecraft, The Wicker 
Man and Darkest Dungeon, and as the game 
continues to develop, I hope players will  
see more elements of Slavic pre-Christian 
beliefs seeping in as well.”

The sacrifices commence when The 
Shrouded Isle releases on PC in February. n

Knowledge
The Shrouded ISle
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Artist Erica June Lahaie 
first used The Shrouded 
Isle’s palette in a sketch, 
but found the unsettling 
combination to be a 
perfect fit for the game
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Soundbytes
Game commentary in snack-sized mouthfuls

“we are coasting  
on novelty, and the 
initial wonder of being 
something people have 
never seen before. But  
we need to start judging 
ourselves. Not on a curve, 
but in an absolute sense.”

“If democracy is a 
computer game, and 
Hillary is completing 
women’s 100-year 
quest to get to the  
Oval Office, it kind 
of makes sense 
that this would  
be the final boss.”

If it helps, Oculus CTO  
John Carmack, we’re  
all judging Palmer Luckey

John Oliver puts the election 
race in terms we understand

“We shouldn’t let gaming 
turn into an art form that’s 
defined by a number. 
Nobody asks when you 
look at a painting, ‘How 
many colours were used?’”
We’ll remember this when Scorpio launches, Xbox head Phil Spencer

“We start with the goals 
we want to achieve. Power 
in and of itself is not a 
goal. The question is, 
what that power 
makes possible.”
To PlayStation 4 lead system architect Mark Cerny,  
the answer to that question was, unfortunately, Knack

arCade 
WaTCH
Keeping an eye on the 
coin-op gaming scene

Game Cruis’n Blast
Manufacturer Raw Thrills, Nintendo

Raw Thrills founder Eugene Jarvis  
was the man behind the original  
Cruis’n USA for Midway and 
Nintendo in 1994 – and then its 
two sequels – so it feels entirely 
fitting that his company should  
be reviving the well-known series 
for a new coin-op. With Cruis’n 
Blast, Raw Thrills hopes to 
capitalise on what it describes as 
“unprecedented player demand” 
within the arcade scene.

The globetrotting game takes 
in stages across locations such as 
London, Madagascar, Singapore, 
Rio De Janeiro and the baked 
tarmac of Death Valley. Tracks 
include on- and offroad sections, 
along with some stomach-
churningly big jumps. The titular 
Blast refers to a boost button 
that’ll send your car – selected 
from a garage that includes the 
Nissan GTR and Lamborghini 
Veneno – hurtling up to 200mph 
through inexplicably, but entirely 
endearingly, explosive scenery.

Cruis’n Blast is powered by  
an Nvidia GTX 750 Ti and uses a 
43in LED monitor. The relatively 
modest screen is surrounded, 
however, by some of the 1,000 
RGB LEDs that line the edges of 
the partially enclosed cabinet, 
ensuring – in the unlikely event 
that you miss the garishly 
coloured machine – that your  
eye is drawn by the rainbows 
flashing across its 
surface. All that 
visual noise is 
supported by  
Raw Thrills’ seat-
shaking Thrill-D 
Blaster audio 
system, and up 
to eight cabs  
can be linked 
together for 
multiplayer.  
Blast is due to 
reach arcades 
worldwide  
in January.





Duncan Beiny, better known as DJ 
Yoda, is an award-winning DJ who 

has pioneered his own unique style. He 
combines apparently disparate elements 
of pop culture to create his world-
renowned mixes and stunning audiovisual 
shows, and has also released three full-
length albums of original music. Beiny 
also took on an advisory role in the 
creation of DJ Hero, and is now working 
with events promoter GamerDisco on  
a History Of Gaming audiovisual show 
as part of the London Film Festival – a 
creation which he plans to tour next year. 

How did your involvement with History 
Of Gaming come about?
I really like theming my shows, and a lot 
of my mixes are themed. I’ve done an 
’80s one, a ’30s one and a country-and-
western one. A theme helps me focus the 
music and gives me a bit of direction. 
Swanny from GamerDisco is someone 
I’ve been in touch with about shows I’ve 
done in the past and at some point he 
said, “Why haven’t you done a full 
gaming show?” It was one of those things 
that was so obvious I can’t believe it 
hadn’t occurred to me before. When  
I’ve done audiovisual shows I’ve always 
included gaming stuff and a lot of the 
time it’s been the best part of the show.

Which gaming samples get a reaction?
It’s the stuff that most people know: Tetris, 
Super Mario, Angry Birds. With my AV 
shows they’re kind of bits and pieces;  
the sample sources can be anything – 
movies, TV shows, cartoons – and it’s just 
nice to have bits from games too. The 
reaction’s always been really big.

Given games’ rise in mainstream 
popularity, the timing works well.
The interesting thing to me coming from  
a hip-hop background is that you can 
really equate what’s happened with 
gaming to what’s happened with hip-hop. 
They were kind of born at the same time, 
they were both underground at the same 
time, and they’ve become pop culture at 
the same time. 

Is that a link you’ve explored in depth?
I always research the shows I do, and 
right now I’m researching the connection 
between hip-hop and videogames. From 
the very start there was a 
Sugarhill Gang record 
about going to the 
arcades – it’s a really shit 
record, but that’s beside 
the point [laughs]. They  
go hand in hand even 
today. There are people 
who’ve sampled from the 
start of computer game 
music and from the very start of hip-hop, 
and I think there are strong parallels 
between the two. 

When did games come into your life?
I had a Commodre 64 and then an Atari 
ST, so I go back, man! Elite really sticks 
in my memory, and the music is really 
ingrained in me too. But aside from Elite, 
the games I’ve loved the most are ones 
that don’t require a big time commitment. 
Street Fighter, Mario… My years at 
university were all Super Mario Kart – 
that was like three years of my life! 
Recently, [I’ve been playing] games on 
my phone: Arkanoid-type games, Tetris 

and Snake. Stuff that you can pick up 
and play. Longer stories and more 
immersive games are less my thing.

What was it like to be so closely 
involved in the creation of DJ Hero?
That was awesome. My whole thing with 
DJ-ing is when you get to take it out of its 
stereotypical environment. Any kind of 
DJ-ing that isn’t just 1am in the club, I’m 
interested in. When they approached me 
and explained what they were doing,  
I was immediately interested. We were 
trying to make a computer game out of 
DJ-ing and trying to break down all the 

different scratches that you 
do, the way you make 
mashups, etc, while still 
making it playable and fun 
for people. I worked with 
those guys throughout the 
development of the whole 
game, and it was amazing 
to get my own level. It was 
really satisfying, taking 

these two separate worlds I’m interested 
in and finding a way to merge them.

So what’s your favourite game?
I’m pretty old, so I’ve got a very strong 
emotional attachment to OutRun. I have 
really specific memories of playing the 
arcade machine as a kid – it was really 
glamorous, being set in California and 
driving a sports car with a hot blonde 
girlfriend! And OutRun still has my 
favourite game music of all time. I 
remember getting a cassette on the  
cover of a computer game magazine  
that had the soundtrack on it, and then  
I even found a version on vinyl too. n

Stranger trimS
Not content with just 
exploring the past 
with his History Of 
Gaming show at the 
BFI, Beiny will also be 
taking audiences back 
to the ’80s via Netflix 
show Stranger Things. 
His recently released 
mixtape, inspired by 
the show, proved so 
popular that he’s now 
put together a last-
minute tour. He’ll  
be playing the set 
throughout October 
and November –  
you can find out  
more information at 
www.djyoda.co.uk.

“You can really 
equate what’s 
happened with 
gaming to  
what’s happened 
with hip-hop”

my Favourite game 
DJ Yoda
Duncan Beiny on helping to turn turntablism into a game, using 
videogame samples in his sets, and cruising across California
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Alongside music, one of 
Beiny’s greatest passions is 
food. To that end, he has 
partnered with a friend to 
open a barbecue restaurant 
called Austen’s Smoke 
House, where he also 
regularly plays DJ sets
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webSITe
Moat Door Skip
bit.ly/moatdoorskip
Watching the highly skilled 
speedrunning community 
dismantle and reassemble 
Mario 64 over the years has 
been a source of continual 
fascination (tinged with no 
small amount of incredulity).  
In the scene’s latest 
development, a small group of 
players has not only managed 
to break the world record for 
an any-per-cent playthrough – 
in the process wiping  
around 39 seconds from the 
previous record, which is the 
largest single improvement 
since 2007 – but achieved it by 
unlocking what’s described as 
the “holy grail” of Mario 64 
sequence breaks, the Moat 
Door Skip, which requires 
frame-perfect timing. This 
detailed, jargon-heavy writeup 
of the technique, which is 
presented alongside a video  
of the world-beating run, is 
well worth a look even if 
you’re not into speedrunning.

VIdeo
From Bedrooms To 
Billions: The Amiga Years
bit.ly/amigayears
The follow-up to Anthony and 
Nicola Caulfield’s celebrated 
From Bedroom To Billions 
documentary was released 
earlier this year, but it’s now 
available as a two-disc special 
edition with a litany of extras. 
The film itself charts the rise 
of Amiga – from the coalition 
of Atari and Apple employees 
through to the A500’s game-
making revolution – and 
includes passionate testimony 
from those involved in 
both the creation of the 
machines and the games that 
demonstrated their power.  
It’s a little dense at times,  
but as packed with nostalgic 
footage as it is insight.

web game
Peter Panic
bit.ly/peterpanic
Peter Panic is, according to 
indie developer and former 
theatre actor James Marion, 
the “world’s first minigame 
musical”. The game casts  
you as the eponymous Peter, 
who’s struggling to repair his 
dilapidated hometown theatre. 
To raise cash, you take a series 
of jobs that break up your  
day into Bishi Bashi-style 
microgames in which you sort 
paperwork, pack boxes and,  
er, avoid cannon fire. All of 
your conversations with the 
oddbod cast take the form of 
amusing show tunes written 
by Ben Bonnema and guest 
composer Danny Baranowsky. 
Bizarrely, it even includes a 
level designed by Hidetaka 
‘Swery’ Suehiro. Peter Panic  
is a polished, wilfully silly 
distraction that’s free to  
start, but you’ll have to pay  
if you want to save your 
progress. We were charmed 
enough to do just that.

TweeTS
Is there any former EA exec that Zynga 
hasn’t hired at some point? It would be  
a great answer to a very boring Trivial 
Pursuit question.
Alex Hutchinson @BangBangClick
Creative director, Ubisoft Montreal

The NX will be called the ‘new Wii U  
I look just like Buddy Holly’.
Ian Dickson @SpectralHands
UK PR Manager, Square Enix Europe

What if getting Bad Hombres to trend  
was all a marketing plan for Red Dead 
Redemption 2?
Gavin Goulden @GavinGoulden
Lead character artist, Insomniac Games

Don’t tell the cops, but I’m letting my  
< 12 year old play PSVR. She is loving 
Wayward Sky! It’s a great game for kids, 
even if FORBIDDEN.
Tim Schafer @TimOfLegend
Founder, Double Fine

don’t R8 it
Novelty consoles are 
often sketchy, but an 
Audi-bonnet Xbox?

Unwatched 
A movie adaptation  
of Firewatch will  
add… what, exactly?

over the hill
Sunset arrives for the 
original Forza Horizon 
as its servers are closed

Stereo type
3D white text on a 
black background  
in VR doesn’t cut it

east and west
A new Nintendo console 

and RDR2 revealed on  
the same day? Nurse!

Field good
And a worthwhile 

Battlefield campaign? 
We’re being spoilt

ban Hammer
Storage Wars-style blind 

auctions for banned 
RuneScape players’ loot

Shock Valve
Steam is adding 

native DualShock 4 
support at last

When we weren’t doing everything else, we were thinking about stuff like this
THIS monTH on edge

continuebooK 
How To Be A Professional Gamer

bit.ly/fnaticpro
This is an aspirational tract for the young League Of  

Legends fan, focusing on Berlin-based esports team Fnatic.  
It’s formulaic stuff – a potted history of the game and its 

competitive scene; profiles of, and advice from, current Fnatic 
team members – and few will be surprised to learn that the 

best way to make it to the top is talent and hard work. But the 
book also adds some much-needed humanity to a sport where 
it is teams, not individuals, on which the spotlight shines. One 

player’s tale of decamping to Fnatic’s Berlin house, having 
never lived away from home before, is gently affecting. One for 
the Christmas stockings, naturally, but also for those seeking a 

handle on one of the fastest-growing pursuits on the planet.

quit
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Dispatches
christmas

objectivist philosophy, Deus Ex looked  
at power, Planescape: Torment examined 
mortality, and dozens of other games tackle 
as many different themes. But games also 
raise interesting issues. I don’t mean that 
they affect players’ opinions or stir up 
controversy, though of course they do  
all those things. And I don’t have in mind  
a philosophy or a critical theory of 
videogames here. I mean that there is 
something about videogames that raises 
unique issues for existing discussions –  
even those that, on the face of it, have 
nothing at all to do with videogames.
 Here is an example from philosophy  
and linguistics; it gets very specialist  

very quickly, but the general 
details are good enough. The 
expression ‘I’ appears to have  
a stable meaning: it appears 
always to pick out the speaker, 
but it may pick out different 
speakers every time it is used. 
Suppose that Larry and Cheryl 
each say, “I am playing Dark 
Souls”. In each case ‘I’ picks out 
the speaker, but it picks out 
Larry in one case and Cheryl in 
the other. The orthodox view is 

that this is all ‘I’ does, but there is also a wide 
variety of counter-examples. Suppose you 
say, “I’m out of petrol”. You almost certainly 
mean that your car is out of petrol, not that 
you are. The scenarios we have here are 
distinct: in the first, ‘I’ picks out the speaker; 
in the second, something other than the 
speaker. Videogames create a kind of mixed 
scenario, where from one point of view ‘I’ 
picks out the speaker, but from another 
something other than speaker. 
 Suppose I’m playing Dark Souls and ‘You 
Died’ flashes up on the screen. I say, “I died”. 
Obviously we judge that what I say is true. 
But now ask yourself what ‘I’ identifies here. 
If it picks out me, then either I’m dead or 
what I say is false. If it picks out something 
other than me – say, my avatar in Dark Souls 
– it seems to take something away from my 

sabotage
What’s this I’m hearing about Game stores 
attempting to charge for PlayStation VR test 
sessions? Strike me down, but that doesn’t 
seem like a very effective method of – for 
the lack of a better word – ‘selling’ this 
concept to the general public. In some 
respects this kind of action is sort of 
expected from the nation’s least favourite 
videogame outlet. Their prices for trading  
in games, for example, often end with me 
exiting the store with games still in hand.
 In all seriousness, I can’t imagine that 
Sony has given Game its support for doing 
this. It leaves a bitter taste in my mouth, 
especially when Sony is offering the same  
for free via their very enjoyable 
Future Of Play UK tour, which  
I tried out in Bristol.
 Obviously, those of us that 
keep up with the current and 
topical developments that 
surround all things gaming and 
virtual reality through reading 
this very magazine won’t be in 
danger of falling for the trick, 
but my worry goes to all of the 
innocent mums and dads who 
may be duped by their younger 
children. This attempt by Game to make a 
quick buck has led me to majorly question 
their ability to work in the gamer’s best 
interests, and as someone who is still 
debating whether or not to take the plunge 
into VR, one thing is for certain: if I do,  
I won’t be purchasing it from them. 
Aaron Potter

We lowered our expectations of the nation’s 
biggest game retailer a while ago, but this 
took us by surprise nonetheless. VR gives 
the high street its first real competitive 
advantage in years, and Game is throwing  
it away for the sake of a few fivers. Weird. 

me, myself and i
We agree that videogames can explore 
difficult questions. BioShock tackled 

Dialogue
Send your views, using 
‘Dialogue’ as the subject  
line, to edge@futurenet.com.  
Our letter of the month  
wins a New Nintendo  
3DS XL, supplied by 
the Nintendo UK store

Issue 299 “At least  
know what 
you’re getting. 
Well, unless 
you’re getting 
dodo feathers”
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become apparent until long after you think 
you’ve seen everything. In this instance, 
sometimes it’s better to have a broader  
range of opinions, because there’s really no 
accounting for taste. Edge itself has handed 
out 5s and 6s to games that I’ve considered 
worthy of higher scores, or been more 
forgiving over features that might be 
dealbreakers for other people – but all of this 
at least helps gamers to have an informed 
opinion, and when a magazine respects the 
intelligence of its readership, the readers  
will respond in kind.
 Three-hundred issues on, Edge might still 
not be for everyone, and that’s fine. Maybe 
the Internet hivemind can chime with a 
gamer’s opinion more than a magazine can at 
times, but when that magazine stands firm in 
its opinions, likes and dislikes, you at least 
know what you’re getting. Well, unless you’re 
getting dodo feathers or a weird Nintendo DS 
flap on the cover. Then it’s anyone’s guess.
Dan Gassis

Come on, Street Fighter III: Third Strike was  
a 6, as you know full well. As for Turok 2, we 
simply have no idea what you’re on about.

’93 to infinity
As Edge approaches another landmark, I 
thought I’d take a moment to think back to 
issue one and the important role videogames 
have played in shaping my life. My first 
exposure to Edge predates E1: a work 
colleague was friends with a member of the 
original design team, and gave me a copy of 
issue zero. I knew it was something special,  
a publication that could report on my hobby 
with the maturity and respect it deserved.
 In the years before the Internet, Edge  
was my only source for serious gaming news 
and I eagerly awaited its arrival, visiting my 
local newsagent daily as the on-sale day 
approached and devouring each new issue  
in a single sitting, before returning again  
and again to pore over what the Future Of 
Interactive Entertainment had in store. I’ll 
admit there’s a part of me that is nostalgic 

for the mystery and excitement of those  
pre-Internet days. 
 Edge was by no means my introduction  
to gaming. However, E1, published as it was 
during my early 20s, coincided with my first 
real disposable income and a growing desire 
for a more mature approach to gaming. 
 Indeed, rather than my having grown out 
of videogames, videogames have grown up 
with me. More than any other medium they 
have been the soundtrack to my years and 
Edge has been there every step of the way – 
a consistent presence through the ups and 
downs of life. The old Edge forum led to  
lasting friendships and indirectly to meeting 
my wonderful wife, a non-gamer who has 
never once begrudged the time and money  
I have spent on my hobby because she can 
see the immense pleasure it brings me. 
 It’s impossible to capture the astonishing 
artistic and creative trajectory documented 
in the 299 issues of Edge in this short 
tribute. But if you had told me in the early 
’90s the incredible Ridge Racer arcade visuals 
on the cover of E3 would soon be coming to 
home consoles, or the prerendered Wipeout 
image on the cover of E21 would one day look 
primitive next to its realtime sequels, I would 
have probably exploded with excitement.  
 The idea that gamers across the planet 
would battle and cooperate with each other 
in massive online worlds, or that fans would 
fill stadiums to watch their gaming heroes 
battle it out on giant screens – it would have 
seemed about as likely as The Lawnmower 
Man becoming a reality. Yet here I am, one 
month from E300 with my PSVR, and I’m 24 
all over again. It’s astonishing, I love it, but  
I also know I’ve been here before. This is just 
the beginning. E600 is going to be a belter!
David Steer

Due to our famous modesty, we have to  
cast aside dozens of letters consisting of 
unrelenting praise each and every month, 
but you’re only 300 once, so we’ll let this 
one in. Enjoy your New 3DS, David, and 
thanks for joining us for the ride. n

failure. It’s as if ‘You Died’ is not something  
I really need to learn from. So neither the 
thought that ‘I’ picks out me nor the thought 
that ‘I’ picks out something other than me 
sits very comfortably here.
 The obvious question now is: what is it 
about videogames that raises this sort of 
issue? The answer seems equally obvious: 
interactivity. It is because videogames 
involve a real-life object – the player – in 
simulated environments from which curious 
issues for existing theories of language, 
thought and other areas arise. The challenge 
is to get gamers and theorists to appreciate 
that there is something very curious going 
on, and to begin looking at it in more detail.
Dr Leo Tarasov

Hmm. Lots of letters from doctors of late. 
An interesting point, Leo, but would you 
mind having a quick look at this rash?

they reminisce over you
Back in October 1993, my only sources  
of gaming news and opinion came from  
word of mouth at school and the specialist 
press. Compared to the constant feed of 
information we have today, it was a bit of a 
dark age, but that just made the anticipation 
of the latest news and reviews so much 
greater. Of course, the obsession over 
measures of quality – marks out of ten, 
percentage scores – was just as evident in 
1993, but with more faith placed in the 
magazines, and less disposable income in  
our pockets, we had to trust these measures. 
Today we live in a world where you have to 
go out of your way to avoid finding out too 
much about a game, and where leaks and paid 
exclusives are commonplace. It’s a testament 
to the quality of magazines such as Edge that 
readers will still patiently wait for monthly 
opinions and news while confused rumours 
and hurried opinions are elsewhere.
 Of course, opinions that take their time to 
emerge aren’t always flawless – everyone has 
had their Turok 2 moment, after all – and 
sometimes a game’s true colours won’t 
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discomforts: in imposing them, the 
videogame requires the player to finger-
dance along to what is essentially a 
predefined FMV sequence.

Of course the logical culmination of a 
desire to avoid any discomfort at all would be 
to consume nothing but “idle games”, those 
that actually play themselves. Possibly one 
could argue that, just as we can value sore 
muscles the day after exercise, or blistered 
fingers the day after a hard session’s guitar 
practice, we may notice joypad-induced 
clawhand with a kind of benign irony, and 
even suppose that if we are not threatening 

ourselves with RSI, we are not really 
sufficiently excited by whatever game it is 
that is at hand.

But on a recent session of the 
spectacularly beautiful Dariusburst: Chronicle 
Saviors, I felt very strongly that that having 
to press the fire button repeatedly really did 
not add anything to the experience, when so 
many shooters allow autofire with the button 
held down. It’s pointlessly uncomfortable 
– and also ridiculous when you think about 
the narrative context. Who exactly, in a sci-fi 
future of massive space battles, would design 
a fighter spaceship whose pilot had to 
button-mash the fire control rather than just 
holding it down? That would obviously be 
military-cybernetic insanity.

In any case, it turns out that removing the 
most egregious examples of unnecessary 
discomfort in videogames not only makes 
them better; it makes them more enjoyable, 
and to a wider variety of people. This is the 
lesson behind some entirely admirable buried 
options in Uncharted 4. This otherwise 
clichéd and unadventurous game is actually 
revolutionary in one way: it has an 
“accessibility” options menu, which allows 
the player to choose just to hold down a 
button when the game would otherwise 
require mashing it. This is a boon, of course, 
for people with disabilities (and was inspired 
for this reason), but it’s a boon for everyone, 
because as soon as videogame developers 
abandon the imposition of unnecessary 
discomfort — that not even all of their 
potential customers are physically able to 
submit to — they might free themselves to 
think of more creative cybernetic paradigms. 

Sure, in a few years I guess we’ll all be 
waving our hands around in VR and so there 
will be a new epidemic of elbow and shoulder 
problems. But until then our controllers 
would be better tools if we weren’t so often 
forced to act as though we were trying to 
break them.

You’re probably familiar with Bernard 
Suits’ famous definition of a game: it 
is, he says, “the voluntary attempt to 

overcome unnecessary obstacles”. I’ve never 
been quite satisfied with it myself. Aren’t  
all obstacles unnecessary, by definition? 
They get in your way when they shouldn’t.  
It is certainly not necessary, for example,  
to put hurdles in the middle of a running 
track. People from Usain Bolt to Mo Farah 
run their races happily without them. But  
the moment you decide to put the hurdles 
there, they become absolutely necessary to 
the performance of a 110m hurdles race.  
A game’s obstacles are necessary to the 
structure of the game: they define it. So let’s 
forget about obstacles and try this instead; 
videogames are the voluntary submission to 
unnecessary discomfort. 

In this, too, videogames have a lot in 
common with athletics, though with 
substantially less reward at the other end. 
But at least the similarity made sense with 
the spate of joystick-waggling sports games 
made for 1980s home computers. For those 
Edge readers too young to remember: you 
controlled an avatar of some sportsman, and 
his onscreen speed depended on how fast 
you could waggle a joystick from side to side 
– or, for those lacking joysticks, how rapidly 
you could press two keyboard buttons.

It should amaze and depress any observer 
of the otherwise rapid and admirable 
evolution of this art that, in 2016, so many 
big-budget high-quality games still feature 
the modern equivalent of joystick-waggling 
in completely unathletic contexts. You know 
the kind of thing: repeatedly pressing a 
joypad button very quickly in order to “help” 
your avatar lift a log that is barring a 
doorway, or rapidly circling a thumbstick in 
response to some makework QTE challenge. 
If you mentally squint a bit, waggling an old-
fashioned joystick was a little bit like 
running. But rotating a thumbstick is 
nothing like stabbing a zombie in the neck. (I 
presume.) These are entirely unnecessary 

If we are not threatening 
ourselves with RSI, we are not 
really sufficiently excited by 
whatever it is that is at hand
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trigger happy

 
 

steven poole

Shoot first, ask questions later

Steven Poole’s Trigger Happy 2.o is now available from 
Amazon. Visit him online at www.stevenpoole.net
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crave. Part of the reason I’ve found the 
unpredictability of parenting so difficult, I 
think, is a lifetime playing videogames. A few 
months after my son was born I remember 
complaining about precisely this problem. 
I would be holding this screaming thing that 
couldn’t even hold its own head up straight 
and think to myself: ‘This thing is terribly 
designed. It needed another six months in 
the oven, minimum.     ’

As players, we expect linear progression; 
that things, once learned, are never forgotten. 
Once you spend a skill point on unlimited 
sprint, you do not expect to find your avatar 

pulling up and leaning against a lamppost to 
catch their breath. Yet within that context a 
little randomness can work wonders, whether 
it’s subverting our expectations – some little 
moment of emergent magic in an open-world 
game, perhaps – or even defining the game 
as a whole, as in my two long-standing 
obsessions, Puzzle & Dragons and Destiny. 
Take away the random element of these 
games’ core systems and you are left with, 
respectively, a novel spin on the match-three 
puzzler and a new Halo game with super 
moves, 27 kinds of grenade, and a really bad 
story. So I spend the day wishing life would 
settle back into a nice, predictable rhythm, 
and my evenings playing things that are shot 
through with so much randomness that I can 
get just as frustrated playing them as I do 
when my toddler has a meltdown about 
bagels in the bakery aisle.  

There are a few possible reasons behind 
this, I think. For one, I have an addictive 
personality, and used to like fruit machines a 
bit when I was young and stupid, so the 
random wheelspin of a loot drop has an 
obvious appeal. My misspent youth also 
taught me that life’s lows really help you 
appreciate the highs; that the Monday 
mornings give meaning to the Friday nights, 
that the 300 times you don’t get Gjallarhorn 
make it all the sweeter when it finally shows 
up. And obviously there’s the fact that 
randomness is just a very useful tool in game 
design, especially in games that want a big 
base of regular, engaged players, but don’t 
have enough raw content to support one. 

Could it be that I like this parenting lark 
more than I’ve let on? That actually the 
wrong-kind-of-bagel freakout makes the 
weekly shop more fun? That the fuck-
parsnips meltdown makes us more creative 
with what we cook? And that the socks 
thing… well, no, the socks thing is just 
infuriating. Damn it. For a minute there,  
I really thought I might be onto something.

A s a parent, it’s inevitable that someone 
will ask you for advice on their own 
impending parenthood. But even now, 

with my son closing in on his third birthday, 
I’m still not sure what to say. I remember 
asking the same question and people would 
tell me to enjoy it, which at the time felt 
reassuring but now, with the benefit of 
hindsight, seems like a thoroughly cruel joke.

Instead, leveraging my experience of 
sitting across tables from videogame 
developers who have just been asked 
something they’d rather not answer, I choose 
to reframe the question. Do I have any 
advice? Well (quick, awkward glance to PR 
rep), we’re not talking about that just yet – 
please look forward to Gamescom. Steve, it’s 
Gamescom for that, right? Perhaps we can 
email something over nearer the time.  

So perhaps I can’t give the hypothetical 
new parent any advice as such. But I can tell 
them the one thing that’s caught me most by 
surprise, that I was least prepared for: how 
random the whole thing is. As my son gets 
older, his cognition and coordination 
improves, and his tantrums become less 
frequent, and shorter. That should make 
things easier, but I’m not sure it does; at 
least when he was having a meltdown every 
five minutes about every little thing, I was 
prepared for it. Now they come from 
anywhere, for no reason. This morning it was 
socks; yesterday it was parsnips (‘But you 
loved parsnips last week!’); one day a few 
weeks back he got so angry about being 
presented with a broken breadstick that he 
clenched his fists and shook them, forgetting 
he was actually holding a piece of breadstick 
in each hand. Amusing, yes, but also quite 
unnecessary, and thoroughly unforeseen. 
Later that evening I found a piece of 
breadstick in my sock.

This randomness is the bane of my 
bloody existence at the moment. Yet when 
the boy goes to bed, the house falls silent and 
what passes for normality these days 
resumes, randomness is precisely what I 

A few months after my son 
was born I remember holding 

him and thinking: ‘This  
thing is terribly designed’
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nathan Brown

Industry issues given the widescreen treatment

Nathan Brown is Edge’s deputy editor. Last week he  
found a shard of breadstick in his jacket pocket. RNG!
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The Making Of...

This 212-page collection tells the  
stories behind 50 of the best and most 
influential games of all time, including
Tekken, Medal Of Honor, BioShock, 
Assassin’s Creed, Left 4 Dead, Limbo,  

World Of Goo, Alpha Waves,  
Pong, Kill Switch and many more.

 
The 100 greatest videogames

This limited-edition volume, presented  
with a foil- embossed cover, examines the 
videogames that deserve to be in your 
collection, from old favourites such as  

Tetris to modern- day masterpieces such  
as Metal Gear Solid V, with full-page 

artwork showcases throughout.
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Eventually, the number becomes a problem. Were Activision still counting, 
this year’s Infinite Warfare would be called Call Of Duty 13. Four games in, 
you’d forgive Capcom Vancouver for ditching the digit and going with a 
subtitle instead – but no, here comes Dead Rising 4 (p36), its name instantly 
saddling it with the burden of its muddled past.

Numbers imply a continuation, a gently iterated consistency, and that is 
precisely what Dead Rising 4 is. New toys and tools; improved and 
streamlined mechanics; and a bigger, more beautiful world. It returns to the 
original game’s shopping mall, and brings back its protagonist. Fortunately 
for Capcom Vancouver and Microsoft, Dead Rising’s core loop of 
increasingly bonkers zombie-splatting is as engaging as ever. But there is 
something about publisher Microsoft’s current predeliction for numbered 
sequels – in a year that has already yielded Gears Of War 4 and Forza 
Horizon 3 – that doesn’t exactly set the pulse racing.

Those of the tachycardiac persuasion, however, need look no further than 
Nidhogg 2 (p48), a sequel to a fighting game played at breakneck pace, 

where matches are won and lost in a split second. There’s 
as much to be wary of as there is to be excited about, 
admittedly – not least the addition of more weapons to a 
game whose balance derived from the austerity of its 
design – but ultimately Nidhogg 2 gets to the heart of the 
easy appeal of the numbered sequel. We liked Nidhogg 
a lot, and here comes some more of it.

For a developer, it can’t be easy toiling away endlessly 
on the same series of games. In that context, many of 
Supergiant Games’ contemporaries must eye the studio 
with envy. This is a developer that changes tack with 
every game, yet retains a style and flair all of its own. Its 
latest, Pyre (p40), is no exception. You suspect that, were 
Microsoft calling the shots, right now Supergiant would 
be toiling away on Bastion 3 instead. 

The Last Guardian PS4
To you, the news of Fumito Ueda’s 
borderline apocryphal PS4 adventure 
going gold might be incentive to preorder 
it. To Ueda, it’s the start of a long-overdue 
holiday. For us, it’s the catalyst for daily 
emails to Sony PR about final code. 
Review next issue, if Trico complies.

Watch Dogs 2 PS4
While the pop-culture gags found in a 
recent hands-on were a worry – that guy 
could be president-in-waiting by the time 
the game comes out – there’s plenty else 
to be excited about in this San Francisco-
set sequel. Ubisoft has a habit of striking 
gold when a game ends with a two.

Persona 5 PS4
That we nearly bought Atlus’s latest in 
Japan recently – despite the post-Brexit 
pound pushing the price of a retail copy 
up towards £60, and our command of 
Japanese being quite awful – should tell 
you all you need to know about our 
excitement for Atlus’s hyper-stylish RPG.

MoST
WAnTEd

Numbers never lie
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West’s camera returns in Dead 
Rising 4, so you can earn PP 
points from snapping events. 
You can also now take selfies, 
and even ‘stealthies’, where 
you photograph yourself with a 
zombie before ending its life

H Y

P E

Developer
Publisher

Format
Origin

Release

Capcom Vancouver
Microsoft Studios
PC, Xbox One
Canada
December 6

D E a D  r i s i n g  4
Frank West heads back to Willamette 

to snap necks and selfies

37
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P ity Frank West. Having temporarily saved 
Colorado 16 years ago, he finds himself 
back in Willamette during a Black Friday 

rush on the mall. It must have taken a lot of 
courage to go back to the scene of such a 
traumatic experience, so you can imagine how 
he must feel when a second, much bigger 
zombie outbreak coincides with his return.

The passing of time hasn’t left West in 
peak condition, either, and the experienced 
photojournalist is now 54 and a little more 
world-weary. Much like, we imagine, the 
players who’ve stuck with the notoriously 
awkward series since its inception. Dead 
Rising 4 is well aware of its predecessor’s 
idiosyncrasies, however, and goes out of its 
way to address as many of them as possible. 
The inventory system, for example, has been 
streamlined: now there are three separate 
weapon wheels (one for melee tools, one for 
projectiles and one for firearms), and quick 
switching is available in any of them to make 
mid-crowd changes in tactics easier. There’s 
even a separate inventory for food, none of 
which needs to be prepared this time around 

– you just tap the relevant D-pad direction 
whenever you want pepping up. 

The comboing system has undergone  
an overhaul, too, and now you don’t have to 
seek out a workbench to assemble any of the 
game’s vast number of ridiculous weapons or 
vehicles – combining items requires a simple 
button press on the fly. Survivors, who are no 
longer found at predetermined locations but 
spawn in different places each time you play, 
now drop loot and offer useful tips. The more 
you collect in your safehouse, the better 
rewards you can expect each time you return. 
But perhaps the biggest change is the removal 
of the game’s polarising global timer.

“We did a ton of user research on it – 
focus groups and things like that,” Capcom 
Vancouver studio director Joe Nickolls tells 
us. “You’re going to piss someone off 
whatever you do, right? But the majority of 
people didn’t really love the timer – they 
wanted to explore. Of course, some people 
want to get into the game and just plough 
through and do the mission, but most people 
get into the game, intend to go and do the 

Zombies now come apart  
in a procedural, and rather 
graphic, manner allowing  
for creative dismemberment 

Capcom Vancouver 
studio director 
Joe Nickolls

DeaD rising 4
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mission but end up dicking around for a long 
time, just having fun, killing zombies and 
finding things, and then do the next mission.”

Anyone disappointed by the absence 
of this additional layer of pressure should feel 
reassured by the fact that a timer remains for 
the game’s fourplayer co-op mode, which will 
see players tackle missions that are separate 
from the main campaign. The studio also 
plans to release a DLC episode called Frank 
Rising which, in a nod to the first game, will 
see an infected West battling to find a cure 
before he runs out of time.

DR4 runs on an improved version of the 
Forge Engine used for DR3, but the studio has 
squeezed a lot more out of the ageing tech. 
DR4 throws thousands of zombies on screen 
at once in spectacular crowds, which clog 
streets as far as you’re able to see (an effect 
the team calls a “meat river”). But in addition 

to sheer numbers, DR4 introduces a couple  
of terrifying new zombie variants. At the 
bottom of the tree are the Horde, gormless 
wandering cattle that are only really 
dangerous if you drop your guard. The  
Freshly Infected, meanwhile, take their cue 
from the sprinting horrors in 28 Days Later 
and share animation sets with West – they 
can clamber up onto cars and crates that 
might once have kept you safe and pull you 
down into the crowd. But Evos present the 
biggest undead threat: they work in packs,  
aim to manipulate situations, will hang back 
while the Horde wears you down, and are 
capable of leaping 30 feet through the air.

“They kind of work like the Raptors in 
Jurassic Park,” Nickolls explains. “They click, 
they talk to each other – they’re organised.”

You can even the odds by throwing on one 
of the new military exosuits (see ‘Suit up’), but 
it’s clear that, irrespective of how powerful 
your Christmas-themed homemade weapon 
is, you’re going to have to approach situations 
a little more tactically than in the past.

Nickolls: “I want people to start thinking, 
‘I’m in a zombie apocalypse and I need to get 
some food – I should probably go to the 
grocery store or the food fair. If I need clothes, 
I should probably go to the laundromat’ –
that’s where you’ll find a lot of the stupid 
things to wear. We’ve tried to make it more 
strategic. If we keep making the same Dead 
Rising over and over, some players are going  
to get what they want, but people want to see 
growth and see us adapting as we go. And now 
you can combo Christmas trees and snowman 
heads, and there are people dressed up as elves 
who’re coming after you and you’re beating 
them to death with a giant candy cane.” n

suit up
West finds exosuits, 
offering boosts in 
strength and 
resilience, in boxes 
around the world. 
Kitted out, he can 
tear parking meters 
and street lights out 
of the ground, lug 
heavy experimental 
military weaponary 
about, and punch 
vehicles halfway 
down the street. 
Exosuits also offer 
another avenue for 
combos, because 
you’re able to 
combine yourself with 
various items in the 
world – a slushy 
machine, for example, 
or crane hooks – to 
create all sorts of 
wilfully stupid outfits. 
Each has a different 
visceral kill move, 
accessed by building 
your hit streak in 
crowds, which 
wipes out dozens 
of zombies in 
one spectacularly 
violent effort.

“Most people intend to go  
and do the mission but  
end up dicking around”

LEFT Combo your exosuit 
with a slurpy machine and 
you’ll be able to freeze 
zombies using icy blasts

Evos work intelligently to 
get the better of you and 
even communicate with each 
other to coordinate attacks

TOP LEFT Fireworks and 
Christmas-themed weapons 
ensure that there’s a warm, 
familial atmosphere to Dead 
Rising’s undead genocide. 
ABOVE Here West whips up 
mini tornadoes to send  
some frozen zombies to  
a shattering conclusion
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Supergiant’s artists might have done 
rather too good a job with Pyre. It is, 
after all, set in a purgatory from which 

we’re supposed to want to escape. Yet this 
vibrantly colourful world, with its exotic 
sights and strange creatures, keeps giving us 
reasons to want to stay. And so naturally we’re 
disappointed when our time here comes to an 
end. Happily, we’re not at an event with a 
queue of impatient punters waiting for us to 
hand over the controller; we can just start the 
preview build over again, and so we do. 

“That’s a good sign!” laughs writer and 
designer Greg Kasavin, as we discuss his 
studio’s third game, which seems to mark an 
appreciable change in direction. Both Bastion 
and Transistor were action-RPGs viewed from 
an isometric perspective; though Pyre also has 
roleplaying elements, it’s more akin to The 
Banner Saga in the delivery of its story, which 
is interspersed with a mystical competition 
whose closest real-world analogue is probably 
three-on-three basketball. 

It’s quite the departure, we suggest, 
though Kasavin doesn’t entirely agree. “For us, 
each of the games we’ve made has felt like a 
departure,” he says. “In the case of Transistor, 
even though it was a game in the same genre 
as Bastion, that game really took us out of  
our comfort zone in a variety of ways.  
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Developer/publisher
Format
Origin

Release

Supergiant Games
PC, PS4
US
2017

P Y r E

Some of the decisions we made, like making  
it an isometric game, were by no means 
foregone conclusions. We’re always trying to 
push ourselves to come up with something 
that feels fresh to us.”

He acknowledges that Supergiant is 
privileged to be in a position to do that. “I 
don’t think there are a lot of studios who are 
even able to go that route, because it’s very 
difficult in general just for [them] to do well 
enough to stick together as a team,” he 
explains. “And then if they’re fortunate 
enough to be successful, they’re often bound 
by their successes, right?” Pyre is the product 
of a team that knows it can afford to take a bit 
of a creative risk, with the confidence that 
experience and togetherness brings: 11 of the 
12 staff credited on Transistor are still at 
Supergiant working on Pyre, including all 
seven people that brought us Bastion. 

It’s clearly a close-knit group, then, and 
the advantages of that are obvious. “It does 
reduce a lot of communication overhead,” 
Kasavin says. “We don’t even have a design 
document at any point. When it’s time to 
make a big decision, we get everyone in a 
room and talk through it and that makes 
things efficient in terms of how much time 
we get to spend on actual development 
versus just communicating.” Kasavin also 
believes it gives each individual a sense of 

Writer and designer 
Greg Kasavin

40

The flame of invention burns bright in  
Supergiant’s genre-straddling adventure
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Above Art director Jen Zee 
was inspired by classic ’80s 
fantasy artwork, Kasavin 
says: “It’s purgatory, but  
we didn’t want to make the 
world a giant dung heap or 
anything like that – [where] 
it’s so deeply unpleasant to 
be in that you don’t even 
want to play the game.”
Left Your three rescuers: 
Hedwyn, Rukey and Jodariel. 
Conversations with your 
allies can potentially affect 
their performance in the 
next Rite. We told Rukey his 
moustache looked fetching, 
and he gained an extra point 
of Hope. This translated to 
slightly quicker respawns 
after banishment
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ownership of and responsibility for a 
significant aspect of the game. “They know 
the buck stops with them, and that can be 
quite empowering and motivating.” 

Pyre, too, centres on a group of characters 
thrust into an unfamiliar situation, forced to 
rely upon one another’s individual specialities 
to function effectively as a team and achieve a 
shared goal. In this instance, it means 
travelling across a purgatorial world with 
three other exiles who take you in as the game 
opens and, upon learning that you have the 
ability to read (an act prohibited in this 
world), ask you to translate a tome that guides 
you towards a Rite, an arcane sporting event 
that might well be everyone’s salvation. Along 
the way, you’ll have a choice of destinations at 
which to rest, and at night you’ll have a choice 
to make: you can forage for supplies and fuel 
for the caravan, mentor your fellow exiles and 
improve their skills ahead of the next match, 

or study the book further and learn more 
about the lore of the land. 

The Rites themselves are fascinating. This 
is a slow dance of a sport with disarmingly 
simple controls, and yet even with just a 
handful of matches under our belts and a 
great many abilities locked out, there are signs 
of significant systemic depth. The idea is to 
carry a glowing orb into your opponent’s pyre, 
steadily depleting its energy until it’s 
eventually destroyed. You’re at your most 
vulnerable while in possession: anyone who 
doesn’t have the orb is surrounded by a 
circular aura, which not only causes the 
carrier to drop the orb on contact, but briefly 
removes them from play. This aura can also be 
fired outwards in a wave to regain possession 
from a distance – the equivalent of a sliding 
tackle – though it can also be leapt over. 
That’s straightforward enough for Rukey, a 
scrawny canine colleague, who can scamper 
around the field at speed. But if he’s hard to 
hit, he only takes one hit point from the 
opposing pyre. The horned giant Jodariel, 

meanwhile, moves with a languid gait, but 
she’ll do three times the damage if she gets 
there, and her jumps can create space by 
shunting opponents backwards – assuming 
she doesn’t touch down within their aura, 
that is. And there’s more: once a character  
has scored, so to speak, they’re temporarily 
banished from the Rite, leaving the teams 
uneven for a time.  

Characters will gain further abilities  
as they level up after completed matches, and 
you’ll recruit more on your journey, thus 
giving you plenty of ways to tinker with the 
lineup of your competitive squad. But there 
are no more rules to learn: Supergiant wants 
to keep the controls simple and the action 
readable. “Our games in some ways are an 
extension of the values of ’90s-era console 
games where you didn’t have as many buttons 
on your controller as you do today,” Kasavin 
explains. “We try to have the fewest number 
of meaningful inputs. [But] depth is also 
important to us, because we want people to be 
able to play our games in a performative or an 
expressive fashion. I’m a big fan of fighting 
games, for example. In a great fighting game, 
ten different players can have ten distinct 
playstyles just as one of the characters on  
the roster. That’s my own analogy for it, but 
for sure we want players to keep finding new 
ways to engage with the mechanics.”

That could yet include a competitive 
mode. The story may be the focus at the 
moment, but Kasavin says that Supergiant 
is keen to explore the evident multiplayer 
potential of the Rites. “We’ll pursue it if we 
can find a way to do it that doesn’t come at 
the expense of the singleplayer,” he says. 
“We’re still in the process of figuring out if 
it’s something that we can do as well as it 
would deserve to be done.” 

Whether or not that comes off, Pyre 
already shows exceptional promise. It’s 
sharply written and intelligently designed, 
and for all Kasavin’s talk of evoking the spirit 
of classic games, what makes it so exciting is 
how distinctive and new it feels. “First and 
foremost, we want to make worlds that are  
set apart and have a transportive quality,” he 
says. On this early evidence, it’s mission 
accomplished for a third time. n

Hyperlink  
to the past
One of Pyre’s smartest 
storytelling devices 
is to annotate 
individual words 
during dialogue, 
offering background 
information on 
places and unfamiliar 
terminology. It’s a 
neat way to sidestep 
exposition, yes, but 
Kasavin says there’s 
more to it than that. 
“If it’s information 
that your character 
should know then the 
characters don’t have 
to awkwardly talk 
about it in a contrived 
way, and it lets me 
get on with [telling 
the story],” he says. 
“But we also wanted 
to make reading feel 
like a conscious and 
even a powerful act 
in this world where 
literacy is outlawed. 
Your mere ability to 
read all this stuff 
hopefully contributes 
to a sense of you 
feeling set apart. 
And these interactive 
tooltips make the 
reading experience 
feel more game-like.”
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“We try to have the fewest 
number of meaningful inputs. 
But depth is also important”

pyre
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You can’t miss a Rite, even  
if you run out of fuel.  
Should your supply be fully 
depleted, you’ll have to 
waste a night dealing with  
it rather than reading, 
foraging or mentoring
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toP These mounds are useful 
protection from incoming 
aura waves – you can dash 
between cover positions and 
pause while you wait for 
your gauge to recharge. 
RIGHt The finished game  
will feature equippable 
talismans for each character, 
which should give you even 
more control over the way 
your team is set up

toP Kasavin hopes to 
balance stat changes in such 
a way that it encourages 
players to interact with allies 
more expressively rather 
than trying to min/max.
Above “I dislike the kind of 
story where it’s just a thinly 
veiled one-to-one reference 
to some contemporary real-
world issue,” Kasavin says to 
the idea of the reading ban 
being an allegory for anti-
intellectualism. “At the same 
time, we want our stories  
to deal in themes that can 
resonate with the player.” 
MAIn “Rejoice, then, in your 
single, fleeting victory,” 
comes the chastening sneer 
of the Rites’ MC – voiced by 
Supergiant regular Logan 
Cunningham – after we 
secure a thumping win
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A part from that messy business of 
occasionally unhinging their jaws to 
eat, snakes can often appear rather 

graceful creatures. Whether gliding silently 
through grass or coiling around trunks and 
branches to climb, they cope well enough  
with having to get around on their bellies. 
Granted, we’d never thought too deeply about 
their handicap until now: the genius of Snake 
Pass is that it breaks down that instinctive 
motion into a tricky multi-step process,  
the mastery of which provides the main 
challenge. Those bright, cartoonish looks 
belie a game that takes the art of serpentine 
movement very seriously indeed.

The simple act of moving forward, for 
instance, is complicated by the fact that 
snakes don’t gain momentum by sliding  
in a straight line. Rather, to build up speed, 
you’ll need to tilt the analogue stick left and 
right in conjunction with the right trigger – 
essentially an accelerator pedal – to advance 
in elegant arcs. The snake, Noodle, will raise 
his head when you hold the A button, which 
allows you to pass over low walls and ramps, 
and to start making your way up and around 
bamboo poles to collect the three large gems 
that will open the exit portal, and smaller 
blue orbs situated in awkward places, which 
ultimately affect the number of stars you 
receive at the end of the level. 

Efficient climbing is a fine art. Coiling 
around a single vertical or horizontal pole 
isn’t too difficult, but gaining the necessary 
purchase to keep going involves careful 
manoeuvring. Squeeze the right trigger fully 
and you’ll dart forward, prompting Noodle’s 
head to naturally loll downwards, dragging  
the rest of him with it. A gentler touch is 

required – lighter, intermittent squeezes 
allow you to make tighter turns and smaller 
loops, while the left trigger lets you grip 
tighter when you’re at risk of sliding off. 
Assuming, that is, that your lower half has 
something to grab hold of. 

So, yes, under your control Noodle will 
be the clumsiest of his kind for a while. A 
narrow horizontal pole over a vertiginous 
drop proves a nerve-wracking trial for a 
beginner. It might sound easy, but 
internalising and executing the combination 
of inputs required to drop your head, move it 
under and around and bring it back up on the 
other side as you edge across – not to 
mention squeezing just enough to give you 
sufficient wiggle room to make such a move – 
is anything but. After several attempts, it 
starts to feel more natural, and the physics  
are forgiving enough to let you get away  
with the odd flub. Checkpoints are fairly 
generous, but a fall alone is adequate 
punishment given the contortions required  
to get back up to where you were.  

Flushed with the confidence of having 
obtained all the orbs on the first stage, we 
attempt a level from later in the game. Here, 
there are rock platforms with protruding 
poles spinning above much longer chasms, 
demanding sharp timing and dexterity to 
successfully pass. With makeshift ladders, 
tube slides, narrow walkways and deep pools 
of water besides, it quickly dawns that we’ve 
been lulled into a false sense of security by 
the gentlest of practice runs. This time we 
take four times as long to finish with fewer 
than half the orbs, and as we finally curl up 
inside the portal we exhale deeply. Don’t be 
fooled by its unassuming looks: Snake Pass  
is a wonderfully tactile experience with an 
exhilarating depth of challenge. The 
instruction to ‘think like a snake’ might  
seem silly, but these crafty obstacle courses 
demand you engage your reptilian brain to 
become a truly skilled slitherer. n

s n a k e  p a s s

 Developer/publisher 
Sumo Digital 
 Format PC 
 Origin UK 

 Release TBA

Sumo invites us to find a better way to Noodle around

snake, 
dabble  
and rope
An early prototype  
of Snake Pass was 
creator and lead 
designer Seb Liese’s 
entry for an internal 
game jam at Sumo. 
His idea won, and  
the studio decided  
to develop the game 
as its first original 
property. Its inception 
was the result of a 
happy accident.  
Liese found himself 
between projects,  
and was asked to 
spend some time 
familiarising himself 
with Unreal Engine 4. 
He challenged himself 
to make a rope  
that would swing 
whenever a character 
walked into it. Having 
forgotten to attach it 
to the ceiling, he was 
struck by inspiration 
as he watched it fall 
down into a neat  
coil. As the owner  
of two pet snakes, it 
didn’t take him much 
of a leap to go from 
there to Noodle. 

Snake Pass breaks down  
the instinctive motion into  
a tricky multi-step process
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1

2

TOP During its time showing 
off Snake Pass at events, 
Sumo has discovered that 
children tend to acclimatise 
to the unique controls much 
more quickly than adults.  
RIGHT Noodle’s hummingbird 
companion will guide your 
attention towards objects of 
interest. It can also be called 
upon to pick up Noodle’s tail 
– vital for those occasions 
where you’re about to  
slip from a platform. 
BELOW Noodle’s inherent 
gawkiness is matched by  
his expressions – he doesn’t 
seem like the smartest  
snake in the den

TOP If you spot a seemingly 
unreachable orb, chances  
are you’ll need to trigger  
an environmental feature – 
such as curling around this 
wheel to make another 
bamboo pole emerge. 
ABOVE Currently there’s no 
real punishment for slipping 
up – any orbs you’ve 
collected are retained when 
you’re returned to the 
checkpoint – though it’s 
likely that the time taken  
to finish a stage will factor 
into your final grade
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S hould we ever find ourselves seeking a 
change of career, we now know we can 
cross ‘professional burglar’ off the list. 

If there’s one thing Hello Neighbor has taught 
us, it’s that breaking and entering is a lot 
tougher than television and cinema have led 
us to believe. Then again, few movie thieves 
have ever come up against an opponent as 
smart and adaptable as the titular resident  
of the house across the way. 

It’s the fierce orange glow coming from 
his cellar door, which is clearly visible 
through his front window, that first tempts 
you to investigate, not to mention that his 
front entrance has been left invitingly open. 
But no sooner have you reached for the handle 
than a loud musical sting plays and you spin 
around to see your neighbour reaching out 
two gloved hands to grab you. A quick fade to 
black and you’re back in your bedroom, ready 

for another attempt. This time, the doors  
are shut and your new nemesis is watching 
TV in the living room. Oh, and now there’s  
a padlock, a nailed-down plank and an 
electronic keypad preventing you from finding 
out what he might be getting up to in his 
basement. All of which only serves to make 
you more curious, and keener to return.

Two minutes in, and Hello Neighbor has 
already sunk its hooks into you. It cleverly 
taps into a rich vein of parochial paranoia – 
that nagging concern that the man next door 
might not in fact be all he seems – though in 
terms of tone it’s much closer to Joe Dante’s 
The ’Burbs than, say, Rear Window or 
Arlington Road. Your neighbour, dressed in  
a tank top and yellow shirt, doesn’t look 
especially malevolent on the face of things, 
but the context of the situation and what 

H e l l o  N e i g H b o r

Developer  
Dynamic Pixels 

Publisher  
TinyBuild Games 

  Format PC 
 Origin Russia 

 Release  
Summer 2017

You versus the guy you probably should worry about

ABOVE Hello Neighbor  
was developed as a direct 
response to the lacklustre  
AI of many modern games; 
the idea was to provide  
an opponent that could 
demonstrate a tangible 
capacity to learn and make 
tactical adjustments

Your neighbour won’t always 
be keeping a watchful eye 
through his front window. 
One of our most successful 
runs saw us stroll through 
the front door unchallenged
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little you’ve managed to learn from your time 
intruding on his property allows you to view 
him as evil: that moustache, after all, is ripe 
for twirling, and the arch of his eyebrow 
seems somehow suspicious.

Everything, in fact, is a few degrees off 
normal. Lights are either too bright or not 
bright enough. Household objects aren’t quite 
to scale. Some rooms are uncomfortably large 
and feel sparse; others are cramped, cluttered 
and rather claustrophobic. And you’re no 
nimble cat burglar – in fact, you’re made to 
feel like a bit of an oaf. Hopping up and over 
the furniture piled up around the back of the 
house is not an especially elegant process, 
even less so when you’re already sprinting 
away from danger. 

It’s akin to a Roguelike in the sense that 
you learn more about your environment with 
every attempt, while randomised elements 
keep things fresh. As such, it’s not so much 
learning where everything is, but how to deal 
with the hazards you’ll face. Then there’s the 
small matter of dealing with AI that learns 
from your previous failures and adopts 
different strategies to cope – such as 
scattering bear traps across his front porch. 
Over time, you may internalise potential 
escape routes for every confrontation, but can 
you consistently remember where to go in a 
pinch? Though it is possible to briefly lose 

your pursuer in and around his house, 
returning to yours and shutting the front door 
only gets you so far. After one hurried retreat, 
we stood by the window only to watch him 
throw a bear trap through it. 

Sometimes, there’s no telling where he’ll 
turn up, which means a successful run can be 
as much down to good fortune as skilful 
sneaking. No matter how quietly you creep, 
there’s not much you can do when you open a 
door and find he’s waiting on the other side, 
and there are often few obvious clues to his 
whereabouts. One raid saw us picking up both 
the hammer (to remove the plank) and the key 
(to unlock the padlock, a process that takes a 
few seconds but feels like an age), leaving us 
only needing to locate the passcode for the 
security panel. We were caught, but felt 
encouraged to finish the job on our next 
attempt – which lasted all of 12 seconds. 

Tension is heightened by the jolting 
musical sting that plays each time you’re 
discovered. However, as with most 
contemporary horror films, the quiet-quiet-
loud approach has diminishing returns. Even 
after more than a dozen attempts, the contrast 
between near-silence and sudden noise is 
enough to make you jump, but over time  
our gasps began to turn into sighs. At times, 
it feels as if the game’s been built for 
streamers rather than players – it’s easy to 
imagine a hyperactive YouTuber shrieking  
at the parade of jarring shocks. 

Then, finally, the stars begin to align.  
We grab a pair of binoculars and bring them 
back to our house to observe from a safe 
distance. We employ the classic ring-the-
doorbell-and-run technique, leading our 
neighbour around the side, knowing he’ll try 
to trick us by chasing us one way and then 
doubling back to catch us around the other. 
We race inside, and quickly tap in the 
passcode. The door opens, and… well,  
that would be telling, wouldn’t it? n

objet d’argh
Almost every object 
within the world can 
be picked up, used 
and thrown, from 
shoes to frying pans 
and radios. You can 
even bounce a 
basketball off the 
doorbell if you’re in 
the mood to show  
off. Other items have 
more practical uses. 
You can, for example, 
barricade a door by 
wedging a chair 
under the handle. 
You’re also able to 
use your neighbour’s 
traps against him; 
simply lure him 
towards you and 
throw one in his path 
to halt his pursuit. 
Surprisingly, you can 
also use cardboard 
boxes to smash 
windows. We didn’t 
quite believe it until 
we spotted our 
neighbour using the 
technique to get back 
inside. Good to know 
for the next time we 
lock ourselves out. 

You’re no nimble cat burglar  
– in fact, you’re made to  
feel like a bit of an oaf

Throwing tomatoes at the 
cellar door is not, it turns 
out, the most effective 
method of removing the 
three barriers to entry

The game is a step up in 
scale and ambition for 
developer Digital Pixels, 
which has been working 
almost exclusively in  
mobile gaming since 2004
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Y ou can thank sketchy netcode for 
Nidhogg 2. The first game’s online mode 
was, at launch, not quite fit for purpose, 

this frantic, twitchy fighting game suffering 
from anything other than perfect conditions. 
Messhof co-founders Mark Essen and Kristy 
Norindr have already patched Nidhogg’s 
netcode twice; even now, with the sequel 
announced, a third such update is in beta. 

“We knew we wanted to add things to 
Nidhogg, but we also wanted to make sure  
we spent as much time on the netcode as 
possible,” Norindr tells us. “That took a lot 
longer than we thought it was going to, but  
we finally got to a point where we could get 

excited about adding things. But the list had 
grown so long that it felt more like a sequel.”

It looks like one too, thanks in large part  
to the art style, produced by freelance artist 
Toby Dixon. Essen says he “wanted to go crazy 
with the design this time”, and Dixon has 
certainly taken that ethos to heart. Chunky, 
cartoonish and more overtly comical than the 
stark, minimalist aesthetic of the original 
game, Dixon’s work has proved divisive – his 
work on the characters in particular sparking 
a rush of ‘naked Homer Simpson’ gags – but 
it adds buckets of personality to a game 
whose predecessor was austere to a fault. 

Two rotund, buck-naked men splattering 
the field of play with yellow and orange gore 
like a game of Splatoon gone horribly wrong  
is quite the departure from the original 
Nidhogg’s pixel stickmen. Essen, who was 
coder, designer and artist on the first game, 
certainly appreciates Dixon’s input, and not 
just in terms of what he’s brought to the 
aesthetics. “It’s just given us more bandwidth,” 
he explains. “Toby can try out the look of 

things; I can think of a design element  
I want to try out in a level and, rather than  
me getting diverted making art for a week,  
he can bang it out in an afternoon while I’m 
coding something else. It’s really changed  
the workflow of the design process.”

That’s just as well, since Nidhogg 2  
adds complicating factors to a formula whose 
balance was born in its purity. Nidhogg’s 
stickmen fought with swords, poked high, 
middle or low, or thrown horizontally. They 
had their bare hands, and an aerial dive kick. 
That moveset survives here, but it’s been 
expanded with more weaponry: throwing 
knives, an axe, and a bow and arrow have been 
shown so far, with more to be announced in 
the run up to release. 

Essen modestly describes the process of 
balancing these new elements as “a lot of 
iteration, I guess – just like anything”, and 
points out that it took similar work to pare 
back the original game to its bare essentials: 
“There used to be more melee moves; you 
could catch thrown swords. We even had the 
Karate Kid crane kick in there at one point. 
You have to figure out what’s essential and 
what’s not; we’re still going through that 
process with Nidhogg 2, but the game’s in 
good shape right now.”

A playable build, taken to Twitchcon the 
day after the game was announced, certainly 
backs that up. Look past the pixellated fat 
men and the new weapons, and this is still 
resolutely, absolutely Nidhogg, a game of 
anticipation and reactions, a tug-of-war  
of heart-in-mouth escapes and stunning 
comebacks, its bouts won or lost by the width 
of a single pixel. It’s hard not to be a little 
concerned about the risks inherent in adding 
new elements to a design that was a hair’s 
breadth from perfection, but the brilliance  
of the first game means that the sequel earns 
the benefit of the doubt for now. And if 
nothing else, at least this time around the 
netcode ought to be up to scratch. n

N i d h o g g  2

 Developer/ 
publisher Messhof 

 Format PC, PS4 
 Origin US 

 Release  
Summer 2017

Strip off and unsheath for the most surprising sequel of the year

Switch in time
The original Nidhogg 
was four years in the 
making, with Essen 
fitting it into a busy 
schedule, including 
finishing off a 
postgraduate degree. 
Released first for PC, 
it made its way to PS4 
and Vita 18 months 
later. Development 
this time has been a 
good deal quicker, 
and there’ll be no 
staggered release:  
the game will launch 
simultaneously for  
PC and PS4 next year. 
What, though, of 
Switch, the new 
Nintendo console 
whose split controllers 
seem ideally suited to 
Esshof’s brand of 
pixellated pugilism? 
“It looks awesome,” 
Norindr says, “and it’s 
perfect for Nidhogg.” 
Formal discussions  
are yet to begin,  
but a Switch release 
seems a safe bet.

It adds buckets of personality 
to a game whose predecessor 
was austere to a fault

Messhof co-founders 
Mark Essen and  
Kristy Norindr
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2

TOP A greater focus on 
projectiles means traded hits 
are more likely, making 
changes in momentum occur 
less frequently. No doubt the 
pace will rise as we figure 
out the weapons’ intricacies.  
TOP RIGHT As in the first 
game, matches start in a 
banquet room, and it’s in 
scenes like these, which 
afford direct comparison 
with the original Nidhogg, 
that the effect of Dixon’s 
work on the art style is  
most apparent. 
RIGHT Levels are broken into 
several screens, the object 
being to get behind your 
opponent and reach the far 
extreme of the stage. The 
victor’s reward is being 
eaten by Níðhöggr, the 
mythical Norse worm

ABOVE The axe functions 
much as you’d expect, its 
slow swing helping to 
balance out a generously 
sized hitbox. When used 
correctly it seems, currently 
at least, like the game’s  
best defensive weapon. 
ABOVE CENTRE Norindr 
admits the bow has been 
tough to balance – the 
Twitchcon crowd felt its 
three-hit-kill requirement 
was asking too much.  
“We changed it and it feels 
really nice. It’s one of my 
favourite weapons now.” 
MAIN There’s plenty of 
personality to the new 
characters, though the action 
moves at such a lick you’ll 
scarcely notice it in motion
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W e’re standing in a darkened space 
save for the stars around us and a 
golden object in the distance. We 

walk up to it, except we’re not really walking, 
more like gliding, and as we get closer it 
becomes clear this is some kind of space 
probe. It’s one of the Voyager craft, sent  
into the outer reaches of the solar system in 
1977. Attached to it is a golden record etched 
with sounds, images and music intended 
to communicate the essence of humanity 
– a time capsule of sorts. Playing as an 
extraterrestrial who has come across the 
crashed Voyager probe, we’re charged with 
using that golden record to reconstruct a 
future, submerged Earth. The world looks 
very different through these eyes.

“There’s something a little disorientating 
at first,” says A Light In Chorus lead designer 
Eliott Johnson. “Because we’re rendering 

stuff in this weird way I hope there’s some 
immediate empathy between the player and 
the character you’re playing.” He’s talking 
about the game’s particle aesthetic, a creation 
of haunting beauty. The only text we come 
across in the game tells us to hit Shift and, 
upon doing so, our world transforms from a 
calm, monochrome seascape into an elegant 
light show, as if fireworks are hanging in the 
sky. While holding Shift restores some clarity, 
it’s too uncomfortable to do so for extended 
periods of time. The world fizzes and hums 
with an energy that’s overwhelming and, 
before long, we have to let go and return to 
the murky depths. “It’s like holding your 
breath,” Johnson tells us. “You know, stuff 
tightens up when you’re holding Shift, but 
you’ve eventually got to let go.” 

It’s the central tension of Broken Fence 
Games’ debut title: navigating between the 

A  L i g h t  i n  C h o r u s

 Developer/publisher 
Broken Fence Games 

 Format PC 
 Origin UK 

 Release 2017

Broken Fence plumbs oceanic depths to illuminate our future

ABOVE At times the environment 
resembles a graveyard. Some of  
the animals appear frozen in  
time, instilling A Light In Chorus  
with another level of eeriness

The stag provides one of  
the game’s most striking 
images, although Warsaw 
and Johnson are hesitant  
on details regarding its  
exact role in the final game



5151

world you inhabit in the present and the 
world you’re trying to uncover from the past. 
The switch between the two facets of reality 
is seamless, made possible by the technology 
underpinning the game. “It’s an engine made 
from scratch,” lead programmer Matthew 
Warsaw tells us. “The particles can morph 
and move around, so we have this ability to 
transform landscapes in a way that gives us 
a really exciting opportunity to have 
overlapping spaces.” 

The results of this technique don’t  
simply provide visual contrast between  
the two time zones – they find practical 
application in the game’s mechanics. In one 
early puzzle we are required to navigate past a 
fence. By slipping into the path of a creature 
existing in the subterranean present we’re 
able to cross through the fence in our 
reconstructed past. It’s simple but effective, 
and merely hints at the possibility of what 
might make it into the finished game. 

And that malleability of the 
environment ensures A Light In Chorus  
stands out in a medium that isn’t known  
for its flexibility in terms of spatial 
reconstruction, save for Minecraft and its 
descendents. “It’s harder in a world made  
of polygons,” Warsaw says. “Just practically 
quite hard to do unless you have some kind  
of volumetric rendering or something that  
is more smoke-like.”

The particle aesthetic of the game finds 
thematic significance, too, Warsaw explains. 
“As you increase the level of detail and  

points, things start to become clearer. It’s  
a spectrum where something comes into 
focus and almost emerges out of the noise.”  
A Light In Chorus, then, hones in on those 
sensations of discovery and wonder once  
the initial feelings of disorientation have  
been quelled. The player, like the 
extraterrestrial they are inhabiting, learns 
how to read an initially unfamiliar landscape. 
“For me, if there’s one thing the game’s  

about, it’s that phenomenon,” Johnson says. 
“Where is the border of recognition, or  
when does this object become an object  
and not just a collection of points, and  
how far back can we strip that?”

But if A Light In Chorus aims to dissolve 
our own perception then it’s doing so to tell  
a story of which we are all a part. “There’s 
something about the Golden Record that is 
very holistic. We are a species and we’re 
putting that out into the universe,” Warsaw 
tells us. While there’s an inherent confidence 
to that sentiment, the game chronicles the 
passing of humanity, presenting us with the 
remnants of civilisation. With A Light In 
Chorus, then, Broken Fence Games is writing 
an elegy for our world, and what Johnson  
and Warsaw decide to include might well  
be the most fascinating part of it. n

Protean 
sounds
Both Johnson and 
Warsaw cite Proteus 
as a major influence 
on the game. “I really 
like it from a sound 
design point of view,” 
Warsaw says. “There 
are big distinctions 
but it was a really 
important starting 
point.” Like Proteus, 
the sound of A Light 
In Chorus is more than 
ambient background 
music. True, it guides 
the player through 
the environment and 
offers feedback on 
actions, but it’s also  
a means of playing 
with, and decoding, 
the world. Johnson, 
though, admits to 
being unsure as to the 
extent to which the 
team will be able to 
license some of the 
tracks from the actual 
Golden Voyager 
Record. “Whoever 
ends up doing it, the 
brief is to be eclectic 
and to present a lot 
of different styles.”

“When does this object 
become an object and not  
just a collection of points?”

The game swings sharply 
between recognisable and 
unfamiliar environments, 
requiring you to pay  
closer attention to your 
surroundings than you might 
normally in the real world

LEFT Each environment has  
a specific atmosphere. The 
forest scene provides one of 
the most calming passages 
of play, the audio reflecting 
the bucolic landscape.
BELOW The Voyager Golden 
Record includes everything 
an extraterrestrial might 
need to recreate Earth, 
including the sounds of  
the natural world



This Early Access survival game is a kind of booze-sodden  
companion piece to Jalopy. In the sweltering Finnish summer 
of 1995, you’ll meticulously assemble your vehicle before 
driving down winding dirt tracks, crate of beer in the 
passenger seat, flipping the bird at passing vehicles. 

My SuMMer Car

red dead redeMption 2

Cuphead

Developer/publisher Amistech Games
Format PC  Origin Finland  Release TBA

Developer TBA  Publisher Rockstar Games
Format PS4, Xbox One  Origin US  Release Autumn 2017

Developer/publisher Studio MDHR
Format  PC, Xbox One  Origin Canada  Release Mid-2017

The most sparing of teasers left many wanting more, but  
the in-game images are arrestingly detailed and evocative:  
a campfire beneath a starlit sky, a canoe gliding down a  
misty river, vultures plucking at carrion, and a presumably  
less-than-magnificent seven galloping past the camera. 

One of 2016’s best-looking games will now be one of 2017’s 
best-looking games. “To ship with our vision intact” is the 
reason given for the latest delay. We suspect a lukewarm 
reception to Cuphead’s run-and-gun sections (as opposed to 
the absorbing boss encounters) might be closer to the truth.

Star Control: originS

Having acquired the rights from Atari, Stardock (Galactic Civilizations) has established a new 
Maryland studio specifically to work on this resurrection of a series that hasn’t witnessed a 
new entry for two decades. Set in 2086, Origins tasks you with piloting Earth’s first interstellar 
craft around a procedurally generated galaxy. Though you’ll find yourself embroiled in galactic 
skirmishes, extraterrestrial encounters centre more often on communication than conflict. 

Welcome to the post-post-apocalypse: a formerly ruined world wholly reclaimed by nature, whose secrets are uncovered by a 
wolf and its spirit companion. Your floating guide has a range of transformative powers, generating bridges to cross chasms and 
allowing you to inhabit other creatures to traverse areas less welcoming to vulpine explorers. You’ll become a parrot to swoop 
down into deep valleys, burrow beneath the ground as a mole, and assume goat form to climb treacherous mountainous paths. 
Beautiful, meditative and strikingly different, it’s no wonder Lost Ember flew past its Kickstarter target within two days. 

Developer/publisher Mooneye Studios  Format PC, PS4, Xbox One  Origin Germany  Release March 2018

Developer/publisher Stardock  Format PC  Origin US  Release TBA 2017
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W
 e thought it was a simple 
question: what is the best 
game of Edge’s lifetime? 
Not your favourite, or  
the most important, or 
influential. The best. It is 

the sort of question those of us that play 
games are used to answering, and a process 
we enjoy. Yet apparently to people who 
make games for a living, being asked to 
identify one game as the greatest of them 
all is something akin to torture. One 
developer sent us a shortlist of four, asking 
us to help them pick a winner for them. One 
entire company – we shan’t name names, 
but it’s conspicuous by its absence from the 
following pages – declined, saying it wasn’t 
in its spirit to single one game out, since 
doing so would be unfair to all the rest. 

Others simply ignored our invitations  
(a note on gender balance: we really tried). 
Perhaps they, like one anonymous creative, 
simply couldn’t accept the premise of the 
question: “It’s actually a shockingly difficult 
question to answer. Even trying, I feel the 
oppressive weight of responsibility. What 
single game would I want to exist, if all 
others were lost? Every one of my favourite 
games is deeply flawed. It seems like there 
should be some shining example, where 
mechanics, narrative and mood harmonise, 
but I can’t name that game. It floats just 
out of sight, at the edge of vision.” Our 
hearty thanks to those that made an 
evidently painful decision – and to those  
of you that couldn’t, now you know what  
a difficulty spike feels like. 

Antti Ilvessuo
RedLynx
Master Of Orion was and always has been 
an eye-opener for me. It’s so simple in its 
design, with how you control your empire 
across the galaxy, but on the other hand 
look how much you can do with it. Less is 
more: that’s the takeaway from this timeless 
masterpiece. One planet per solar system, 
one main screen to control the main 
systems – that’s all you need. Yet there  

are endless outcomes discovered through 
different combinations of weapons and ship 
customisations. There are different races 
with different playing styles, and new 
advances in research and development to 
uncover. I’ll always remember playing 
through this on multiple galaxy sizes and 
multiple difficulty settings, always with 
different outcomes, win or lose. Best of all, 
the greatness of your empire happened 
inside your own head. You could imagine 
how vast your fleet looked when it fired off 
the shoulder of Orion. All those moments 
are now lost in time, like tears in the rain. 
Just a brilliant work of art. Well, less is 
more, Lucrezia: I am judged. Time to die.

Fumito Ueda
Gen Design
 There have been  

many influential titles 
throughout the years, 
including Half-Life 2, 
The Legend Of Zelda: 
Ocarina Of Time, and 
Super Mario 64, so 
choosing just one is 
extremely difficult.  

Still, if I had to pick the best, I would  
say the first Virtua Fighter.

At the time, I had just bought an Amiga 
1200 and begun to teach myself 3D CG, so 
I had moved away from videogames. But by 
chance, I came upon Virtua Fighter at a 
video arcade I stopped by. More than stuff 
about fighting games, it reminded me of the 
visceral pleasure videogames can provide by 
bringing to life characters on a screen with 
the simple control input of a joystick and 
three buttons.

I was at a crossroads at the time, 
deciding whether to enter the art world  
or pursue a career in videogames. It’s no 
exaggeration to say that my chance 
encounter with Virtua Fighter sent me down 
the path I’m on today. In Japan, Virtua 
Fighter made a huge contribution not only 
to the videogame industry but also to other 
media such as movies, and it also introduced 

the general public to the appeal of 3D 
animation. To this day, I love the game’s 
experimental character design, its 
exaggerated motions, and that transparent 
blue sky – so much, in fact, that I just 
recently got my hands on an original  
Virtua Fighter arcade board.

Dan Pinchbeck
The Chinese Room
There are so many reasons why the original 
Doom is one of the greatest games ever 
made. The weapon balancing is superb, still 
better than most modern shooters. The 
pacing – that mix of foreshadowing and 
then bursts of insane action. The finesse in 
terms of the ammo in your pocket versus 
the ammo needed to get through the fight. 
The simple but hugely effective mix of 
enemy types and distributions. 

The reason it set so many level-design 
templates is because the level design is 
fantastic – it doesn’t need vertical stacking, 
it uses leaking sound perfectly, it plays with 
backtracking without it becoming a chore – 
it’s a masterclass, basically. It’s just an 
amazing exercise in design, which is why  
it still plays as well today as back when it 
was released. That’s why it’s the best, not 
because of what it was in 1993, or what  
it created, or how it innovated, or the hugely 
long shadow it casts, but because in 2016 
it’s still a brilliant, brilliant, brilliant game. 
The only thing it lacks is what Doom II 
added – the greatest double-barrelled 
shotgun in gaming history. Apart from  
that, it’s perfect.

Seth Killian
Riot Games
Simple, harsh, dark, and joyous, Doom  
is a pure experience. Although it created 
shockwaves that continue to resonate, it felt 
familiar and intuitive from the start. This is 
because Doom is made up of simple things 
interacting simply. With non-linear levels 
built from iterative combinations of basic 
geometric elements, Doom needed only a 

“In Japan, Virtua Fighter 
made a huge contribution 
not only to the videogame 
industry but also to other 
media such as movies” 

Virtua Fighter was the first 
fighting game to use 3D 
polygons, and its combat laid the 
foundations for an enduring series
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small set of meaningfully distinct guns  
and enemies to create endlessly fresh 
gameplay. It managed this trick not by 
simply varying enemy type or number, but 
through its devilish enemy placement within 
the 3D space made possible by its new tech. 
This fantastic base was then multiplied 
through secrets, cheats, endless mods, and 
real online play. 

Doom was also just weird. It was fast. 
It was evil. It was sci-fi. It was, in a word, 
metal. Like heavy metal, videogames are 
at least partially distinguished by their 
relationship to technology – they use 
technological tools to do things not easily 
(or amusingly?) possible without them. 
Doom married new technology with clean 
design to explode into a new space of 
massive possibilities. The challenge of 
playing well was complex, but even in its 
hairiest, bloodiest, hardest moments, by 
piggybacking the challenge on players’ 
intuitive sense for 3D spaces, Doom  
always felt simple – clean. 

John Romero
Romero Games
 It’s been 23 years since 

Doom’s release, and it’s 
still being modded and 
played by thousands of 
players. There are 
numerous source ports 
that provide modern 
graphical features and 
extend the engine to be 

full 3D. For many, the original experience of 
Doom when it was released has not been 
equalled. That initial shockwave still 
reverberates through the industry as the 
firstperson shooter genre still dominates the 
charts. Doom’s solid gameplay means it is 
still very challenging and fun even after all 
the design and technology innovation 
through the decades.

Greg Kasavin
Supergiant Games
Attempting to isolate a single specimen 
from a quarter-century of games as the 

‘single best’ is, in many ways, not a 
reasonable undertaking. On the other hand, 
the choice is simple: Super Metroid. Hailed 
as an instant classic back in 1994, to this 
day it’s a paragon of design, environmental 
storytelling, and cohesion of experience. The 
best game is the game with the fewest flaws 
and the greatest strengths. I make excuses 
for many of my all-time favourite games, 
their lulls in the story, their odd balancing 
quirks, all those things that give them 
personality. But Super Metroid is beyond 
reproach. Even at the time, the worst that 
could have been said of it was that it was a  
little on the short side, but by the standards 
of today even its size and scope are perfect, 
whereas the sprawling RPGs and action 
adventures of the ’90s would feel 
interminable now.

From the instant Super Metroid begins, 
you are in its world, engulfed in its rich 
atmosphere. Meticulous attention to detail 
is everywhere, and it almost never even 
needs to stoop to using words either to 
convey the nuances of its intricate action  
or the depth of its story and world.

Richard Garriott
Portalarium
While many great games have come out 
since the launch of Edge, the first truly 
great game, which to me has never been 
surpassed by others in its genre, would be 
the original Command & Conquer. How 
well I remember being impressed by so 
many aspects of this game. Origin CFO 
Mike Grajeda and I played it for months on 
end and slowly we discovered new strategies 
to defeat each other. It seemed like every 
week we would alternate taking command 
of the battlefield. Eventually our Command 
& Conquer duels ended in highly competitive 
draws, so we decided to play some of the 
young folks in our QA department. It was  
no contest. We lost every game.

I’ve tried numerous games in the RTS 
genre since then in search of a worthy 
successor, but while I’ve enjoyed many other 
offerings, none seem to capture the diverse 
strategies that were present in the original. 
Command & Conquer is the best game and 
also my favourite since the launch of Edge!

“Doom was just 
weird. It was 
fast. It was evil. 
It was sci-fi.  
It was, in a 
word, metal” 

Even today, the original Doom still has a sizeable active modding community. Its slick, fast-
paced gunplay defined a genre for years – a template that has been revisited in 2016’s Doom



Valve writer and VR 
specialist Chet Faliszek

“Super Mario 
64 perfectly 
delivered a 
new yet 
supremely 
balanced 
experience.  
It is a rich, 
deep game 
that is filled 
with fun”

genres, but it remains the best example of a platform 
game. I shall assume that these words you are now 
reading live in a small section surrounded by similar 
sections that contain words to the same effect. If not, 
please amend your copy of this fine publication with 
scissors. While countless games have imitated Mario 
64, their improvements have been largely superficial 
and generally to the detriment of the overall 
experience. When Mario 64 was made, they were 
inventing the rules as they went in an act of raw 
creativity. By comparison, so many subsequent games 
appear to be the work of meticulous engineering that 
somehow misses that infinitely precious creative spark. 
Like a child imitating their favourite comic-book artist  
by painstakingly tracing a drawing of Superman, the  
copy fails to capture the vitality of the original.

Q-Games
Super Mario 64 was the first game to move 3D 
gaming forward beyond the space battles, flight 
simulators and firstperson shoot ’em ups that had 
dominated the scene for almost two decades by that 
point. It proved that an intuitive ‘Nintendo-like’ game 
really could be made in 3D, with sharp controls and 
addictive loops. Suddenly you didn’t need to be a 
hardcore gamer to embrace 3D. All the elements from 
the 2D Mario games were there in glorious 3D, and 
they worked – and the framerate was consistent, which 
is something else that you hadn’t been able to rely 
upon until that point. It marked a turning point in 
general opinion, and 3D became the main genre for 
most games from that point onwards, with 2D being 
pushed aside for quite a while.

N3TWORK
For my nomination I was looking for something that 
perfectly captured the fact that our medium lives at the 
intersection of art, design and technology. The game that 
is, in my opinion, at the pinnacle of that intersection is 
Super Mario 64. 

Super Mario 64 perfectly delivered a new yet 
supremely balanced experience at the launch of the 
Nintendo 64. It is a rich, deep game that is filled with 
fun, and so clearly lovingly crafted. Its bold, inventive 
use of 3D to expand the player’s sense of place, 
puzzle and world is a stunning example of how, in 
the right hands, technology, art and design can create 
amazing experiences. 

For its exquisite analogue controls, the restrained and 
intelligent use of camera, the bold use of 3D to expand 
the sense of place and wonder, and for its overall 
completeness as a balanced game, Super Mario 64 is in 
my opinion the best game since the inception of Edge.

OtherSide Entertainment
Asking someone to name the best videogame released 
since 1993 is really unfair. First, there are a lot of ways 
to define ‘best’. You can consider influence, sales, 
review scores, simply name your favourite – there are 
countless ways to measure ‘best-ness’. Second, there 
are so many great games to choose from. Think about 

Sega
I’ve chosen Pokémon, because it is one the few 
globally successful Japanese game franchises still 
having tremendous success today, after over 20 years 
in business.

It’s widely acknowledged that Tetris was a key  
title in the Nintendo Game Boy becoming a huge  
hit, but the Pokémon games definitely contributed 
strongly to the handheld’s longterm sales. Many games 
have taken inspiration from Pokémon, following the 
flow of ‘collecting’ and ‘fighting’ elements, and although 
the franchise found success on console, the recent 
worldwide success that was Pokémon Go on 
smartphone shows that Pokémon’s spiritual home  
is on handheld devices. For me, Pokémon is the pride 
of Japanese videogames, and is loved by men and 
women of all ages the world over.

Valve
Since Civilization II was released, I have had a Civ 
game installed on every computer I have owned and 
have been playing a game of it almost non-stop. One 
part of me wonders why we, as an industry, even 
bother releasing any other games.

Rebellion
Civilization is certainly one of the very best series  
ever to grace gaming, and Civilization II is arguably  
its peak. There’s an ingrained sense of exploration, 
progress and conquest to Civilization that I’ve always 
found particularly compelling.

Frontier Developments
So many great games come to mind: Super Mario 64, 
Fallout 3, Oblivion, Skyrim, Zelda: Ocarina Of Time and 
GTA: San Andreas are all good candidates for me. Each 
time I decide on one I am tempted to change my 
mind, as each is good for a different reason. Is steak 
better than ice cream? Well, it depends on the context, 
and they’re difficult to compare.

I think my choice for the best game, after much 
thought, is Super Mario 64. Even though it wasn’t 
necessarily the first 3D platform game, it revolutionised 
the form and re-established an entire genre. It was 
jammed full of great ideas, had so many iconic 
elements – both new and reimagined from the earlier 
2D games – featured excellent music I can still hum 
now, and had a well-balanced learning curve. 
I remember it became incredibly difficult for me  
as I hunted the last stars, but I still hunted them.

Media Molecule
Super Mario 64 is the best game released since 
Edge’s inception. Not only was it groundbreaking in 
terms of inventing numerous game mechanics and 
control schemes that are now fundamental to a slew of 



it – Doom, Warcraft II, Diablo (I and II), Half-Life, 
Knights Of The Old Republic, World Of Warcraft, Guitar 
Hero, Super Mario Galaxy, Rock Band, Heavy Rain, The 
Walking Dead, The Ico & Shadow Of The Collossus 
Collection (I had to work those two in and figured why 
not together?). Any one of those would be a great 
choice. But there’s one game that stands above them 
all – influential, great sales, great reviews and, yes, one 
of my favourites. That game is Super Mario 64. It 
ushered in the age of 3D platformers and, rare for a 
first, it was nearly perfect. Perfectly balanced, a great 
camera that always allowed you to see what you 
needed to see, just challenging enough to hook newbs 
and experienced gamers, a compelling world seen for 
the first time from a new perspective, great make-you-
smile graphics, terrific animation (full of personality)… 
Think how many games have followed in its footsteps, 
rarely capturing its magic or matching its quality. Think 
how much time I spent playing it. Definitely the ‘best’ 
game of the past 23 years.

Funomena
I would say Tetris, but that was released earlier than 
1993, so I’ll say Parappa The Rapper instead, but 
specifically the first level with Master Onion. I’m not 
familiar with the genre, but Parappa is one of the 
pioneers of music games that taught us it’s fun to push 
the buttons. After the first level, I feel that the game 
mechanics get messy, but that first level is super-great 
and intuitive. It’s delightful.

CCP Games
I choose Ultima Online, as it came the closest to 
giving me the myriad feelings that I felt back when 
playing my favourite MUD, Discworld, which came out 
back in 1991. It was also a huge inspiration for EVE 
Online, which has pretty much been my life since.

Graybeard Games
The revolutionary fifth game in the Zelda series and the 
first in 3D, Ocarina Of Time is an incredible game 
from start to finish. The world of Hyrule became a 
reality as you were immersed like never before. The 
game mechanics for dealing with 3D and combat were 
groundbreaking. The story was the best in the series 
and the clockwork puzzles define superb design. The 
game continues to be ported to new systems and 
played, replayed and enjoyed by millions. It’s as 
important today as it was when released in 1998. If 
there’s one game new designers and game makers 
should play and study, this is it. It’s the best.

Playrise Digital
The Legend Of Zelda: Ocarina Of Time is, in my 
view, the most complete game ever produced. For me, 
there isn’t a single weak component in it. They literally 
got everything right. Compelling, family-friendly 
storytelling, brilliant characters, an epic open-world 

Alloy Platform Industries 
founder Phil Harrison

environment – and it even managed to pull off a 
genuine sense of peril as well as amusement and 
humour. It got the emotional content right too.

Not only that, but it was absolutely ingenious in  
so many of its game design elements and gameplay 
mechanics. Plus, it had an unforgettable soundtrack that 
even had you ‘playing’ a magical ocarina that could 
summon a trusty steed, change day into night, teleport 
around the world, bring in a storm, and even get milk 
from a cow – assuming you had something to put  
it in! There are countless amusing minigames and 
sidequests, and the whole world created a feeling  
that it was a genuinely non-linear adventure.

Very few games have ever got everything so right 
while providing so much. It was, in my view, the perfect 
game, and if you played it at the time, it’s one you can 
never forget. A genuine sense of adventure, wonder 
and pure magic.

Alloy Platform Industries
It’s tough to define ‘best’. If the task was to elect my 
current favourite game it would be Playdead’s Inside,  
as it’s been in my head for weeks since I played it. For 
the game that’s brought most joy to my house, it would 
be Mario Kart 8, as my two sons love it. I’d also want to 
consider the GTA series for pushing the boundaries in 
every respect, especially San Andreas and GTAV. But 
the game I am going to choose because I loved getting 
lost in its glorious story and world is The Legend Of 
Zelda: Ocarina Of Time. 

Nintendo’s Zelda series has always been a favourite 
but the scale, detail and pure fun of the game stands 
the test of time, and I can’t wait to play it again with my 
kids as the nights draw in this winter. And I think that’s 
ultimately the highest compliment you can pay a game 
– or a book, a movie or an album, for that matter – it’s 
an experience you cherish so much that you want to 
hand it down to the next generation to enjoy as well.

Until Dark Souls came along, The Legend Of Zelda: Ocarina Of Time consistently 
topped our best-game lists. It’s still looked to today by devs as a genre exemplar



J a n e  M c G o n i G a l
AvAnt GAme 
I pick Dance Dance Revolution. I know what you’re 

saying! How can the best game since 1993 be a 

game that no one plays any more? Fair point. But 

though we may not play it today, who among us 

cannot still close our eyes and hallucinate those falling 

arrows? Few games in history – perhaps Tetris – have 

created such a powerful visual literacy that hijacked 

our brains even when we weren’t playing. Remember 

the thrill of learning to read those arrows, and realising 

you no longer had to consciously ‘think’ about what 

your body should do next? And remember the 

pleasures of performing your gameplay in front of 

others? That was a crucial precursor to today’s high-

performance game culture of competitive esports and 

streaming our play online for others to watch. Of 

course, it was also one of the first videogames to 

convince people that games could be ‘good for you’, 

because so many gamers were losing weight and 

improving their fitness as they mastered new songs. 

Ultimately, the criteria I use for an exceptional 

videogame is this: it teaches you to think in a new 

way, stretching your perception until you practically 

grow a new sense, giving you the chance to genuinely 

master a new skill and ability while having an 

awesome time. And no game has forced us to  

grow our senses or master a new kind of sensory 

perception better than good old DDR.

S i d  M e i e r
FirAxis
One of the best games I’ve played is StarCraft: 

Brood War, especially the Skirmish mode. There  

are tons of individual parts in that game that come 

together into something really special. StarCraft has 

good progression, introducing new problems to the 

player and having then overcome them, moving onto 

the next part of the game, starting with, “Where are 

my resources?” and moving up to, “How am I going to 

win with my units?” The asymmetry of the forces is 

excellent, too. Each side feels distinct and has a 

distinct way to play, but they’re all balanced against 

each other. Then the whole thing is wrapped up with 

great art and audio. Brood War builds on StarCraft in 

really smart ways, and it’s one of the games I like best.

n a t h a n  V e l l a
CApybArA GAmes

Starsiege: Tribes, aka Tribes 1, 

is my pick. I played it religiously 

for the better part of my 20s, 

starting back when modems  

were frustratingly slow. I even 

played it competitively on  

ladders, using Capy co-founder 

Kris Piotrowski’s computer for matches because it 

actually had a videocard.

I love Tribes because it was a foundational shift in 

games. It helped me learn why multiplayer games 

were so special – because you formed a ten-person 

side in a Tribes match, quickly decided who was going 

to play Light Defence or Heavy Offence or ‘Cap’, spam 

Shazbot a few times, then try your best to function as 

a team. And you had to try to play as a team, or you 

lost. This wasn’t 1v1 Doom. This wasn’t Quake or 

Team Fortress. This was huge, open maps, complex 

character classes and unbelievable movement, all of 

which funnelled into team play.

While Quake gave online FPSes the taste of speed, 

‘skiing’ in Tribes blew it out. Initially a bug that became 

a core feature, skiing gave skilled players a path to 

traverse enormous open maps at Mach 10, and 
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StarCraft: Brood War (left) was 
the game’s third expansion, but 
the first by Blizzard. Starsiege: 
Tribes (above) hit early highs for 
the squad-based shooter genre

Dance Dance Revolution  
is one of the rhythm-
action genre’s pioneers



t h e   b e s t

maybe even grab a flag while they were at it. Prior to 

Tribes, multiplayer games were played in corridors, in 

rooms, and in courtyards. Hell, in most cases they still 

are. And all of them were played exclusively on the 

ground. Quake’s Rocket Jump (all the way through to 

Tricking) explored additional movement space, but in  

a limited way. Tribes added a jetpack and gave players 

an entire extra dimension, to unbelievable effect, the 

impacts of which we’re still seeing today. There hasn’t 

been a multiplayer game since that hasn’t aped 

something, or everything, from Tribes. And there’s  

no game that feels better when playing with 20-plus 

players (even on a shitty modem). 

My other picks were nostalgic, arsty, or mind-

bending. But I think multiplayer gaming is such a key 

piece of our culture, and I’m sure that Tribes changed 

it forever. Also, it was really damn fun.

K a t S u h i r o  h a r a d a
bAndAi nAmCo
Although I love Diablo and Ultima Online, I have to 

admit that it was such a sensational experience playing 

EverQuest – observing huge monsters in the field in 

the first 3D MMORRPG, and feeling the fear when 

running away from them. I can say it was more of an 

impactful experience on me than the excitement I’ve 

had wearing today’s head-mounted virtual reality 

systems for the first time.

h i d e o  K o J i M a
KojimA produCtions
Pokémon Gold and Silver are probably the two 

games that I’ve played the most since Edge’s first 

issue in 1993. I didn’t play many portable games back 

then, nor did I have much interest in Pokémon. It was 

a game I bought for my son, and when I tried it, I 

really enjoyed it. Back then, it was still common to 

have people playing games together on the same 

console but in Pokémon Gold and Silver you had to 

trade with players who were playing on their own, 

separate devices in order to complete it. I found it 

really refreshing to be able to connect with my son, 

through a game, when I was in a different place.

c l i f f  B l e S z i n S K i 
boss Key produCtions
I think Counter-Strike, and CS:GO, still, to this day, 

remain the purest experience when it comes to 

gaming. Call Of Duty and other games may do well 

and be good, but CS remains one of the purest and 

most airtight experiences. I think that’s why it’s 

endured all of these years, and why it will continue  

to dominate the shooter space.

Y o S h i n o r i  o n o
CApCom
Grand Theft Auto III is not just an incredible game – 

it gave birth to our current games market, where open 

world is a given. I lost myself in it and used it to escape 

from reality many times, and it gave me the freedom 

to do what I wanted in the ways I always wished I 

could when I played games as a child. The great thing 

was that you never felt the game was pushing you into 

doing things – it was just designed to support and 

prompt the player’s desire to do anything. I clearly 

remember thinking to myself, ‘Wow – so this is the 

kind of thing that’s being developed outside of Japan’.

To think that today we can play this game 

anywhere on our smartphones! Remembering the 

game for this piece inspired me to give it another go, 

and obviously the graphics have dated and the number 

of side missions and so on pale in comparison to the 

latest GTA games, but its design still shines, and you 

can feel its impact. That’s why, after careful rumination, 

I’ve chosen Grand Theft Auto III as the best game 

released during Edge’s lifetime.

r e x  c r o w l e
FoAmsword GAmes

The best game from the past 23 

years needs to be as good now 

as when it was when released. 

Rez is a game that never dates.  

It isn’t a nostalgic memory of 

perfection – it carries on being it.

It’s unashamedly a 

videogame, it’s very pure in its gameplay, and it 

could be described simply as an on-rails shooter. 

However, that is not how it’s experienced when 

played. It’s a shimmering hologram from the future 

that shows us our past, in a perfect union of art, 

design, audio and technology. 

I’ve bought it three times on three different 

systems already, and now we can all experience it 

again on a fourth with its arrival on VR, perhaps where 

it was always destined to exist. And it contains all the 

boss battles I’ve ever enjoyed.

C h r i s t m A s  2 0 1 6 6 3

Even in 4:3, in 2001, 
Rez was capable of 
taking players on a trip 
of extraordinary power
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Sefton Hill
Rocksteady Studios

The best game for me would have to 
be Metroid Prime. I’m convinced it 
slipped through the space-time 
continuum and showed us all how 
games should be made. Mind. Blown.

Seamus Blackley
Innovative Leisure

An impossible, unfair, evil question 
since in a very real way they are all, 
every one, my favourite game. But I will 
tell you a story from close to home:  
I was freeloading at [one-time Edge 
staffer] Owain Benallack’s flat in London 
when his review copy of Ratchet & 
Clank came in for PS2. I had spent 
years working and talking about “the 
next generation” and there it was, on 
the enemy platform. It was crushingly 
fast, beautiful, funny, and so very finely 
tuned. I was smitten, floored, humbled. 
I know I’m expected to say Halo, and I 
dearly and deeply love that magnificent 
game, but the shock of Insomniac’s 
lovely code running gave me shivers 
and shut me up.

Trip Hawkins
If You Can

My pick is High Heat: Major League 
Baseball 2004. While I know many 
Edge readers don’t care much about 
baseball, I believe this game still sets 
the high bar for authentic sports 
simulation. While this was about the 
time that developers had enough time 
with 64bit graphics to make models, 
scenes and camera movement that 
were plenty realistic, the key was 

attention to detail and accuracy in the 
physics and gameplay, and how that 
was harnessed accurately to the 
genuine strategy, tactics and statistical 
outcomes in the game. While graphics 
have indeed gotten better since that 
time, I see more of a regression in the 
simulation and gameplay elements in 
sports games.

Simon Flesser
Simogo

Naming a ‘best’ game is tough, 
because it assumes that games are 
only consumer products, when so 
many times they are so much more. 
So, I think I just need to go with my gut, 
which says that it has to be WarioWare, 
Inc: Mega Microgames.

It encapsulates the things I love 
most about videogames as a medium: 
fun and thrilling, it has so many styles  
in its expression, and it never assumes 
that the player is dumb; with one single 
word, it teaches players its rule for every 
microgame. I find that design to be 
incredibly impressive.

To this day I’m still fascinated by how 
WarioWare, much more than any other 
game, feels like it has its own agenda, 

and just races forward, even when the 
player fails, which never makes it dull.

And, most importantly, it could never 
be the best game if it didn’t deliver in 
emotions: WarioWare is perhaps the 
only singleplayer game that makes me 
laugh out loud.

Jamie Jackson
Slingshot Cartel

Vice City was the gateway drug that 
converted millions of Tony Hawk and 

Gran Turismo-playing ‘casuals’ into 
harder-core gamers. But GTA: San 
Andreas crept up, slit their throats 
and bled them out as fully fledged 
mega nerds, and they didn’t even 
know it. If you said 20 million-plus 
people would wander around an open 
world for months of their lives, nobody 
would believe you. But we did. The 
setting. The story. The insane engine 
that throttled the PS2 to its limits was 
a feat of engineering wizardry. 

Arguably it created emergent 
gameplay – at the very least it showed 
it to a mass, non-nerd core audience. 
It also had the best soundtrack in a 
game. Ever. And the way it was 
delivered just layered on the 
immersion in a game. You no longer 
dropped out all in-game music and 
stuck your own soundtrack on your 
tape deck. 

But more than anything, it allowed 
so many people to have common 
ground. Whether you were a white, 
pot-smoking hip-hop head or a 
businessman who “just has a PS2 for 
FIFA”, if you played it, you could talk. 
The only people I know who didn’t 
play it are people who didn’t play 
games at all. 

Luke Smith
Bungie

Best is Michael Jordan. Best is 
Empire Strikes Back. Best is the 
definitive version in a space. Best is 
uniquely great.

For videogames, best is the 
peak version of doing unique to 
videogames. We can find better 
stories in books. We can passively 
enjoy amazing entertainment at the 
local movie theatre.

Videogames are peerless in  
their ability to bring players together 
to do something amazing. Do 
something greater than they could 
do alone: forge communities, create 
social bonds, and build experiences 
around shared goals.

Best is World Of Warcraft.

#300

Ratchet & Clank set the bar 
for cartoon-style flair on  
PS2 when it arrived in 2002

Seamus Blackley, former 
Xbox chief at Microsoft

“I know I’m expected to say Halo, and I dearly and deeply 
love that magnificent game, but the shock of Insomniac’s 
lovely code running gave me shivers and shut me up”



65< <

Sam Lake
Remedy Entertainment

The best game for me is Half-Life 2, 
which is to the first Half-Life as The 
Lord Of The Rings is to The Hobbit, 
or Aliens is to Alien, to draw a more 
fitting analogy. Building on what came 
before and at the same time, in so 
many ways, boldly, even madly, 
reinventing what it is about and 
building a bigger world. Something 
that began as a clever and 
claustrophobic science-fiction 
catastrophe story suddenly evolved 
and expanded into a tale of a saviour 
coming to a unique and believable 
dystopian setting. 

Half-Life 2 took many aspects – 
large and small – of a firstperson 
shooter and crystallised the design, 
pacing, language and rules of the 
genre and perfected them. When  
you look at the game as a larger 
whole – including the further 
exploration done in Episode One  
and Two, and The Orange Box with 
Portal, which is also set in the same 
world – it gives us a huge, ambitious, 
immersive videogame experience 
with a connected universe, delivered 
with staggering showmanship.

Paul Rustchynsky
Codemasters

Half-Life 2 is a masterpiece. It’s one 
of the greatest and most influential 
games of all time, standing tall as  
a benchmark that most modern 
games still struggle to match. It’s a 
masterclass in pacing, storytelling  
and world building from beginning to 
end. Played today, it’s clear that there 
really hasn’t been anything quite like 
it since its 2004 release. The 
absorbing narrative, tense combat 
and stunning environmental puzzles 
still feel fresh and engaging. The 
characters remain charming and the 
locations are still full of wonder and 
surprises. Every detail combines 

perfectly with the action to make 
each and every moment better 
than the last. While it might have 
lost its cutting-edge visuals, the 
exquisite art design still shines 
through to create a rich, believable 
and timeless universe that is just 
begging to be revisited.

Neil Druckmann
Naughty Dog

“Oh my god – I just got my head 
chopped off by a chainsaw!” The first 
time I played Resident Evil 4, I was 
floored. The offset camera gave the 
feeling of firstperson immersion, 
while showing off the stellar 
character design and animation  
of Leon. The environments and 
characters were more detailed than 
anything I’ve seen. The chainsaw 
man is still my favourite enemy from 
any game – never has a sound made 
me more tense. The game has such 
a rare, singular vision: the way the 
horror elements blend with the 
mechanics, enemy variety, RPG 
upgrades to the weapons, and a 
kooky story that never lets up all 
combine to create the best-paced 
action game of all time, and one of 
the best games ever made.

Alex Ward
Three Fields Entertainment

To me, ‘best game’ should be exactly 
that, really – a game. Not an attempt 
to capture reality; something out of 
the ordinary. That’s why I’m choosing 
Crackdown. A game that made me 
daydream about the real world when  
I wasn’t playing, placing imaginary 
orbs across every roofline I gazed at, 
and invading my consciousness. It’s 
the best superhero game ever made. 
Climbing, running, jumping and falling 
in this game let us all feel invincible.  
It also allowed us to create some 
wonderful moments of open-world 
chaotic mayhem – crashing vehicles 
and setting off chain reactions of 
explosions. A fine example of true 
digital urban vandalism. It’s 
memorable to me for many reasons.  
It was the first title that made playing 
with the physics system part of the 
game. It was open-ended, giving us 
different options in terms of the order 
in which things were experienced. 
And it was the first truly magnificent 
online co-op game, where your 
friends would disappear to mop  
up orbs they needed during play.  
The fact that I’m still thinking about  
it today is testament to its magic.
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The Best

Resident Evil 4, the 
undisputed high point of 
Capcom’s horror series, 
has lost none of its potency

Three Fields Entertainment 
co-founder Alex Ward

We may have to wait another 150 issues or so for Half-Life 3, but it will be built upon the 
strongest of foundations in the second game’s interactive storytelling and NPC encounters



  Jesse schell 
schell Games
Braid is great like Citizen Kane is great: 
through audacity, invention, and emotion. 
Like Citizen Kane, it is not everyone’s cup 
of tea, but everyone who makes it to the 
end remembers it for the rest of their lives.

  soren Johnson
Mohawk Games 
It’s hard to imagine  
a videogame that 
embraces its medium 
more enthusiastically 
than Spelunky.  
Games with authored, 

static content have long dominated the 
industry; however, they are still – at best – 
a shortcut, a temporary illusion that blinds 
us to the true potential of videogames, 
which can and should be much more than 
frozen obstacle courses. The audacious 
Spelunky destroyed this illusion by 
showing that one of the most traditional 
authored genres, the 2D platformer, could 
be just as fun – and infinitely more 
replayable – if the levels were created by 
the computer instead of by the designer. 
Still, what makes Spelunky the best game 
is that Derek Yu and Andy Hull took the 
time to execute and polish the game so 
that it was much more than just a 
conceptual achievement – it’s fun whether 
or not the player appreciates what’s  
going on under the hood.

  herMen hulst
Guerrilla Games
Personally, I feel that Uncharted 2: 
Among Thieves still stands at the apex  
of videogame evolution. Playing it was 
such a game-changer for me – it got every 
beat right, from the pitch-perfect pacing 
of the action to the vibrant and beautifully 
designed environments. It also proved 
beyond a shadow of a doubt that great 
gameplay, cinematic-quality visuals and 
engrossing storytelling don’t need to be 
mutually exclusive qualities in a game. 

Other titles have reached equal levels of 
excellence since Uncharted 2 came out in 
2009, but as far as I’m concerned none 
have managed to surpass it entirely.

  Jakub Dvorský 
amanita Design
The first Portal was already a fantastic 
game, and the sequel just improved 
practically every aspect, adding a really 
cool story and making it more epic. The 
puzzles are phenomenal, the world and its 
presentation are cool, but what I love the 
most about Portal 2 is its humour, which 
is still scarce in games. For runners-up,  
I’d pick Journey and The Stanley Parable.

  Derek Yu 
Mossmouth
Over the years, I began to feel like my 
enthusiasm for games went more into  
the making than the playing of them. 
Then I played Dark Souls, and you  
could say it rekindled the passion for 
playing I remember having as a kid.

It’s not just the game’s oft-cited 
difficulty, which relies on intimidation  
over cheapness, or its unique medieval 
world, which evokes the bizarre and brutal 
trappings of early D&D instead of the 
well-trodden fantasies of Tolkien. It’s also 
that Dark Souls is internally consistent in a 
way few games are. Bosses, for example, 
are as susceptible to falling off ledges as 
regular enemies. And even though much 
of the narrative is hidden away in item 
descriptions and cryptic dialogue, nearly 
everything in the game, from respawning 

to multiplayer, makes sense within the 
game world. As a result, it feels like a  
real place rather than a theme park.

All of this leads to a kind of ‘Dark 
Souls effect’: after overcoming its 
challenges it’s hard to go back to the 
drawn-out tutorials, hints, and hand-
holding of other titles.

  FréDérick raYnal 
Gloomywood
What does ‘best game’ mean? The 
biggest number of players? The best 
sales? Trying to work out the answer,  
I asked myself: what game would I 
recommend to anyone without the need 
to ask what kind of game they like to 
play? It should also be a game that is so 
accessible that almost everyone can play 
it. Then I got my answer: Minecraft. It 
integrates a lot of very usual, simple and 
almost mandatory game elements inside  
a building game. With its solo survival 
mode, you have free exploration, 
resources to gather and craft, and fights 
with very universal monsters. The building 
part is completely integrated in the 
gameplay, giving the player a great feeling 
of freedom and a clear visible progression 
thanks to the heavy scenery customisation, 
which is unusual. We know that players 
get a lot of emotional bounds because 
of the time (and ‘work’) spent in 
persistent-world games – in this case, the 
full world is yours! With its multiplayer 
modes, it can turn young relentless 
fighters into cooperative builders! What 
an achievement! Surprisingly, it allows 
players – even those with little creativity – 
to show off making things instead of 
destroying everything. Shouldn’t it be 
taught at school?

  Jonathan Morin 
ubisoft Montreal
Since 1993, the medium has progressed  
a lot. Designers used pure gameplay 
dynamics, linear stories, and game systems 
to convey meanings in many ways. There 
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Minecraft is a carefully iterated design, but it’s in 
players’ hands that it truly reaches its potential



is no longer any doubt about the fact that 
videogames are an art form. But I feel they 
can be so much more. Games have the 
power to become instruments, turning 
players into the real artists. When this 
happens, the game is no longer just a 
piece of art – it becomes culture.

Minecraft is such a game. Through  
it, players can find their own meaning  
and share it with the world. It embraces 
the sandbox concept completely. It starts 
with an intrinsic motivation such as:  
“I want to create an underground lair”. 
Then you start digging until it’s pitch 
black, realising you need light. These 
extrinsic needs are discovered so naturally 
that you forget it’s a game. It is the most 
organic experience I have played.

Since I believe videogames should 
ignite our sense of wonder through play, 
Minecraft has to be my choice. Not only is 
it the best execution of this principle, but 
it also continues to evolve every year 
through players’ creativity. 

  euGene Jarvis 
raw thrills
To be the best game, 
mere greatness is not 
enough. The game has 
to demand devotion and 
sacrifice – something 
you love to hate, and 

hate to love. A soulsucking mind virus that 
hijacks your dreams and alters your very 
purpose of being. Turning a brilliantly 
evolved master of the universe into a 
mindless obsessive-compulsive bot 
dedicated to the care and feeding of a 
parasitic pixelated fantasy. How about the 
great FPS explosion? But are they games, 
or sports? Without human competition, 
they are nothing. What about the MMOs 
– the Crafts and the Quests and the Villes 
that sucked millions into never-ending 
social pay-to-win madness? To the non-
cultist, they all degrade into brilliantly 
decorated ever-glowing chatrooms. No,  
it had to be an app game that erased all 
barriers between gamer and the gamed. 

Candy Crush Saga crushed them all  
with its sugar-coated fantasy of gumdrops 
and Machiavellian paywalls. Moving 
beyond the cult, Candy Crush enslaved  
a billion-strong sugar-crazed zombie  
mob. Insatiably addictive, Candy Crush 
monetised its way to world domination.

  haJiMe tabata
square enix
My personal best game is Grand Theft 
Auto V. GTAV is groundbreaking and 
outstanding because it’s overwhelmingly 
more accessible than any other 
videogame. You should be able to play 
GTAV straight away regardless of whether 
you have ever played any games before, 
which country you live in, or what age you 
are. You will know exactly what to do. 
You will sense the freedom of the GTAV 
universe as soon as you start playing the 
game and want to carry on playing it, 
driven by curiosity about and desire for 
being able to do things you normally 
cannot do. When I looked at the finished 

product of GTAV, I simply could not 
imagine how I could have made it  
myself. It is a truly astounding game.

 Patrice Désilets 
Panache Digital
The perfect game has  
to be one I played like 
crazy, every single year 
since 1994, with good 
years, and bad ones,  
but never missing one: 

the NHL series. It can be played alone  
or with friends – online or beside you on 
the couch – and you can be a general 
manager or a future star. The sheer 
number of different game modes is 

impressive, without downsizing the  
quality of the second-to-second gameplay. 
And the feeling of joy when you score a 
goal just can’t be beaten. FIFA could have 
been there, or any other sports game, but,  
hey, I’m from the city that invented ice 
hockey in the first place, so…

  bennett FoDDY
nYu Game center
One thing that makes videogames unique 
is that their beauty is often invisible and 
ineffable. A game can have beautiful  
parts that we can point at: dazzling art,  
a moving soundtrack, or a sublime story. 
But it can also have a beauty that you only 

sense by playing it, that 
you cannot simply show 
someone, and that you 
can’t locate in any of its 
parts. That’s the sort of 
beauty that suffuses 
Stephen’s Sausage 

Roll. If you haven’t played it, I can’t really 
convey what makes it the best game, 
except to say ‘it has good puzzles’,  
which doesn’t begin to capture what  
I like about it. But to dance around it a 
little more: the best game should have 
great clarity of vision, and not be muddled 
by too many cooks like Mario 64 is.  
It should have a light touch, doing no 
more than it needs to, and never 
outstaying its welcome like Dark Souls 
does. It should have a worthy climax,  
and not peter out like Shadow Of The 
Colossus does. And the best game should 
sketch an expanse of possibility much 
bigger than its actual bounds, rather  
than fencing you in like Ocarina Of 
Time. That’s Stephen’s Sausage Roll.
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“When I looked at the finished product 
of GTAV, I simply could not imagine 

how I could have made it myself.  
It is a truly astounding game”

the best

It’s the variety of things that GTAV nails, making it so 
durable, that marks it out as one of the all-time greats
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Forty hours on the road  
with Final Fantasy’s lavish, 

troubled reinvention   
By Simon Parkin

f i n a l l y
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Game Final Fantasy XV
Developer/publisher Square Enix

Format PC, PS4, Xbox One
Release November 29



7272



TOP LEFT There’s never  
more than five people in 
your party, and often fewer. 
FAR LEFT Sidney, daughter 
of mechanic Cid, maintains 
your car. BELOW Lunafreya 
is only on screen for a short 
time, yet is the subject of 
much of the dialogue
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Most kingdoms, even those built in videogames, are 
founded on some kind of violence, usually seeded 
in disagreements over the rules, boundaries and 
leadership, finally resolved by a political or military 

show of strength. Final Fantasy XV’s backstory is more bloodied 
than most. Here is a game that, during the course of its decade-
long development, has endured overthrows in name, direction and 
governance. Final Fantasy is a series that thrives on reinvention, 
mixing familiar elements – the orphan protagonists, the crystal 
McGuffins, the rambling landscapes, the towering chickens, the 
airship silhouetted in the sky – in novel ways. Final Fantasy XV is, 
however, something else: a game built from the fragments, not only 
of its series, but also of past selves.

The character of the laconic young prince Noctis, his entourage 
and destiny, as well as his combat abilities (the way he can phase 
through incoming attacks, or plunge his sword into scenery in order 
to dangle from a tall building or a tree, surveying the battlefield 
from this vantage point) was established years ago via lavish CG 
trailers for Final Fantasy Versus XIII. It is on this failed game’s shaky 
foundations that Final Fantasy XV is built. That director Hajime 
Tabata, suddenly promoted from steering minor productions to 
captaining the company’s flagship title, has managed to build any 
sense of cohesion within these stifling constraints, immovably 
established in the game’s troubled past, is extraordinary. 

Not that the current team hasn’t brought grand ideas and 
novelties of its own. As the open-world genre continues to 
homogenise, gradually refining Grand Theft Auto’s definitive 
template with tinkering modifications, these games are increasingly 
distinguished not by theme or geography (there’s little difference 
between Assassin’s Creed’s historic Italy and The Division’s futuristic 
New York, when you get down to it), but by the way in which you 
move through the world: by foot, by car, by flight or something else 
entirely. Most designers opt to remove friction, allowing us to 
traverse the world either through scenery-gobbling displays of 
parkour or, in Batman’s case, elegant, tower-scraping swoops 
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open-world games work to make the journey as interesting as 
possible, the Regalia is unable to travel offroad. While you can 
take the wheel yourself, you’ll eventually opt to let Ignis, the sensible 
patriarch of the group, drive you between quests, while sitting back 
to enjoy the expansive views or, more likely, to check your phone. 

At the end of each day you’re free to continue busying about 
Lucis’s roads, but as high-level monsters haunt these byways, you’re 
safer checking into a motel. The game’s designers capitalise on the 
need to seek a bed each night. The experience you earn in battle 
or by completing tasks is held in a pot and only banked and 
applied to your squad once you lay down your head, either by 
setting up a tent at one of the many camping spots around the 
world of Eos or by paying to stay at a hotel. The quality of the 
establishment at which you stay will dictate the size of a multiplier 
that’s applied to your experience. Draw into a dingy caravan park 
and, while you’ll save money, you could be losing out on 
thousands of bonus points that you’d earn simply by paying a bit 
more to stay at a well-to-do health spa or luxurious city hotel. 

These rhythms of travel and rest are, at first, infuriatingly 
inconvenient – especially when you have to watch a 15-second 
cutscene every time you refill the car. The game offers a Google 
Maps-style estimated journey time between quest markers and, 
while these never last longer then ten minutes, the relatively short 
days and the perilous nights mean that you need to plan your 
excursions carefully. Often you’ll find yourself on the trail of some 
monster as part of a freelance assignment (issued exclusively and 
inexplicably by the front-of-house staff at the game’s various 
restaurants) when night falls, and forced to retreat back to the 
nearest trailer park. The strangeness of it all is compounded by the 
aesthetic. You are, essentially, a royal errand boy in a Maserati –  
a tonal melange exacerbated by the schizophrenic soundtrack 
(which lunges from country to J-pop to Yoko Shimomura’s sweeping 
orchestral pieces) and its babble of accents, which range in origin 
from Texas to Boston to Surrey. Allow yourself to adjust to the 
unusual flow and yield to the wild eccentricity, however, and in  
this way Final Fantasy XV can offer that rarest of blockbuster 
experiences: originality. 

The novelty extends from the game’s structure to its action-
heavy battle system, offering a dramatic overhaul of Koichi Ishii’s 
line-dancing-style design, which has defined the Japanese RPG  
for more than three decades. Noctis has the acrobatic offensive 
ability of a kung-fu film star, including the ability to phase through 
enemy attacks while the defensive button is held down, and a 
show-stopping gift of being able to hurl one of his four equipped 
weapons and instantly warp to wherever it lands. When locked 
onto an enemy, a blade-warp is turned into an offensive move, 
known as a warp-strike. The damage caused by a warp-strike 
increases with distance, encouraging you to whip back and forth 
into and out of the battle’s throng. Noctis can also point-warp to 
resting locations, usually atop rocks, or pylons. While suspended 
from a point-warp spot, he slowly recovers health while his MP 
gauge, which is used to pay for warping and phasing, is instantly 
replenished. It’s a useful tactic, but you’ll need to wrestle the 
camera to find one of these willing warp points first, a difficult  
task in the middle of a ten-way skirmish.

and dives. Final Fantasy XV takes an unorthodox 
approach, embracing all the niggles and micro-
dramas of a cross-country road trip in a packed car. 

It is the eve of Noctis’s wedding and rather  
than visit a seaside town for some beers and a  
strip club, the heir-to-be and his three closest friends 
and bodyguards, Prompto, Gladiolus and Ignis, 
instead opt to take to the open road. It’s a 
sightseeing-cum-camping tour, although it’s not long 
before the journey is interrupted by micro-errands 
issued by the hick locals, and macro-news from  
the capital they left behind. 

The Regalia, as the prince’s luxurious vehicle  
is known, may be muscular and spacious, but it 
needs refuelling just like any other of the oddly 
’50s-style cars on Lucis’s roads. Run out of gas in  
the desert and you’ll need to push the Regalia to  
the nearest petrol station at a painfully slow pace  
or, if you’re feeling flush, pay to have it towed.  
This is the closest a videogame has come to 
replicating not only the drama of a road-trip movie 
(even if, in combining the landscape and drawl of 
the American South with the tousled hair and all-
black get-up of Noctis and his crew, it sometimes 
looks like the main cast of Spinal Tap has wandered 
into the set of O Brother, Where Art Thou?), but  
also the tedium of a lingering car journey. 

Noctis and his friends bicker and sweat. They 
feel travelsick after reading a book in the back  
seat for too long (toilet breaks, mercifully, are not 
required). You’ll grow bored of your music collection 
(brilliantly, many of Lucis’s shops stock the digital 
soundtracks to previous games in the series; once 
purchased, they become available in the Regalia’s 
CD player, in this way providing the game’s most 
potent shots of nostalgia). They have to slam on the 
brakes whenever a herd of fantastical deer cross the 
road ahead. And while most designers of other 
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Magic is far less important 
in the game than in 
previous instalments in  
the series, although it 
works in arguably a much 
more interesting way.  
You must craft spells  
one by one by harvesting 
elemental energy from 
natural springs around Eos. 
Once collected, you can mix 
and match the elements to 
create different kinds of 
spells with different levels 
of potency. These must be 
equipped like a weapon 
and, as they only come in 
batches of three, are hugely 
powerful. Spells also attack 
indiscriminately. Any allies 
caught in the blast, which 
can set fire to an entire 
area of the battlefield,  
will be similarly wounded. 
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has the ability to identify an enemy’s affinities and weaknesses, 
giving you the chance to equip Noctis with appropriate weapons 
before blows are traded. 

While you only control Noctis directly, it’s possible to bait  
your teammates, who fight independently under AI control, into 
joining up for link strikes by performing parries or blindside attacks 
(triggered whenever you strike a target from behind) while an ally  
is nearby. These animated flourishes are fun – occasionally the  
two characters will momentarily swap weapons for the occasion. 
However, as the game progresses, their random nature comes  
to interrupt the flow of your strategy. Beyond link attacks, your  
three allies each have a unique technique they can perform on 
command. Prompto, for example, will line up a marksman’s shot 
with his pistol, while Gladio sweeps his broadsword into enemies 
in great circling motions. A successful strike from one of these 
techniques opens up the opportunity for Noctis to follow up with  
a powerful attack of his own. 

The battle system works well in small groups of enemies, and is 
at its best at those times when Noctis is forced to fight alone. As the 
number of bodies in a skirmish increases, so the complexity scales, 
and the legibility of what’s happening on screen falls. The system 
comes close to falling apart completely during boss fights, as the 
camera swivels wildly to keep up with the action, often leaving you 
giddy and disoriented.

You earn no currency from defeating monsters. The economy  
is entirely driven by selling the trinkets that you find (displayed as 
twinkling lights in the environment), or taking on the paid freelance 
hunting missions. This has the effect of making you seem, despite 
your royal blood, eternally impoverished. Since the battle system 
requires a regular intake of consumable items – potions to protect 
your health bar and elixirs to keep your action gauge filled – you 
often won’t have enough money in the bank to keep up with the 
latest weapons and armour. 

Summons – those mythological, elemental creatures such as 
Leviathan, Shiva and the rest, typically called forth to provide battle 
support in the series – are treated not as supporting cameos here 
but as anchors around which the plot is constructed. Noctis seeks  
to meet with each in order to gain their power and blessing in his 
quest to free Lucis from the warring attention of its neighbouring 
kingdoms and Ardyn, the game’s foppish, Kefka-like antagonist. 
The elevation of these supporting characters –- along with series 
mainstays Cid, Biggs and Wedge – is designed to appeal to fans 
(every time you turn on the game you’re greeted with the message: 
‘A Final Fantasy for fans and first-timers’) but it’s been done at the 
expense of a strong and meaningful plot. Kazushige Nojima’s story 
shoots for emotional impact, echoing many of the series’ best-loved 
moments. However, the script doesn’t invest players enough in the 
right places to pull off the emotional coups it’s aiming at. As such, 
the numerous moments at which we’re asked to grieve or rejoice 
with characters ring a little hollow. The most affecting moments 
occur between Noctis and his three companions – a touching 
moment of vulnerability as two of them chat on a roof at night,  
for example, or a hot-headed exchange after a battle (which, if 
Noctis becomes sufficiently riled, can increase his effectiveness  
in subsequent encounters).
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Noctis will automatically attack enemies for as 
long as the attack button is held down or until he’s 
interrupted by an enemy strike. If he uses MP into 
deficit, however, he enters ‘Statis’, a state in which 
all you can do is hobble around the battlefield, 
vulnerably, until one of your three comrades taps you 
on the shoulder. While dangling from point-warp 
spots or simply crouching behind cover replenishes 
your MP, you’ll need to supplement these short rests 
with restorative items in order to keep up the pace of 
the battle, especially without a healer on the team – 
a strange and frustrating oversight made even more 
pronounced when, for a short while partway 
through the game, one joins the fray.

When in defensive mode Noctis automatically 
evades attacks using his ghostly phasing. There’s no 
need to time your button presses with Platinum-esque 
precision, but after successfully defending you can 
follow up with a parry – a button strike for which 
there is only a small window, smaller still for more 
powerful foes. Sometimes the game will prompt  
you to do so, but it is in fact possible to parry any 
attack that you successfully dodge.

From the beginning, Noctis is able to equip 
himself with up to four weapons (switched between 
using the D-pad) from any weapon class, which 
include swords, lances, guns and, later, rings.  
This abundance of weapon options seems, at first, 
bewildering. In fact, it’s not merely to give you style 
options, but because you’ll need to switch between 
weapon classes in order to get around an enemy’s 
resistances. If the damage value appears in orange 
when striking foes, it indicates the enemy is weak  
to that weapon type. Purple indicates it’s resistant  
to the attacks. If you prefer not to know what  
you’re getting into at the start of each fight, Ignis  

Characters can equip stat-buffing accessories, of which there are scores, as well as new costumes,  
of which there are desperately few in the base game. Further options might be added later via DLC

tWo 
squarE 
mEals
Ignis is the group’s cook. 
Each time you camp in the 
wild, you can choose a 
meal for him to cook for 
everyone, which imbues 
each team member with 
temporary status effects 
for the next ten minutes or 
so. Each team member has 
his own favourite recipes 
too and, when served these 
meals, his techniques can 
randomly develop more 
quickly, or deliver bonus-
critical hits while the 
effects of the meal last.
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The creative pressures and arguments that have coloured Final 
Fantasy XV’s development are most evident in the second half, 
where it almost switches genre, away from the open world design 
of The Witcher III, which was an influence on the current team, to  
a much more traditional linear series of cutscenes and dungeons. 
Late in the game, a network of cramped corridors, stockrooms and 
baffling barracks feels like a hangover from another game entirely. 
Here, Noctis, working alone, must duck into doorways in order to 
hide from the stalking, haunted guards. The stealth is delivered in a 
horror style, complete with jump scares, a disembodied, Joker-like 
voiceover, and Resident Evil-style key-card puzzles. 

To make clear the distinction between the two halves of the 
game, if you want to return to the open-world area you’ll need to 
travel ‘back in time’ when at a save point. Once there, you can 
mop up any unresolved side-missions, until you’re ready to return to 
the present. As further evidence of the underlying structural issues, 
the game is filled with nascent design ideas that never feel like 
finished, meaningful components. Cid, an ageing car mechanic 
who looks after the Regalia in the first half of the game with his 
daughter, Cindy, can modify certain weapons for you with the right 
parts. The option to do so disappears almost as soon as it arrives. 

Once you have access to chocobos you can hire a bird for up 
to seven days at a time. Summoning one is as simple as blowing 
on the chocobo whistle. Chocobos move quickly, offroad, although 
you’ll still find you want to rely on the Regalia for crossing larger 
distances. Your bird accrues experience points whenever you’re 
riding and will level up automatically, increasing its stamina and, 
as time goes on, infusing it with the ability and will to join battles. 
Eventually you’ll be able to name your steed, dye its feathers  
(using seeds and fruit) and even pin it with the medals you’ve won 
on the racetrack. And yet it never comes together into a rounded 
component. As soon as you’ve taken part in a couple of races, 
you’re whisked off to another city and the chocobos are gone.

You can equip different outfits to your characters, which replace 
armour, and provide different buffs and debuffs. There are almost 
no new outfits available in shops, however, and those you do find 
offer less protection than the standard-issue all-black regal getup. 
More problematic than the somewhat tokenistic inclusion of these 
stalwart Final Fantasy elements is the dearth of female characters  
in the party. There is undoubtedly a well-rounded exploration of 
male camaraderie and, at times, even affection via the four-man 
protagonist setup. But this is a series that has historically appealed 
to a broad range of players by allowing them to tailor their party 
according to taste or whim. The failure to provide a diverse 
playable cast feels like a damaging oversight.

In many of its fragments of ideas and mechanics, Final Fantasy 
XV shines. If the first half of the game represents the most recent 
work, then it reveals a capable team contending with an almost 
impossible mission. But by its stentorian conclusion, it’s difficult to 
shake a feeling of confusion. Final Fantasy XV is full of hope, 
ambition and no shortage of things to see and do, but like  
a folly extended by successive generations of architects, it is  
a peculiar artefect that cannot obscure its past. Even before 
release, it’s among the most talked-about Final Fantasy games  
in the series’ long history, and it seems certain that the discussion 
will shift into another gear once it finally reaches fans’ hands. n
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Prompto is a budding 
photographer who will 
incessantly take snapshots 
of the group’s exploits, as 
well as routinely asking you 
to stop the car so he can 
take pictures next to 
important landmarks. His 
ability as a photographer 
levels up each time you 
rest, and via side missions 
Prompto can even start  
a career as a freelance 
photojournalist. These 
snapshots seem gimmicky 
at first, but the 
accumulating record of 
your journey is, in the long 
run, welcome, despite  
the occasional irritation  
of having to make a 
whimsical detour.
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Final Fantasy XV, perhaps more than any 
other game in the series, is a departure from 
the format laid down by the early games. How 
did you decide what of the series’ tradition 
could be thrown out, while maintaining some 
essential feel of Final Fantasy-ness? 
It’s not easy to put into words. We certainly 
didn’t try to create a title that just focused on 
revisiting memories we have from past Final 
Fantasy titles. Rather, we wanted to create the 
best RPG we could for this time, with the time we 
were given. The question of how we could retain 
that essence of Final Fantasy within the new 
formula we came up with came later. Essentially, 
we wanted to have the base game in place and 
working, before adding the Final Fantasy 
adornments. That process started with creating 
the story, then figuring out the best mechanics to 
serve that story, then finally building out into the 
universe from there.

The core squad is comprised of four men – 
something that’s never happened in the series 
before, which has always had a diverse 
playable cast to appeal to a broad audience. 
Why only male characters this time?
Firstly, we bring in guest characters throughout 
the game. They’re not necessarily playable,  
but they do appear within your party at  
different points throughout the story. In terms  
of balance, we didn’t factor in too much of  
the traditional Final Fantasy balance, because 
we were focusing on the theme of experiencing 
the journey, and different events that might 
happen on a road trip. That kind of road-
movie structure works well in terms of  
bringing in guest characters.

When you took over directorship of the game, 
you made a lot of changes to the team, 
promoting some junior staff and demoting 
certain others from senior positions. What are 
you looking for in an ideal staff member?
Someone who can find their own goals or 
objectives when nothing has been set for them or 
confirmed. It’s a challenging game to work on so 
I was looking for self-starters. People who are 
competitive work well too. You need people 
who hate losing, in a way. 

Do you still think this reorganisation was the 
right way to do things?
For sure, it was the right way to move the project 
forward. We were able to improve upon the 
overall team’s performance, which directly 
correlates to where we are with the game at this 
precise moment. 

You’ve talked in the past about ‘Final Fantasy 
disease’, referring to complacency with  
people in the company, combined with  
an unwillingness to be daring and to take 
creative risks. Has that attitude, which you 
saw as poisonous, changed now?
There’s been a major shift in everyone’s 
mentality. Especially in terms of what we think 
are given in terms of what a Final Fantasy is 
supposed to be. We’ve been able to examine 
the various elements and critique them, looking 
at them objectively. You can only do that when 
you let go of complacency. Earlier this year I 
heard Eiji Aonuma talking about Zelda. He said 
that, with the new game, they want to revisit and 
redefine what everyone believes to be standard 
for the series. That attitude reflects my posture 
towards Final Fantasy XV. We’re not basing the 
development on what traditionally has to be in 
there, but rather what is best for the player in 
any particular situation within the game. 

Prior to this major project, you worked  
with more modest-sized teams, budgets and 
responsibilities. How have you coped with  
the shift to blockbuster development, and 
particularly the pressure of finishing such  
an expensive and long-running project? 
Prior to Final Fantasy XV my projects were 
indeed all significantly smaller, not only in terms 
of the size of the teams involved, but also in 
terms of the potential impact that the game’s 
success or failure could have on the company. 
For one thing, not just the past year, but ever 
since I started working on this game, I started  
to realise that it’s not just one title that we’re 
creating here. A numbered Final Fantasy title 
involves a huge number of departments who  
pull together to make it a success. That increases 
the pressure exponentially. When I asked if we 
could delay the launch of the game, I had a 

fresh realisation: this kind of decision doesn’t  
just impact our company. There are also the 
platform owners, the retailers and all of these 
other groups and organisations. Even 
competitors who are figuring out when best  
to schedule their activities are impacted. 

You’ve worked on games of all sizes over the 
course of your career. Do you want to work on 
a smaller game next, or have you got a real 
taste for blockbusters now?
Blockbusters are really hard. I do have a desire 
to create something of a small scale, but I guess 
I’m starting to feel that may not be feasible, or 
allowed. I feel jealousy when I see smaller, 
independent games.

What have you learned through this process?
I learned a lot about how to develop and market 
a blockbuster. In the end, all of that experience 
means that I’m probably going to work on a 
similar game next, to be honest. This time around 
the main focus was to create a Final Fantasy that 
could draw in new fans. To ensure that we can 
keep making these games, we need to be 
interesting newcomers. That was a focus for this 
round. But moving forward I want to look into 
new IPs and perhaps establish one.

Whose opinion of Final Fantasy XV are you 
most anticipating hearing?
The players’, of course. Their opinions have to 
come first. I’m aware that some of those opinions 
won’t be favourable. But if people form those 
opinions earnestly from having played the game, 
then I certainly want to consider those points  
of view, one by one. Of course, I also want to 
hear what Hironobu Sakaguchi has to say. It’s 
always interesting to hear feedback from the 
people who worked on the very first Final 
Fantasy titles. I always ask for their opinions  
and listen to what they have to say. 

After last year’s Tokyo Game Show the 
opportunity arose for me to meet Sakaguchi-san. 
We spoke at length and he had some critical 
points to bring up, which he shared. He  
always has a lot more to say when he’s drunk.  
I have to take him out properly if I really want  
to get some information out of him. n
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What makes an Edge cover? Let’s  
look at all 300 of them and find out

By NathaN BrowN
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 How good are we at picking games  
to take pride of place on the cover  
of Edge? Are we really, as our 

American friends sometimes claim, biased 
towards titles made in the UK? Which 
genres do we gravitate towards? And  
what broader lessons can we learn from 
examining all 300 covers, documenting  
23 years of videogaming history?  
 Well, the first discovery is that numbers 
are hard, and we had forgotten how to  
use Excel. Beyond that, there’s an obvious 
opportunity to see how Edge itself has 
evolved, not only in its design iterations but 
in editorial outlook, from the tech focus of the 
early days, through the hardware obsession 
of the middle years, and on to our more 
recent focus on forthcoming games. But this 
process also serves as a way of charting  
the evolution of the most dynamic form of 
entertainment on the planet. 

Given 23 years’ worth of publishing,  
it’s inevitable that we’ve made mistakes 
along the way. The wrong horses have been 
backed. Some cover games were never 
even developed to completion, while others 
have seen their studios closed. But this is  
the cost of doing business when reporting  
on the future of interactive entertainment.  
We’d do it all again in a heartbeat.
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Throughout our history, nine cover games have 

ended up either cancelled or put on indefinite hold. 

Our sympathies to, in chronological order, HMS 

Carnage, Ferrari 360 Challenge, Exo, Unity, The 

Outsider, Aionguard, Wardevil, Transformers 

Universe and Fable Legends. Don’t turn us away, 

PRs: the probability of a cover game being cancelled 

is just three in 100. A chance worth taking, surely.

T H E  C U R S E  O F  E D G E

S C O R E S

9

A note to anyone looking 

to secure an Edge cover:  

the most common review 

score for a game that 

has featured in that spot  

is 9. The strict average, 

however, is 7.85 – thank 

the 2 awarded to Rise Of 

The Robots, the lowest-

scoring cover game in 

our history, for pulling  

the number southwards. 
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The first game to snag two cover 

appearances was French platform 

game Heart Of Darkness, which 

featured on E14 and E20. It eventually 

scored a lowly 4. The only other 

games to appear more than once – 

Halo 2, Metal Gear Solid 4, 

Bloodborne, Dark Souls II and  

Dark Souls III – fared a little better.

R E P E a T S



 200

 210

 164  165  166

 172 PC  173  174

 181  182

 188  189  190  191  192  193

 199  201  202 203

 209  211  212 213  214

 220  221  222 PC  223 224

 143  144

 153  154  155  156  157

 147 145  146  148

118 
men

34 
women

27 
animals

15 
aliens

13 
robots

After a strong start for both robots (E3’s Rise Of The 

Robots) and aliens (R-Type Delta, E57), support 

faded. The animal kingdom fared better, providing 

you agree that Earthworm Jim is animal, not alien. 

(We’ve had some unusual arguments here lately.)
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The last time a car  

was seen on the cover 

of Edge was when 

Need For Speed:  

Hot Pursuit appeared 

on the front of E216.  

It’s been more than six 

years since anyone 

confused us with a 

motoring magazine.
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No series has featured on the cover more than 

Super Mario, with six appearances – seven, if 

you count Mario Kart 64. Metal Gear, Dark 

Souls, Zelda and Halo have five sightings each.

M O S T  P O P U L A R

When art imitates 

life: in 23 years, just 

17 characters have 

sported full beards  

on the cover of Edge. 

More than half of 

those have arrived  

in the past six years.
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S h o v e l 

K n i g h t

How a small group harnessed its 8bit obsession 
to create the best NES game in 25 years

By Chris sChilling

Developer/publisher Yacht Club Games
Format 3DS, PC, PS3, PS4, Vita, Wii U, Xbox One

Origin US 
Release 2014
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No one would ever say game 
development is easy. But the research 
process for Shovel Knight was 
certainly no hardship for Yacht Club 

Games. The team has a yearly tradition known 
as Mega May, where the fifth month is reserved 
for playing through every Mega Man game. 
“Even if we weren’t making Shovel Knight,  
we would be playing them anyway,” lead 
programmer David D’Angelo tells us. “It wasn’t 
like, ‘Oh, we’re making a NES game – we 
need to go back and play all the NES games.’ 
That was something we were doing anyway 
because we’re obsessed with those games.”

D’Angelo was one of five staff who worked 
together at WayForward Technologies and 
began to collaborate on an extra-curricular 
project. While it didn’t work out, the team had 
an unmistakable chemistry. But after the release 
of Double Dragon Neon, they knew they were 
likely to be separated. “What’s interesting about 
WayForward is that you rarely work with the 
same people over again,” D’Angelo explains. 
“[As] a work-for-hire company, they just put 
whoever they have available on a project 
whenever they sign something.” Something  
had to give – and so, in 2011, the group  
left to found Yacht Club Games.

Inspired by the Blue Bomber, as well as 
Capcom’s DuckTales and Konami’s Castlevania 
III, the studio conceived a central mechanic of a 
versatile downward sword thrust that could be 
used to attack enemies from above, to bounce 
on hard surfaces and to dig into soft ground. 
Swords don’t dig, but shovels do – and Yacht 
Club Games suddenly had an interesting hook 
around which to build its game. Though 
crowdfunding was in its relative infancy at the 
time, the studio decided Kickstarter would be the 
best option to raise the $75,000 it sought to 
complete the game, a decision taken more to 
raise its profile than as a result of previously 
successful campaigns. “There wasn’t a ton of 
huge ones before we went to Kickstarter,” 
D’Angelo says. “At least not famous on the  
scale of Mighty No 9 or Double Fine Adventure.  
To us, it was more that we’d made games that 
people may have known, but they definitely 
didn’t know who we were. We thought it was  
a good way to get our names out there rather 
than trying to blindly go after media or whatever. 
It definitely felt like the best way we could build 
a community around the game.”

The gamble worked. The campaign hit its 
original target quickly and, as various stretch 
goals were reached and passed, Yacht Club 
found itself crowdsourcing ideas from its growing 
community, one of which resulted in one of the 
more puerile cheat codes of recent times, which 
replaces recurring nouns in the game’s script with 
the word ‘butt’. D’Angelo laughs. “That’s in there 

because we were doing a stream and we were 
at $250,000, and we were joking with our fans 
that we couldn’t come up with another stretch 
goal even if we wanted to; that if we were 
going to put another up there, it was going to be 
butt mode. And it turned out to be really popular! 
So we ended up putting that in.”

As silly as it sounds, it proves that Yacht  
Club was listening to its community. It also paid 
attention to feedback following a demo it took  
to PAX – from minor complaints about collision 
detection in specific areas to wider observations 
that made it clear that the desires of the 
developer and its audience were in lockstep. 
“People would see the Flare Wand in the demo 
and they’d [ask], ‘Oh, does that mean I get new 
armours, too? I wonder what else we’ll get’ – 
that kind of thing,” D’Angelo says. “Hearing 
how people envisioned the game growing fed 
into how we envisioned it growing, too.”

Another concern was the difficulty level. 
Though from the beginning the studio had 
been trying to strike a balance between a 
contemporary release and an 8bit game, 
Shovel Knight’s retro aesthetic meant some 
approached the game with preconceptions 
about its challenge. “People would come up to 
us and say, ‘Don’t make it NES hard!’” D’Angelo 
says. “We didn’t know what that meant at first, 
and they explained that they meant NES games 
were too hard [for them] to enjoy.”

From the outset, Yacht Club had said it didn’t 
want to have a lives mechanic, but it still wanted 
to present a challenge. The trick was how to 
make that challenge interesting. “If I die on a 
section more than once, what makes me not 
want to put down the controller?” D’Angelo asks. 
The solution was a Dark Souls-like mechanic 
whereby Shovel Knight would drop loot upon 
dying, encouraging the player to try to retrieve  
it. “You think, ‘I need to go get that money back 
so I’m going to keep playing,’” D’Angelo says. 
“’I’m going to return to that spot and when I do, 
I’m going to feel good about it, as opposed to 
feeling crappy that I keep dying.’”

 
If Shovel Knight was no longer to be ‘NES 
hard’, it was still going to look like a long-lost 
8bit game. Much as the team’s affection for the 
era informed the choice of aesthetic, practicality 
played a part in the decision. It wasn’t simply 
about making the biggest game it could 
reasonably handle, but something dense with 
ideas and systems. This way, Yacht Club could 
cut down on the time between iterations and 
produce something much richer in a shorter 
span. “In the same way a South Park episode 
can be whipped out in six days and be relevant 
and hilarious and packed with jokes, I think we 
had that same philosophy,” D’Angelo says. “If 
we have these simple graphics, we can get the 
boss up and running in a day, and program all 
of its attacks and see if it’s fun. If you look at a 
Mega Man or a Zelda, oftentimes they have 
those scrolling screens like Shovel Knight does, 
when you see one room of the level at a time – 
and because of that, [the developer] is more 
conscious about making sure every square of  
the screen has something fun in it, and is 
different than the last room you saw.”

So how do you make a modern game that 
feels like it’s been ripped from the NES era? By 
reliving the classics, of course. YouTube was a 

You don’t have to finish Shovel Knight’s story in order to 
play Plague Of Shadows – there’s also a cheat code that 
gives you immediate access to the free expansion

“PEOPlE WOulD 
COME uP TO uS 
AND SAY, ‘DON’T 
MAKE IT NES HArD!’ 
WE DIDN’T KNOW 
WHAT THAT MEANT”
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Shovel Knight was 
the first ever third-
party Amiibo. How 
did that happen?
We sent an email to Nintendo saying, ‘Hey, 
wouldn’t it be cool if we had a Shovel Knight 
Amiibo?’ And, like they do with everything, they 
said, ‘Well, first we’re doing firstparty stuff and 
then we’ll see how it goes’. Then a few months 
later they came back to us and said, ‘Hey, 
wouldn’t it be cool if we made an Amiibo for 
Shovel Knight?’ [laughs.] And they said it 
would have to be all on us, so if we could 
prove to them that we had the capability to do 
it, then they were up for it. We did research 
and put systems in place to make it happen.

You must have been pleased to get Mega 
Man composer Minami Matsumae on board.
The guys at Brave Wave reached out to us – 
they’re a music company that gets old game 
composers to write music. They sent an email: 
‘How about instead of donating to your 
campaign, I have Minami Matsumae write a 
few songs for you?’ And we were like, ‘She 
hasn’t written any music since UN Squadron – 
there’s no way she would write music for us’. 
But she agreed to write two songs. We sent  
her a book of the stages in progress with  
some character artwork, and she just dropped 
two tracks and they were amazing.

Shovel Knight has had a few cameos in other 
games – is that to keep him in the public eye?
That’s part of it. But the bigger thing for us is 
that we like bringing attention to those games. 
I mean, Yooka-Laylee is probably more popular 
than Shovel Knight, but anything we can do to 
bring more eyes to that game – that’s all we 
want, really. We want to encourage people  
to pick up as many cool games as possible.

David D’Angelo
lead programmer, 
Shovel Knight

Q&A

the mAKing of...

useful resource, but it didn’t compare to the 
experience of booting up these old games to find 
out what made them tick. One key discovery was 
the gap between the hardware’s early years and 
the games that came much later. “Some of the 
NES games are really advanced,” D’Angelo 
says. “They might have parallax [scrolling], for 
example. When you go from Mario Bros battle 
mode on the NES… I mean, that game looks 
significantly different to Super Mario Bros 3. It felt 
really important to go back and look at those 
games just to see if we were pushing things too 
far – even if it was still within the NES limitations.”

D’Angelo and his colleagues already had 
huge respect for genre classics, but through this 
process they gained a new kind of appreciation 
for the pioneers of the 8bit era – not least given 
the technological gap between then and now. 
The level-design tools Yacht Club was using  
alone were, after all, far in advance of anything 
available in the ’80s. “When you look at these 
games, there’s already mind-blowing inventiveness 
there,” D’Angelo says. “I mean, Mega Man 5 
has gravity-flipping in it – it’s crazy that a game 
that early is already going really far out in terms 
of platforming wackiness. But making Shovel 
Knight on modern computers made me wonder 
how they were able to make brilliant games so 
quickly with such primitive hardware. I imagine 
most of those NES games were drawn on paper 
and one programmer spent like a week figuring 
out pressing in text where everything should go.”

To stay true to the 8bit feel, Yacht Club 
established a series of ground rules for what was 
and wasn’t allowed; where the boundaries could 
be relaxed, and where they shouldn’t be pushed. 
The music, for example, would use the equivalent 
of the sound chip adopted by Castlevania III, 
chiefly thanks to the presence of additional voice 
channels. “That way, it still sounded NES enough, 
and it didn’t have the limitations of when a sound 
effect was playing and a music channel would 
drop out, which sounded lame,” D’Angelo 
explains. “It was just a matter of finding the  
things that we thought would make it as fun  
as possible and still feel like a NES game.”

Weren’t there a few complaints from purists, 
though? D’Angelo laughs. “We didn’t get a ton, 
actually, which is sort of a surprise. We definitely 
had people who said, ‘This doesn’t feel like a 
NES [game] to me’, and that’s probably because 
they played earlier games on the system or they 
just can’t handle anything breaking the limitations 

at all. I mean, if you see a widescreen game,  
it’s definitely not a NES game – there’s way too 
much real estate on the screen. But, yeah, we 
didn’t have too many people harping on about 
specifics, like, ’How dare you not keep this sprite 
inside of a tile boundary – it’s unjust!’”

The effort invested in getting Shovel Knight  
to run on 3DS (the team’s biggest technical 
challenge, D’Angelo says) paid off handsomely: 
only the PC version ended up outselling it. The 
NES connection obviously helped, with the Wii u 
version also outperforming its home console rivals. 
But D’Angelo doesn’t see any version as being 
superior to the others. Each one has exclusive 

features, from the StreetPass arena mode on the 
3DS game to the use of PS4’s light bar and  
cross-save functionality, through to an exclusive 
Battletoads boss fight in the Xbox One game. 
That is, he says, down to the team’s appreciation 
for games being specifically tailored towards their 
host hardware. “We spent a lot of time trying to 
make sure that when you played it on a console, 
it felt like you could play it on that console and 
then say, ‘Oh, it’s on another system? No way!’ 
Making it feel super-special on [each individual] 
system was really important to us. That’s 
something we love when we play old games, 
so we wanted to do the same thing.”

Internal sales estimates for the game came 
out at around 50,000 copies – the benchmark 
that would allow Yacht Club to make another title. 
Across all formats, Shovel Knight has since 
surpassed 1.2 million copies, a figure that 
continues to climb. That’s partly down to the 
addition of free downloadable expansions, which 
are keeping the game in the public eye: last 
year’s Plague Of Shadows will be followed by 
Specter Of Torment, which is set to launch in the 
spring. Development of that episode continues in 
tandem with another as-yet-untitled episode 
starring King Knight. 

These addons were among the original stretch 
goals, but have expanded well beyond their 
original remit. “We pitched it to everyone on the 
Kickstarter as like a Mega Man powerup where 
you play as the other bosses and you go through 
exactly the same levels, with very slight text 
changes,” D’Angelo tells us. “But when Shovel 
Knight became so successful, we all wanted to 
make something bigger and cooler and unique.” 
Even so, the studio has gone above and beyond 
what any backer could reasonably have 
expected. “I would say at this point, they’re 
almost complete full games. That’s how big they 
are in terms of content. And Specter Knight’s 
going to be even bigger than Plague Knight,  
too, which I hope people will think is very cool.”

With cameo appearances already secured  
in fellow crowdfunding successes such as Yooka-
Laylee and Bloodstained, Shovel Knight is clearly 
not going anywhere anytime soon. And its maker 
is evidently delighted to have established a new 
breed of horticultural hero. “We couldn’t be more 
grateful that everyone bought it and loved it and 
told everyone else to buy it,” D’Angelo says.  
“It’s blown us away how successful it’s been.” n
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1  Key art for Shovel Knight and 
Shield Knight. The latter may 
finally become playable in the 
planned Battle Mode expansion.
2  Plague Knight’s unusual 

moveset – including a charge jump 
– forced Yacht Club to substantially 
alter the geometry of its levels. 
“Figuring out what was too much 
of a change and what was not 
enough of a change was the 
constant battle while we were 
making it,” D’Angelo admits.
3  Concept sketches for Chester, 

the game’s shopkeeper, along  
with a variety of other NPCs.
4  Treasure Knight uses his 

retractable anchor cannon as  
a grapple in one of the most 
entertaining boss encounters.
5  Specter Knight won the 

community’s vote for the boss 
they’d most like to be playable  
by quite some margin, with  
Plague Knight second and King 
Knight pipping Propeller Knight  
to third place. D’Angelo hints  
that his campaign will feel more 
like a sequel than an addon
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studio profile

343 
IndustrIes
The guardian of Halo is 
planning a collaborative, 
multimedia-powered future 

By Edward Smith
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Founded 2007
employees 450
Key staff Bonnie Ross (studio head), 
Dan Ayoub (head of external development),
Frank O’Connor (franchise development 
director)
urL www.halowaypoint.com
selected softography Halo: Combat Evolved 
Anniversary, Halo 4, Halo 5: Guardians 
Current projects Halo Wars 2 

Bonnie Ross, who’s been head of 343 Industries since its 
formation, and Dan Ayoub, head of external development

On the main floor of 343 Industries’ 
office, in Redmond, Washington,  
sits the Halo Museum, a growing 
collection of replica sci-fi weapons, 

Master Chief costumes and statues of some of the 
Halo series’ most notorious enemies. Constructed 
to mark the 15th anniversary of the original 
game, the museum today serves as both a 
showpiece for visiting press and an attraction  
for children from the Make A Wish foundation, 
who wish to see where and how their favourite 
videogame is made. Packed with items, the 
museum is also a reminder of why 343 was 
founded, the enormous responsibility it inherited, 
and the pressures that continue to hang over it. 
Taking over from Bungie, the original creator of 
Halo, whose rapport with fans could hardly be 
overstated, 343 had to work hard to prove itself 
from the outset. With the well-received Halo 4 
and Halo 5: Guardians both now under its belt, 
the studio has demonstrably earned the trust of 
Halo’s committed fanbase. But as the protector  
of a series so revered that it has its own museum, 
what does the future hold for 343? Competition 
is becoming stronger, standards are getting 
higher, and triple-A games are becoming much 
more expensive to produce. 

Perhaps once, 343 Industries was regarded, 
even by itself, as simply a safe pair of hands for 
continuing the work of Bungie. But today, as 
Halo continues to expand beyond firstperson 
shooters, beyond videogames, reacting to an 
industry that is constantly demanding more, the 
studio is transforming, from a game developer  
to something closer to a corporate headquarters. 
Designated from its creation as the keeper of 
Halo, 343 Industries is today facing up to the 
second part of its name.

since the studio was founded in 2007, 
Bonnie ross has been head of 343. In nine 
years, she’s seen the studio transition from a 
secondary developer on Bungie’s Halo: ODST 
and Halo Reach, to the fully fledged operator of 
Halo it is today – practically a business in and of 
itself. Managing not just the production of Halo 
games, but also books, toys and live-action TV 
series is a far-reaching responsibility. However, 
Ross says that 343 is much more at ease now 
than it was in the early days.

“Coming in knowing it was our job both not 
to mess Halo up but also take it forward was 
very daunting,” she explains. “The fans were 
understandably upset that Bungie would no 
longer be making Halo, so our role, to begin 

with, was as a kind of guardian – no pun 
intended. We had to earn the right to take those 
reins. The whole studio understood that it was 
really an honour to take over this franchise and 
that we had to do right by it. 

“We already had access to all Halo’s assets, 
but the first thing I did do was hire a company to 
interview a lot of the people at Bungie so we 
could get a kind of oral lore of Halo. We could 
hear first hand what it was we were taking over. 

Then I looked to where we were going to go. 
The first three Halo games took place over a few 
months. So I examined this huge canvas – the 
Halo universe – and thought about where that 
story could go over its next few decades.”

Ross knew what was coming. A studio  
head with more than 15 years’ experience, she 
understood that the future for something as big 
and broad as Halo was not just in videogames, 
and that the role of 343 Industries would 
demand design and production work across 
multiple media channels. By the time Halo had 
been handed off formally to 343, Ross and her 
team were in the process of hiring not just a 
selection of the game industry’s best developers, 
but people from the film, book and TV businesses 
who could carry the studio, and the franchise  
that was at its core, into both the next decade 
and every form of entertainment.

“Some ex-Bungie people came over to 343,” 
Ross explains. “Frank O’Connor was a critical 
hire, because he was the face of the series. But 
over the first year or two we hired in people from 

almost 45 different studios. We looked at 
Hollywood and film studios because there just 
wasn’t the talent in our immediate area, in 
Seattle, so we had to find people from all over 
the world. With Halo, we had this huge fictional 
universe and our focus was on empowering 343 
to find and tell all of these different stories, and 
asking how we would like them to be told. I’m 
not comparing us to Star Wars, but with Star 
Wars you can tell so many multiple stories within 
its universe. Like that, Halo can go anywhere.

“So, this wasn’t exactly the normal way to 
start a studio. We were a startup studio, sure,  
but we also had an established franchise, so we 
were playing these two very different roles – it 

was a little bit crazy. And at the same time  
as staffing up, we were revamping the Halo 
engine for the first project we’d be making 
independently. Getting to know that engine  
and making sure we could actually build Halo 
was not an easy task. But after Halo 4, we  
got a lot more confident. Nowadays, it’s like 
we’re no longer a startup. We’re a lot closer to 
the Halo community and have a much better 
understanding of how to make these games.”

Thus, 343’s current project, Halo Wars 2.  
In keeping with the studio’s goal of exploring 
dozens of different ideas – games, apps, 
multimedia – so long as they’re still part of the 
Halo universe, Halo Wars 2 feels like something 
of a tangential move. Seven years have passed 
since the original game’s release, and the RTS 
genre doesn’t carry as much weight on Xbox 
One as it does on PC. Nevertheless, 343 
Industries seems to have a clear plan of action.

Along with its mobile games, Spartan Strike 
and Spartan Assault, and the long-rumoured  
Halo TV series, set to be produced by Steven 

“ G e t t I n G  t o  K n o w  t h a t  e n G I n e  a n d 

m a K I n G  s u r e  w e  C o u L d  a C t u a L L y 

B u I L d  h a L o  w a s  n o t  a n  e a s y  t a s K ”
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Spielberg, Halo Wars 2 is another front for 
expanding 343’s central property farther 
outward. Finding new stories inside a tried  
and trusted series is the studio’s focus, but now 
comprising 450 development staff (Halo 3 was 
created by a team of around 70), the studio  
must also be mindful of becoming too big. dan 
ayoub, 343’s head of external development, 
insists that the studio, despite its current size, is 
still intent on hand-picking only the best projects. 

“Of course, there is a danger of spreading 
ourselves too thin,” Ayoub says. “But we’ve been 
very deliberate about the areas we go into and 
honest about what our strengths are. At the end 
of the day, 343 is a game development studio. 
That’s our bread and butter. That’s our DNA. 
That’s the core of our franchise and it always will 
be. We want to embrace other entertainment 
forms, but we have to get the games right.”

to maintain the quality of its many projects, 
343 is collaborating with other developers 
outside of its walls, making use of as much 
external experience and knowledge as possible. 
Halo Wars 2, for example, is being co-created 
by Creative Assembly, the UK-based studio 
behind Total War and Alien: Isolation. Both 
Ayoub and david nicholson, Halo Wars 2’s 
executive producer at Creative Assembly, agree 
that co-operating on big games in this way is 
how 343 will continue to prosper. 

“One of the things we’ve been really good  
at as a studio is recognising that we don’t know 
everything,” Ayoub says. “We’re trying to get 
into all of these industries and we’re not experts 
in all of them, so we’re gleaning knowledge from 

other people and seeing different ways of 
working. But because Halo is so well known, it 
affords us the opportunity to grab the best people 
from inside other industries. So when starting our 
current project, Halo Wars 2, what came to my 
mind right away was Creative Assembly, which  
I think is the best strategy game developer in the 
world. We met for a couple of days, talked 
about our mutual goals, mutual ambitions and 
how we could partner. There was amazing 

chemistry between the teams and a lot of shared 
aspirations. The skillsets are so complementary.”

“Different perspectives coming together and 
riffing off each other like this allows Halo Wars 2 
to become something that wouldn’t have worked 
had 343 – or Creative Assembly – been working 
independently,” Nicholson says. “Sharing the 
ideas and journeys each has taken to get to 
where they are today enriches the end product.”

But while it’s intent on partnering with 
different studios to make games, 343 continues 
to monitor its internal identity closely. 
Experimenting within the Halo universe is one 
thing, but confronted by the ever-increasing 
demands of mainstream consumers, 343 is 
determined to safeguard both its central product 
and its core fanbase. Almost every aspect of 
Halo 5 was designed by bespoke, committed 

teams. Ross describes the hierarchy at 343  
as “mostly conventional”, but sub-sections of 
designers and programmers are also permitted to 
form even smaller sub-sections to concentrate on 
specific design challenges. The team responsible 
for weapon and shooter mechanics, for example, 
has created a small coterie of developers tasked 
purely with balancing competitive multiplayer. 
343’s community management group contains a 
mini-team that gets feedback from esports players 
on how to improve Halo 5’s online modes. It’s 
branching into different game genres and other 
forms of media, but 343, patently a firstperson-
shooter studio, is still sticking to its roots.

It’s perhaps appropriate, though, that 
Mojang, the Minecraft developer purchased by 
Microsoft in 2015, has just moved its Redmond 
team into the same building as 343. With toys, 
movies and countless other forms of merchandise 
now part of Mojang’s remit, Minecraft has 
become more of a business, a brand, than a 
simple videogame. And businesses exist to turn 
profit. Which begs the question: since it’s tied so 
entirely to a single money-making property, when 
Halo ends, does 343 Industries end with it? 
Lionhead, also owned by Microsoft, was shut 
down once its Fable series was deemed to be 
commercially unviable. Almost immediately after 
the launch of the original Halo Wars, its 
developer, Ensemble, was closed, too. 

“I think there will come a point when people 
are tired of the Master Chief,” Ross says, “and if 

we can’t come up with new stories that people 
find inspiring, then we definitely have challenges 
there. Some storylines, certainly, will have to end 
to give way to new things. We have permission, 
if we want, to do things outside of Halo. But our 
focus now is still on this rich fictional universe.”

“I’ve worked at and with a number of other 
studios in my career,” Ayoub says, “and I know 
games are hard work. Plus, 343 has so many 
different irons in the fire between toys and books 
and all that stuff. But everyone at the studio has 
the same passion: how to make Halo as good  
as it can be. What this studio has, that I haven’t 
seen elsewhere, is breadth. I’m humbled by the 
passion the people have here for all of these 
different parts of Halo. I can’t say for certain 
what the future holds, but 343 was founded  
for this game. We’re all in on Halo.” n

The Halo Museum, located within 343 Industries’ HQ, houses years’ worth of memorabilia, dating back to the original Halo’s 
release in 2001. Among the exhibits: a battered piece of Dale Earnhardt Jr’s car from a Kansas Speedway NASCAR event in 2015

“ o n e  o F  t h e  t h I n G s  w e ’ v e  B e e n  r e a L L y 

G o o d  a t  a s  a  s t u d I o  I s  r e C o G n I s I n G 

t h a t  w e  d o n ’ t  K n o w  e v e r y t h I n G ”
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4

1  Released in 2012, Halo 4 
was the first game 343 
developed independently, 
after taking control of the 
Halo series from Bungie.
2  Halo: Combat Evolved 

Anniversary was a joint 
project between 343, 
Saber Interactive and 
Certain Affinity, itself 
comprised of many 
ex-Bungie developers.
3  After canvassing 

feedback from the Halo fan 
community, 343 created a 
team to improve Halo 5’s 
multiplayer post-launch.
4  Halo Wars 2 is being 

developed in collaboration 
with Creative Assembly

1
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Destiny: Rise Of Iron PS4
While elements of the power curve rankle, 

our time with Rise Of Iron has become a 
good deal more enjoyable now that we’ve 
reached the endgame, and can focus our 

attention on the activities that will take us to 
the level cap. It won’t take long, but no 

matter – it’s probably time we got around  
to playing all those other games anyway.

Forza Horizon 3 Xbox One
We found Playground Games’ replotting  

of the Australian southeast a little jarring – 
and we’ve only holidayed there. Passing  

the controller to a visiting citizen of the  
land down under, we expected them to be 
thrilled, but the sketchy geography, and a 

selection of cars and music that’s hardly 
culturally ’strayan, meant our guest turned 

away disappointed. Thankfully, the rest  
of us can enjoy, with blissful ignorance,  

one of 2016’s best driving games.

Jazzpunk: Director’s Cut PS4
The funniest game of 2014 is now the 

funniest game of 2016 with the release of 
this enhanced version for PS4, featuring 

new gags and fourplayer splitscreen 
support for the brilliant Wedding Quake. 

Again, it appears to have been rudely 
ignored, though launching just as most PS4 

owners have spent £350 on a VR headset is 
an unfortunate piece of scheduling. Happily, 

its comedic timing is rather better – two 
years on, it remains a surreal hoot.

Explore the iPad 
edition of Edge for 
extra Play content
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As you’ve seen, we’re in somewhat retrospective mood this month – and so, 
in a happy coincidence, are some of the globe’s premier videogame makers. 
Games, linked as they are with technology, have always been obsessed 
with the future. Latterly, as graphical fidelity has improved and photorealism 
begins to feel within reach, developers have sought to mimic the present day, 
too. The past, appropriately enough, always seems to get left behind.

A hearty cheer, then, for Battlefield 1 (p102), which since its unveiling has 
served as a handy case study in why history is best avoided in games. How dare 
EA DICE make entertainment capital of one of the bleakest, most brutal conflicts 
in recorded human history? The answer, it turns out, is with surprising elegance. 
It is a study of the horrors of war, rather than a glorification of them; it teaches, 
but never lectures. It’s also the best Battlefield campaign to date – and heavens 
above, even the servers work.

Things are slightly less successful, sadly, for Mafia III (p110), though none of 
its failures are thematic. Like Battlefield 1, it focuses its lens on a regrettable time 

period, in this case the US Deep South in 1968. Mired in 
angst at Vietnam and divided over the civil rights moment, 
we’re put right in the thick of it as an African American 
war hero. It’s a powerful exploration of a time, place and 
political backdrop where games have rarely dared to tread.

There’s little historical about Rez Infinite (p116), 
admittedly, at least in terms of subject matter. But no other 
game better reflects the elastic relationship videogames 
have with time. This 15-year-old work is astonishing in VR, 
itself a technology that first promised us the future over two 
decades ago, and is only now beginning to deliver. A vision 
of gaming’s future, exhumed from its past – the perfect fit for 
this most celebratory of months.

History lesson
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Developer DICE
Publisher Electronic Arts  
Format PC, PS4, Xbox One  
Release Out now

Battlefield 1

W e don’t often feel obliged to open a review  
by mentioning the game’s soundtrack, but 
Battlefield 1’s stunning Hans Zimmer-esque 

orchestral compositions warrant unusual measures. 
Simultaneously forlorn, blusterous and rousing, they 
perfectly encapsulate the game’s bittersweet character 
as 64 players hoping for acts of heroism, a general good 
time and MVP rewards clatter headlong into at least 
some of the tragic realities of World War I (see Post 
Script). Battlefield 1’s soundtrack will haunt you even 
when you’re not playing.

But that might not be much of the time, given how 
good the latest entry in DICE’s long-running series is. 
It’s so good, in fact, we were somewhat wrong-footed. 
After all, the past couple of entries have conditioned  
us to take low expectations into what will likely be a 
tiresome singleplayer trudge, attached to a multiplayer 
component that will need a good month or so of frantic 
patching before it’s worth even attempting to play 
online. While it looked like the pattern was set to repeat 
on launch day as many players found themselves unable 
to get online, for once it wasn’t a problem with EA’s 
servers, but instead down to a DDOS attack affecting a 
number of services, including PSN. After a few hours  
of frustrating Battlefield 4 launch PTSD, everything 
seemed unexpectedly stable.

At least players waiting for the servers to be  
revived could get stuck into Battlefield 1’s singleplayer 
campaign. DICE has long struggled to create Battlefield 
protagonists who engender empathy (or even mild 
interest), but here the studio has assembled an 
abundance of fascinating, sympathetic individuals for 
its cast. Their stories are told over a series of short, 
unrelated vignettes – called War Stories, and each two 
to four missions long – that take place across the globe.

One chapter casts you as Danny Edwards, an 
inexperienced tanker assigned to a crew of now war-
weary veterans. Another sees you take on the role of 
cocky American chancer Clyde Blackburn as he lies  
and cheats his way into the Royal Flying Corps. One 
touching segment places you in the boots of Royal 
Italian Army soldier Luca Cocchiola as he searches for 
his twin brother, Matteo, whose regiment has gone 
missing after an airstrike. Nothing Is Written lets you 
play as Zara Ghufran, a rebel fighting alongside Thomas 
Edward Lawrence against the Ottoman Empire; in The 
Runner, you get to be grizzled Australian Frederick 
Bishop during the British Army’s landing at Gallipoli.

The diverse roles and locations allow DICE to 
continually hurl ideas at you as you switch between a 
variety of gameplay styles and set-pieces. Some work 
better than others – one enforced turret section nearly 
sours proceedings, and infrequent switches between 
finite and infinite enemies depending on the situation 
can sometimes leave you unsure of your priorities – 

There are still  
many moments 
of chaos and 
violence, but 
you’ll spend 
a lot of time 
sneaking about 
under cover

play

but the overall result is a Battlefield campaign of 
unprecedented variety that doesn’t simply rely on cheap 
novelty and whose moments rarely feel undercooked.

They can feel a little rushed, however. The problem 
with telling so many stories in a single campaign is that 
few can breathe to the degree they deserve, resulting in 
a singleplayer component that comes across less like a 
consolidated campaign than it does a collection of DLC 
extras. It’s testament to DICE’s writers and designers 
that we want to spend more time in these characters’ 
worlds, but rather than a singleplayer campaign that 
outstays its welcome the studio has produced several 
that don’t stick around long enough.

That’s not to say there isn’t lots to get your teeth 
stuck into overall. After completing a powerful opening 
prologue called Storm Of Steel, you’re free to tackle the 
War Stories in any order you please, even dipping in 
and out of the different chapters should you wish. And 
while the story arcs might feel curtailed, many of the 
missions within them are extensive. In a lurch toward 
the series’ multiplayer focus, they also teach you how  
to play the online modes, mixing in Conquest-style 
objective capturing, prolonged vehicular combat and 
associated field repair, and the same wide-open maps.

Another shift is how little shooting, comparatively, 
there is across the five War Stories. There are still  
many moments of thunderous chaos and violence, but 
you’ll spend a lot of time sneaking about under cover  
of darkness or sandstorm, or in one series of missions 
running through a raging battle. It’s a shift in approach 
that prevents Battlefield 1 falling into the repetitive 
rhythms of its recent predecessors. Stealth play is basic 
but effective – you can’t hide bodies, but you’re given 
plenty of leeway to silence even alerted enemies with  
all manner of grizzly melee kills before they can warn 
allies. Crucially, it doesn’t feel tacked on, and it also 
provides the opportunity to enjoy – or at least fully 
experience – the atmospheric, and often harrowing, 
incidental audio that brings battlefields to life.

One aspect Battlefield 1 does retain from its 
predecessors is unconvincing enemy AI. While your 
opponents’ behaviour is mostly serviceable – and 
rendered with some terrific animation – they oscillate 
between uncanny prescience and blind stupidity, which 
requires an adjustment of tactics on the fly – when, for 
example, a host of previously unaware snipers somehow 
manage to spot you simultaneously after you’ve spent 
several minutes painstakingly crawling up to a ridge 
through undergrowth and are yet to fire.

Still, that’s probably a good primer for your first few 
hours facing human opponents. But while the level of 
competition remains fierce, and matches are still 
populated by hip-firing 12-year-olds who somehow 
react before you apply even the lightest pressure to your 
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Below Battlefield 1’s aerial 
combat feels a lot like Star wars 
Battlefront’s excellent dogfighting 
sections, and looks even better

ABove working as a team is more 
important than ever if you want to 
hold some of the more precarious 
objectives in Conquest mode.  
leFt Battlefield’s depiction of 
war-torn europe is both beautiful 
and bleak. Cover, meanwhile, is a 
key consideration if you want to 
stay alive for any length of time

ABove You’ll spend much of the singleplayer campaign sneaking up on 
unsuspecting enemies, though you’re always free to start shooting. Bodies 
can’t be hidden and will put any soldiers that spot them on high alert
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defend your position. Operations is a more bombastic 
proposition, blending elements of Conquest and Rush 
in campaigns that span multiple missions and maps.  
It feels epic in scale and encourages teamwork as you 
attempt to defend or take capture points across large 
maps. But while DICE has placed it front and centre  
in Battlefield 1’s menus, Conquest remains the best 
showcase of the series’ unique charms.

The mode’s predominantly more open spaces also 
allow the new Behemoth-class vehicles to stretch their 
legs. Whether it’s an armoured train, a Zeppelin laden 
with guns, or a long-range battleship, the behemoths 
are a terrifying prospect as they arrive in a match to 
provide support for whichever team is heavily trailing. 
Each Behemoth accommodates several players, with 
spaces available for a pilot/driver and a number of gun 
emplacements. The bombardment that follows often 
levels whatever is left standing of the battlefield. It also 
switches the opposing team’s focus to destroying their 
enemies’ new-found advantage. As well as visual 
spectacle, then, Behemoths help to even the odds in 
unbalanced matches by ensuring that a superior team 
always faces a real challenge in order to secure victory.

This attention to balance permeates through every 
aspect of Battlefield 1’s multiplayer, from the intricate 
interplay of its weapons and vehicles to careful 
positioning of objectives to catalyse ebb and flow  
during combat. Infantry combat has been considerably 
improved as a result, and the more deliberate pace of 
battles, hardware with real character, and a moving 
singleplayer campaign ensure that Battlefield 1 is 
better than its predecessors in almost every way. 9

ADS trigger, the overall pace is slightly more sedate 
than Battlefield 4’s. This isn’t just good news for players 
beyond their 20s; it also encourages more strategic play, 
allows for more meaningful encounters and, mostly, 
increases the time spent between spawning and dying. 

The low-tech weapons and vehicles are just rough 
enough around the edges to make using them well a 
challenge in itself without being limiting, and it ensures 
that Battlefield 1 doesn’t suffer from 4’s endless list of 
samey guns – weapons here, even within the same 
class, are distinct and have their own personalities and 
foibles, making for far more characterful combat. You 
can also acquire specialist weapon kits in the field, 
which allow you to, for example, become an armoured 
sentry or don a helmet and grab a flamethrower. 

The game’s reshuffled player classes further 
encourage distinctive roles. Snipers can use flares to 
reveal enemy positions; Medics can bring allies back 
from the brink multiple times; while Assault players are 
kitted out to disable vehicles but must rely on Support 
players, who can also repair vehicles, to restock ammo. 
The separate Tanker and Pilot classes, which you’ll take 
on if you choose to spawn in certain vehicles, mean that 
tanks and aircraft pose a much greater threat than they 
ever did before. Both can be repaired from within, or 
externally at greater risk, and are designed to stay in 
combat for much longer than previously.

DICE introduces two new game modes in the shape 
of War Pigeons and Operations. In the former, teams 
compete to grab messenger pigeons, which appear one 
at a time at locations across the map and must be held 
so that a message can be attached before release. In a 
smart touch, the message is written more quickly if you 
stand still, placing the onus on your teammates to 

Cold front
That Battlefield 1 is a good-
looking game should come as 
no surprise, but DICE has 
combined photogrammetry  
and its Frostbite engine to 
astonishing effect. Every 
location is stunning, whether it’s 
the crisp, vertiginous mountain 
vistas of the Swiss alps, an 
Arabian desert engulfed by a 
violent sandstorm, or the rain-
lashed hell of no man’s land at 
the Western front. There’s a 
bleak beauty to everything and, 
despite spectacular views, it’s a 
welcome restraint that sees the 
set-piece transformations of 
Battlefield 4 replaced with 
dynamic weather and tactic-
changing terrain deformation.

Battlefield 1’s largest maps are sprawling locations that feel all the larger 
for the absence of jets. their topography is considerably more complex, too
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you in this opening section, you’ll also see other 
members of their ranks wandering dazed amid the 
chaos, or sitting sobbing. It’s down to you whether to 
open fire anyway or stay your trigger finger. 

This carefully balanced combination of adrenaline-
rich action and social conscience ensures that the game 
never strays into ghoulish territory. Some of that is 
achieved by paying close attention to death, of course – 
for example, in the disturbingly convincing animations 
of gunned-down soldiers, the unflinchingly violent 
melee kills, and the harrowing audio that accompanies 
encounters. But it’s handled on a more subtle level, too. 
Personal sacrifice, rather than individual heroism, is  
at the forefront of each story, and one protagonist’s 
moral worth is even brought into question entirely.

It doesn’t always quite hit home. A well-
intentioned sequence in which you take control of a 
messenger pigeon launched by a besieged tank crew 
comes off as surreally mawkish rather than moving, and 
the restrictive segment actually saps a little of your 
concern for the crew in the moment. We don’t often 
wish that a cutscene was chosen instead of gameplay, 
but in this instance the former would have carried  
more emotional weight. But on the whole, Battlefield’s 
respect for its subject matter is unquestionable.

Much of this is down to the cast of sympathetic 
characters. Even without direct experience, it’s difficult 
not to empathise with a soldier waving his twin brother 
off on a mission. Or, for that matter, an individual who 
abandons a dying man so that he might have a chance  
to escape from an otherwise impossible situation.

Perhaps an even greater achievement, however, is 
that DICE manages to avoid undermining its carefully 
presented reverence when the doors are flung open for a 
multiplayer free-for-all. When planes deliberately crash 
into tanks at the last minute, or a lucky shot catches an 
enemy across an improbable distance, those death 
animations, upsetting sound effects and profound sense 
of struggling against overpowering odds all remain.  
And DICE has even woven this veneration into its 
achievements and collectibles – Codex Entries, earned 
by performing certain tasks or finding hidden Field 
Manuals, will unlock logs that provide further, often 
mournful, insight into the events of the war.

Like Valiant Hearts before it, Battlefield tackles  
its difficult subject matter with an enormous amount  
of heart, and careful attention to detail. It never tries  
to simulate The Great War but it manages to weave in  
a distilled sense of what these men and women went 
through. As such, it’s encouraging evidence that games 
can effectively tackle big topics head on, without 
abandoning their sense of fun. n

play

Battlefield 1’s singleplayer campaign is the series’ 
best since Bad Company 2. Which isn’t to say that 
the two games should be seated alongside each 

other. Tonally and structurally, this new game is just 
about as far as a Battlefield campaign could get from 
BC2’s Three Kings-inspired, quip-saturated romp. 
There’s heroism and repartee along the way, sure, but 
it’s all tinged with a layer of sombre poignancy that 
makes such moments feel like necessary relief rather 
than unchecked flippancy.

While plenty of real-world wars have been  
examined (or at least appropriated) by games, DICE  
set itself a steep challenge when it chose to set the 
game during WWI. Indeed, a lot has been written 
questioning the logic of building a piece of fast-paced 
entertainment on what was ultimately an unnecessary 
stalemate saturated by unchecked human suffering.  
And that sentiment was given greater momentum  
by the arguably inappropriate choice of music for its 
reveal trailer – a raucous The Glitch Mob remix of  
The White Stripes’ Seven Nation Army. 

The finished game proves that DICE gave plenty  
of thought to the difficult issues at the centre of its 
setting, and its handling of the war is anything but 
insensitive. This isn’t a dry lecture on the evils of war – 
shooting other people in an FPS is still fun. But the 
studio has managed to balance that with a sobering 
exploration of what WWI’s participants, naively willing 
or otherwise, went through. And never is DICE’s 
understanding of its responsibility more clear than  
in the campaign’s prologue, Storm Of Steel.

The mission takes place on the frontline as a 
surrounded battalion desperately fights to hold the line. 
Enemy soldiers pour through the wrecked architecture 
and charred trees ahead of you as shells rain down on 
your position. Despite your best efforts, you will 
eventually succumb to the encroaching enemy and the 
camera pans back from your body before the name of 
the fallen soldier, and the dates they were born and 
died, fade into view. Then you find yourself manning a 
mounted machine gun covering the same trenches in 
which you just died, before a desperate close-quarters 
struggle in a ruined church sees the sequence repeat. 
Another name, more dates. Next you switch to the 
position of a tank gunner moving towards the church in 
order to provide backup which, inevitably, is destroyed, 
taking you with it. In the final stand, the pace picks up 
and you fight in the burning wasteland of the front, 
switching to a new soldier after each death with ever-
greater frequency. It’s exhilarating but upsetting – 
hammering home the conflict’s futility.

And it does so without demonising the opposing 
forces. Along with the Germans who are trying to kill 

The studio has 
managed to 
balance that fun 
with a sobering 
exploration of 
what WWI’s 
participants 
went through

Why Battlefield 1’s sensitive handling of a harrowing conflict doesn’t preclude playfulness

post Script
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Developer The Coalition
Publisher Microsoft Studios  
Format PC, Xbox One (tested)  
Release Out now

Gears Of War 4

life-only Warzone and kill-the-leader Guardian modes. 
But then you’re reminded that being spoilt for choice 
isn’t always a good thing. With players spread across so 
many modes, matchmaking times across the board are 
too long; though we often found the warnings of three-
minute waits were overly cautious, at times it’s entirely 
accurate and occasionally optimistic. The Social Playlist 
option seems a more reliable fallback when you lose 
patience, though by offering a selection of modes and 
maps for players to vote on between each round it can 
leave you stuck in a game type you’d never normally 
pick. Meanwhile, the addition of bounty cards is a 
mixed blessing. In theory, it’s a good idea, rewarding 
you with experience or credits for completing 
individual objectives. But it becomes a problem during 
Horde games with strangers, who have a tendency to 
drop out once they’ve done enough to earn their bounty.

The multiplayer mode’s 60fps framerate drops 
to 30 for the campaign, which begins strongly, with a 
fine scene-setting prologue featuring three playable 
vignettes that give us the CliffsNotes of the story so far. 
Then we’re introduced to a robot army that provides 
your opposition for the first couple of acts, though 
encounters here lack the excellent feedback and tactical 
dismemberment of Binary Domain. That they furnish 
you with two of the game’s best weapons is some 
comfort, and when a new alien threat eventually 
emerges the game belatedly finds its feet. Though most 
of the enemy types have recognisable analogues to 
Locust units, the projectile-vomiting Carriers and the 
aptly named Pouncers force you into the open a little 
more often. The same goes for the sporadic – and 
thrillingly violent – lightning storms and the more 
frequently destructible scenery. But it’s not exactly 
Vanquish: in the main, Gears 4’s encounters match the 
same stop-and-pop rhythm of its predecessors, but 
offer little more beyond some striking new visuals.

For some, that will more than suffice, and while the 
plot amounts to little more than two successive rescue 
missions, there’s a likeable chemistry between the three 
young leads, even if lead protagonist JD ‘son of Marcus’ 
Fenix comes off as a poor man’s Nathan Drake. There’s 
a wonderful earthiness to the world, too: it’s a game of 
grease, grit and grue, not afraid to get its hands dirty or 
its face bloody. Beautiful isn’t the word, but its 
technical excellence shouldn’t be underestimated; the 
sheer force of the presentation holds your attention 
when the action starts to feel too one-paced. 

As new starts go, then, this lays some solid 
groundwork for the series’ future. But the thickset Fenix 
Jr staring out from the main menu rather typifies this 
new Gears: the face might be new, but the features are 
familiar. And while its bulk is impressive, it lacks 
a distinctive personality of its own.

T he best and most transformative addition to  
the Gears arsenal isn’t actually a weapon. The 
Fabricator is essentially a portable 3D printer. 

Carried by two or dragged by one, it uses the energy 
harvested from defeated enemies to produce a range  
of fortifications. These include spike strips, shock 
sentries, turrets and even a weapons locker, ideal for 
storing more powerful ordnance and refilling their clips 
so they’re ready in a pinch when things get hairy. These 
base-defence elements reinvigorate the reliably robust 
Horde mode, providing more room for tactical play; a 
simple example would be placing decoys to funnel 
waves towards choke points. The Coalition has given 
Horde top billing at the heart of an admirably expansive 
suite of multiplayer modes, and it’s easy to see why: 
this is the series at its chunky, gratifying best. Gears has 
always had brains to go along with its muscle, and it’s 
here that it most effectively demonstrates those smarts. 

It’s not the only successful riff on an existing 
formula. Escalation is a calculated tilt at the esports 
market: it challenges teams to capture rings to build 
points, with a winner instantly declared should one 
team control all three. With one ring adjacent to the 
opposing spawn point, that’s harder than it sounds, but 
it does enable the odd 11th-hour comeback, handily 
solving the problem of the outcome being a foregone 
conclusion. There’s tension, too, in the steadily 
increasing respawn times between each round; when 
death can remove a player for upwards of 20 seconds, 
it’s more likely you’ll see the scales tipped firmly in the 
opposite direction. And there are plenty of reversals in 
the terrific Dodgeball, where each kill revives a dead 
teammate. Arms Race, on the other hand, feels like a 
gimmick too far, a riff on Gun Game that automatically 
gives everyone a new weapon every three team kills.  
It’s not uncommon to line up a shot from distance,  
only to find you’re suddenly holding a shotgun.

Ah, yes, the Gnasher. It still dominates the online 
game, though we found it to be comically unreliable, 
with point-blank shots that barely broke the stride of 
some opponents while instantly turning others into 
piles of fleshy gibs. The Hammerburst rifle is still 
undervalued by many players, when it’s a far better 
alternative than the Lancer – presumably thanks to its 
lack of chainsaw. Of the new guns, the Overkill (a burst-
fire shotgun) is a treat when it’s available, which isn’t 
often; the Enforcer is a compact SMG that compensates 
for its lack of range with its rapid rate of fire; and the 
EMBAR is a Longshot with a charge delay and probably 
the chief cause of groaning during Arms Race battles.

A co-op Versus mode pits you and your friends 
against teams of AI bots, helping to address the series’ 
perceived unfriendliness to newcomers, as well as being 
useful in acclimatising to the maps. Team Deathmatch 
and King Of The Hill are back, too, alongside the one-

play

The sheer 
force of the 
presentation 
holds your 
attention when 
the action  
starts to feel  
too one‑paced

7
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above You’re now able to mantle more smoothly over cover and kick 
opponents awaiting on the other side, a move that will stun them. 
alternatively, you can reach over and drag them to your side

LeFT Pods can be cut or shot open 
but your teammates will scold you 
for doing so when there’s a chance 
a screeching juvenile will leap out.
beLow There’s a variety of 
character and weapon skins, some 
of which are ostentatiously gaudy. 
You’ll gain more from card packs 
but you earn so few credits from  
a single match it’ll be some time 
before you can afford one – unless, 
of course, you pay in real money

The group makes a long, slow descent into a mining facility during act 3, but JD comes up with a much quicker way out in a short but exhilarating set-piece that encapsulates the series’ tone
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We never had Marcus Fenix pegged 
as a horticulturalist. Yet in the 
midst of a fierce assault on the 

greenhouse in the grounds of his crumbling, 
overgrown mansion, it suddenly dawns that 
his green-fingered efforts are soon to be for 
naught. “Shit,” he growls. “They’re going to 
mess up my fucking tomatoes!” The context 
has changed – we’re not playing as Fenix Snr, 
but his wisecracking son James – and so 
Marcus has been repositioned as a 
curmudgeonly veteran, juxtaposed with the 
youthful exuberance of the new central trio. 
All the same, that snarl takes you back a 
console generation. This isn’t exactly Gears  
Of War as you remember it, but in these 
moments you’d swear it had never been away. 

Microsoft and The Coalition might well 
look at that and think: job done. Though Rod 
Fergusson, executive producer on the first 
three Gears games, was brought in as studio 
head, this is still a very different team from 
the one that made the original trilogy. Yet 
Gears’ systems have translated to a new 
console generation completely intact, such 
that any series fan should feel comfortable 
jumping in on Hardcore difficulty without  
any real period of adjustment.

That it captures the feel of the old games, 
from a branding point of view, makes sense, 

and the message it sends is clear: we’re fans 
of this series, just like you. Some players will 
find that a reassuring confirmation that the 
game they love is in safe hands. But safe is a 
double-edged sword, and there’s a streak of 
conservatism that runs through Gears 4. Take, 
for example, the re-introduction of Father 
Fenix. There’s a delightfully corny moment 
where his bandana is handed back to him with 
the kind of pomp and ceremony afforded to 
priceless historical relics. That scene in and  
of itself is fine – funny, even. But it speaks 
volumes for the approach The Coalition has 
taken. Respecting your past is one thing, but 
at times the game goes well beyond respect 
and into obsequious reverence.

The narrative clearly demonstrates that 
Gears is nowhere near ready to leave the past 
behind. It isn’t enough to have the younger 
Fenix as a point of connection, nor even to 
have Marcus himself along for much of the 
ride. By the end, we’ve witnessed a reunion  
of the old COG team (sans Dom) and a 
poignant moment that’s almost a direct lift 
from a key scene in the original trilogy. 

In terms of mechanics, there’s a clear 
desire to return to first principles. No bad 
thing, you might think – and limiting 
campaign co-op to two players is a sensible 
reduction. But doing so means ignoring the 

lessons of Gears 2 and 3, which regularly 
found ways to vary the pace. Judgment’s  
score-chasing structure and optional 
challenges haven’t survived. Anything, 
essentially, from those three games that 
proved slightly divisive has been deemed 
surplus to requirements. 

The trouble is, Gears 4 doesn’t have much 
to replace them with. Set-pieces that function 
identically to Horde mode are crowbarred in. 
The writers endeavour to contextualise these 
sequences, but the presence of a timer letting 
you know how long you’ve got to prepare your 
defences for the next wave is amusingly 
upfront and drags you out of the story. 
Otherwise, at least until a climactic riot of 
cathartic destruction, it follows a repetitive 
pattern: bickering and exposition in corridors, 
followed by shootouts in more open 
environments, possibly with some lever 
pulling, before the enemies show up. 

It’s no great shock to see a sequel going 
back to basics when the fundamentals are so 
robust, especially with the benefit of visual 
spit and polish afforded by more powerful 
hardware. But in a year where Uncharted 4 
made efforts to redefine its rules of 
engagement, Gears is merely content to 
re-establish them. For a game this noisy, its 
singleplayer portion is surprisingly timid. n

Why Gears 4’s campaign is too in thrall to its past

post Script

Gears 4 is the most colourful and scenically 
diverse entry in the series to date. The 
Swarm’s tendrils have stretched pretty far, 
but elsewhere Mother Nature has taken over 
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Mafia III

As you approach game’s end the choices become 
more complex, but by that time you may have lost 
interest. While a glance at the map screen suggests a 
decent spread of different things to do, they all involve 
the same thing with a slightly different ending. You’ll 
sneak your way into an enemy outpost using the now 
genre-standard detective vision, snapping necks and 
shanking mooks on your way to the ultimate goal. You 
might have to destroy some contraband, kill an enforcer 
or interrogate a lieutenant, but once you’ve seen one of 
these missions you’ve seen them all, and the steady tick 
of new guns and perks isn’t enough to keep things fresh. 
While the level design has its moments – the first time 
you find an underground entrance halfway down the 
block is a rare thrill – before long you’ll be creeping 
through corridors with a niggling sense of déjà vu.

Yet once you’ve crossed enough tasks off your 
to-do list and have drawn out an underboss, things 
improve markedly, if only briefly. Early on, as you creep 
through a disused fun park that’s been taken over by the 
local mob, you’ll wonder why more of the game can’t be 
like this. Every few hours, the feeling will return. And 
this is Mafia III’s greatest failing: it is not the bonkers 
lighting, the lacklustre visuals or the tedious structure. 
It’s how all these things combine to waste a setting of 
such tremendous potential. 

It’s there on the title screen, as the Jimi Hendrix 
cover of Bob Dylan’s All Along The Watchtower kicks 
in, instantly framing the game in a time of political and 
cultural change, of black America challenging the white 
status quo and more than holding its own. New 
Bordeaux thrums along beneath a thick fug of racism, 
its shops and bars still segregated, its denizens openly 
slandering our hero for the colour of his skin. Mafia III 
is, like its predecessors, a tale of one man on his route 
to the top of the criminal underworld. But it isn’t just 
that: it’s also an unflattering portrait of the dark past  
of the American Dream, a game that seeks to turn the 
stomach with more than just its gore, and does so with 
sensitive elegance. In script, story and setting – not to 
mention one of the finest licensed soundtracks around 
– Mafia III is among the best in its cluttered genre.

There are times when it’s mechanically fit for 
purpose, too. Gunplay is satisfyingly meaty, although 
there’s far too much of it, and vehicle handling – so 
often an afterthought in open-world games – is weighty 
and demanding, especially on the Simulation setting. 
That Mafia III hides the best way to drive its vehicles 
several menu screens deep is instructive: this is a game 
whose best moments are diluted by a torrent of filler, 
whose beauty is obscured by its technical shortcomings, 
and whose obvious potential is squandered by a lack  
of polish. That weird orange sky is, alas, the least 
of its problems.

Ah, we love the look of napalm in the morning. 
A clear sunrise is an odd sight indeed in Mafia 
III’s New Bordeaux; the sky’s an impossible 

shade of orange, as if someone is conducting chemical 
weapons tests in the nearby bayou. Mafia III’s lighting  
is all over the place. Sometimes the world is bleached  
in a carpet of white light, while at others a mystifyingly 
aggressive use of bloom frequently sees protagonist 
Lincoln Clay obscured from view entirely. At times, 
when you’re not being blinded, or baffled, by the light, 
you can see what developer Hangar 13 was going for:  
a sun-blanched, washed-out presentation designed to 
emphasise that this is a game set in Louisiana’s grimy, 
awkward past. Then the sun comes out again and you 
can’t help but look toward the horizon and wonder 
where the mushroom cloud is hiding.

Perhaps it’s intended to distract us from what is 
hardly a ringing endorsement of Hangar 13’s technical 
flair. That 1968 was an ugly time in the Deep South is 
no excuse for a game that, even when cast in its best 
light, is no looker. It’s clear immediately that the game 
could have done with more time in development; within 
hours it becomes even more evident as the bugs kick in, 
the hard crashes rear their head, and the flaws in the 
design are laid steadily more bare.

Hangar 13 borrows from Ubisoft the notion that 
your every action in an open world should count 
towards story progression. Here, that means knocking 
off a series of eminently forgettable and wearyingly 
repetitive tasks in order to weaken an underboss, 
drawing them out. Dispatch them and you’ll take over 
the racket, assigning it to one of your lieutenants. Take 
all the rackets and you’ll control the whole district; take 
over all of those and eventually Sal Marcano, local capo 
de tutti capi, will fall, giving Clay revenge for the 
slaughter of his adoptive family. 

Along the way you’ll make choices that we think are 
supposed to be difficult. Clay’s three underbosses are a 
fractious bunch, hungry for power, and if you don’t 
assign them enough rackets or districts they will betray 
you. Tough in theory, but in reality? One of the three is 
deeply, openly racist, and given the rare chance to play a 
big-budget game through an African-American lens we 
are not about to let that slide. Another is Vito Scaletta, 
the likeable returning protagonist from Mafia II. 

Perhaps recognising this isn’t a setup that engenders 
much in the way of inner conflict when it comes to 
decision-making, Hangar 13 has sought to add some 
through design. Raising an underboss’ earnings unlocks 
valuable perks, dubbed favours, when certain milestones 
are reached. But we don’t find being able to steal cars 
without being detected sufficient justification for the 
appeasement of a tremendous bigot, though we’ll accept 
others’ mileage may vary on that. The result is you’re 
punished, one way or the other, for following your gut. 

play

It’s a game that 
seeks to turn 
the stomach 
with more than 
just its gore, 
and does so 
with sensitive 
elegance
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Grot baGs
The most common collectible  
in New Bordeaux are fuses, used 
to place wiretaps on junction 
boxes that reveal nearby enemy 
placements and dialogue 
exchanges – though they’re 
quickly rendered pointless by  
an underboss favour that does 
the job automatically. Elsewhere 
you’ll find commie propaganda 
posters to rip down for Clay’s 
pal in the CIA, iconic 12-inch 
vinyl records, nudie paintings 
and copies of Playboy. Quite 
where Clay puts them all is 
anyone’s guess, especially since 
he goes the vast majority of  
the game without changing 
clothes, the tattered military 
jacket he wears home from 
Vietnam soon overflowing with 
vintage jazz mags and copies  
of Beggars Banquet. Perhaps 
that’s why he can carry only  
two weapons at a time.
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Above After interrogating someone you have another non-choice: kill them 
for a quick payout, or recruit them to increase your earnings. Cashflow is 
vital – goods are pricey and you lose half your cash in hand when you die

Right there’s not much variety out 
on the road, and cars are hard to 
steal since witnesses will leg it to a 
phone and tip off the cops. You can 
call in a set of wheels as a favour, 
but it means you’ll play most of the 
game with a tiny selection of cars. 
MAiN Perhaps the game’s most 
familiar sight: Lincoln hiding round 
a corner, lying in wait for a guard. 
eventually you get your hands on  
a silenced pistol, which picks up 
the pace of the action significantly. 
bottoM We’ve not seen many bugs 
to match the highlight reels online, 
but this fellow gave us the easiest 
of kills, standing there reciting  
both parts of a dialogue exchange  
while we eliminated his comrades
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RIGS Mechanized Combat League

favourite, is a lanky machine that can double jump. And 
the Sentinel is the tank class, a heavy unit that can soak 
up damage and is equipped with a charging vertical 
jump – charge it fully before launching and you’ll 
generate a thunderous, damaging shockwave on landing.

These basic rigs are available in various setups, each 
offering a different combination of weapons and a 
unique special ability. The Vampire capability, for 
example, allows you to regain armour after taking  
down an opponent; Carapace grants you a rear-facing 
shield that blocks everything bar melee attacks; and the 
panic-inducing Nuke option leaves a timed explosive 
mine after the rig’s demise. But whichever rig you 
choose, the basic moveset remains unchanged. Tapping 
either L1 or R1 will make you dash sideways, the triggers 
are reserved for left and right weapons, R3 activates a 
melee attack (which can be also be used as a forward 
boost), and X activates your rig’s particular jump ability. 
Aiming is handled by looking where you want to fire, 
and you steer your rig the same way. 

You can also redirect power to your rigs’ various 
systems using the Square, Triangle and Circle buttons 
– an essential skill to master if you want to remain 
competitive. Switching to Impact mode allows you to do 
significantly more damage at the cost of having to plod 
along, whereas Turbo reduces your firing capacity in 
exchange for some life-saving speed. Once damaged, 
you’ll have to find an opportune moment to switch to 
the vulnerable Repair mode to reinstate your hull’s 
integrity. Take down enough enemies or collect enough 
power spheres in a row without being destroyed and 
you’ll enter Overdrive mode, in which all three of your 
ships’ systems receive a boost simultaneously, giving 
you a temporary advantage.

Achieving this state is also how you score points  
in Power Slam, the most enjoyable of RIGS’s trio of 3v3 
modes. Once in Overdrive, you must drop through the 
giant hoop at the centre of the arena without being 
destroyed (or hit by a mech with the Knockout melee 
ability). Endzone is more like rugby than basketball, 
with each team dashing to collect a virtual ball before 
carrying it to a goal at the opposite end of the arena; 
it can also be passed between team members using L3. 
Team Takedown, meanwhile, is essentially a team 
deathmatch mode. All three modes are frantically 
enjoyable and arenas are subtly altered for each, but 
Endzone’s reliance on continual team communication 
means that it suffers when played against AI.

RIGS is a compact but deep package, then, and one 
executed with a confidence that belies its launch-game 
status. Whether it’s enough to convince the masses  
to shell out £350 on a headset is another matter, but  
in RIGS Guerrilla has created a game of future 
sports that every PSVR owner should explore.

Guerrilla has achieved the seemingly impossible. 
RIGS, the studio’s futuristic PSVR sport game, 
fails to induce the fit of vomiting we fear will 

follow in the wake of our dizzying opening minutes of 
play. This is despite the serious demands it makes on 
your brain’s positional certitude – you’ll dash-strafe, 
double-jump and quick-turn around multilayered 
arenas in an effort to keep track of five other players 
and, in one game type, repeatedly hurl yourself through 
an oversized goal hoop. It’s a game-design document 
that reads like a checklist of what not to do in VR,  
but somehow it all hangs together without incident.

That’s not to say RIGS is an easy ride: players with 
particularly sensitive constitutions are likely to suffer 
when the pacy matches spool up, and even those who 
consider themselves to be made of sturdier stuff will 
want to take regular breaks. But Guerrilla’s combination 
of head-controlled vehicle turning, subtle tunnelling 
(where your field of view is temporarily reduced during 
fast manoeuvres), and optional full masking during 
ejection sequences – so you don’t have to watch the 
arena rapidly shrink away beneath you after losing a rig 
to opposition fire – ensure that the game’s robotic 
acrobatics remain significantly more comfortable in 
action than they have any right to be.

Guerrilla starts things off gently with an extensive, 
patiently paced tutorial that gradually introduces your 
rig’s capabilities and tentatively tests your stomach’s 
limits while warning you before demonstrating anything 
that might wrench you out of your comfort zone, then 
checking if you want to keep the new settings or revert 
to something gentler. Despite its achievements regarding 
comfort, Guerilla’s careful not to overload new players 
by revealing the extent of its ambition too soon.

We’d urge you to keep your eyes open while being 
flung out of your wreck, however, otherwise you’ll miss 
the view. The sprawling arenas are spectacular: Nevada’s 
venue is built in the shadow of a now-decommissioned 
Hoover Dam; the Dubai stadium sits amid skyscrapers, 
moored hyper yachts, and a space elevator; a colossal, 
shimmering casino is built on top of Macau’s semi-
indoor arena; and Rio De Janeiro’s matches take place 
on a rocky, cliffside outcrop that overlooks the city.  
The titular rigs are a handsome collection, too, each a 
conglomerate of shiny painted metal panels, matte-
black hydroformed frameworks, and exposed springs, 
pistons and fans. They look like the robot form of what 
was once an F1 car or powerboat, poised for speed, 
manoeuvrability and no small amount of shunting.

There are four basic rigs on offer. The Tempest 
sports two anti-gravity rings on its shoulders, which 
allow it to glide over long distances once launched into 
the air. The Hunter class uses its speed and compact 
form to outrun opponents and lose larger rigs by 
ducking into low-ceilinged tunnels. The Mirage, our 

pLay

Keep your eyes 
open while 
being flung out 
of your wreck, 
otherwise you’ll 
miss the view. 
The arenas are 
spectacular
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MetaL GeaR
Along with the 3v3 online 
modes, there’s also a 1v1 mode 
and an offline singleplayer 
league to work your way 
through. In both cases, you  
use hired pilots chosen from  
a list of ever-more-expensive 
specialists available back at your 
HQ. As you earn more cash 
from sponsorship deals and 
wins, you can work with a 
higher calibre of AI teammate. 
As you’d expect, there’s also an 
extensive range of custom suits, 
helmets, visor designs and MVP 
celebrations to unlock and 
purchase, and you can test  
out your garb and new rigs  
in a training arena built just 
outside the main building.
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ABOVE Keeping your distance in Team Takedown is sensible, as is  
working closely with teammates, but sometimes a melee attack can  
mean the difference between scoring a point and being forced to eject

MAIN Once in Overdrive, you need 
to hurl your entire rig through the 
goal in Power Slam. It’s a tense 
moment as the opposing team all 
target you to prevent the goal.
ABOVE In Endzone and Power Slam, 
your manager will let you know 
when a teammate is close to goal 
so that you can protect them.
lEFT At the time of writing there’s 
only a short wait to get into an 
online Team Takedown match,  
but the other two modes are 
disappointingly under-populated 
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tourism figures – the statistic by which your 
civilization’s ultimate cultural worth is judged.

Civilization is always going to be reductive in this 
sense, but in Civ VI these statistical representations 
have drifted so far from the concepts they’re supposed 
to simulate that it’s become absurd. Jane Austen joined 
our cause, but couldn’t write Pride And Prejudice until 
we’d built a structure with a ‘Great Work Of Writing’ 
slot. Pride And Prejudice is now generating eight Culture 
and four Tourism points in an amphitheatre in Ravenna.

In other areas Civ VI makes notional improvements 
without adding weight to your decisions. The policy 
system lets you slot cards into prearranged grids that 
allow for greater military or economic focus depending 
on the government you select. It could be a great way to 
set the strengths and weaknesses of your country, if the 
improvements on the cards weren’t all meagre trade 
boosts, military experience buffs and other fiddly 
improvements. You can switch governments as though 
you’re changing hats, enduring a turn or so of harmless 
anarchy for your trouble. Becoming a theocracy rather 
than a democracy ought to be a huge, defining decision, 
but instead it’s another way to oil the machine and 
improve your numerical productivity.

That’s why Barbarossa’s bizarre invasion is a relief. 
His units are a couple of technological rungs down from 
Rome’s, and he’s not helped by siege engines that 
meander aimlessly around, and units that seemingly 
refuse to attack undefended cities. It is at least fun to 
mop up his forces using Civ VI’s refined military game. 
At the start you’re limited to one unit per tile, but 
military research lets you band units together into 
powerful attacking formations that can sit on a single 
tile. This strikes a good balance between Civ IV and V, 
and is a satisfying example of research affecting what 
you do on the game board in a meaningful way. If you 
manage to entice great generals to your empire, you can 
sit them behind your forces so their aura can boost your 
troops’ effectiveness, or you can sacrifice them for a 
significant gain. This is one of Civ VI’s more interesting 
decisions, because you’re asked to accept some loss to 
specialise. When space on the map becomes scarce, 
similar cost-benefit decisions arise as you decide  
which improvements you really need.

Largely, though, Civilization VI offers up few of these 
difficult choices. At its lowest ebb, in the final third of a 
campaign, pressing ‘next turn’ repeatedly and watching 
numbers go up, the game feels like Cookie Clicker with a 
respectable veneer. On a surface level it’s still incredibly 
absorbing, but it lacks Endless Legend’s fascinating 
factions, Stellaris’s enticing exploration phase, and the 
intense politicking of Galactic Civilizations. Its latest 
entry is reliably gorgeous and comforting, but as 
a series, Civilization is being quietly surpassed.

W hat is Frederick Barbarossa’s problem? Only 
a few turns earlier we made a trade deal that 
was supposed to see Roman silk and marble 

traded for German gold for decades to come. Suddenly 
Barbarossa declares a ‘surprise war’, as Civilization VI 
calls it, pitting his army against forces that are almost 
twice as powerful as his. The same mindless, hard-to-
predict risk-taking is displayed by the Empire of Kongo, 
which uses the fact we took one of its cities in an earlier 
defensive war to repeatedly start wars it has no hope of 
winning. We’re coasting toward a military victory, 
despite never having declared war on anyone.

Something’s amiss at the heart of Civilization VI. As 
with previous games, we’re placing cities on a hexagonal 
grid, climbing the tech tree and building infrastructure 
improvements to turn a tiny settlement into a global 
superpower. This gradual process is as enthralling as 
ever. Expertly timed overlapping objectives place 
decisions visibly within reach. A city improvement 
completes within a turn or two of another tech-tree 
decision, and between these small adjustments there are 
worker units to move around and farms to plant. You 
tend your empire like a garden, adding a few houses here, 
some extra amenities there, to keep the numbers happy 
and nurse each settlement into a towering metropolis.

A new district system adds intrigue to expansion 
management. Scientific, education, military, spiritual 
and entertainment improvements have been moved out 
of the core city hex, and must be planted as their own 
bespoke hexes within the city’s boundary of influence. 
You can develop each district further with such 
additions as universities, barracks and entertainment 
complexes. Districts gain bonuses from specific terrain 
features – mountains help scientific study, for example 
– which gives the procedurally generated map layouts 
greater significance than before. Natural wonders are 
another good addition. Setting up in the shade of 
Kilimanjaro gives nearby settlements stat improvements.

This slow-paced urban planning, and the moreish 
resource-management systems, are integral to the gentle 
yet passive pleasure of a Civ campaign. The series’ 
famed ‘one more turn’ mantra speaks to the game’s 
ability to entice you onwards with the prospect of 
incremental improvement, but few decisions genuinely 
matter in the grand scheme of a campaign. Civilization’s 
victory conditions are ultimately dependent on how fast 
can you suck points out of the map and pour them into 
research and production. Military and religious victories 
at least require you to marshal soldiers and missionaries 
around the map to convert those resources into capital 
captures and religious conversions. Speedy resource 
production even lets you pick up great artists, which 
you can then convert into great works in your 
entertainment districts. The artworks and artefacts of 
history are useful primarily as a means to boost your 
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Pride And 
Prejudice is now 
generating eight 
Culture and  
four Tourism 
points in an 
amphitheatre  
in Ravenna
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ABOVE Interacting with leaders is better in Civ VI thanks to the 
introduction of agendas, which contribute to their opinion of you,  
but that doesn’t account for their frequently erratic behaviour

TOP Other civs don’t take kindly  
to you settling right next to them. 
It can be a good way of inciting  
a war if your army is strong.
MAIN Placing improvements such 
as farms adjacent to each other 
gives you better yields, and the 
tiles slot together to form 
pleasingly coherent zones.
RIGHT Wonders require specific 
terrain features as well as a  
civic technology prerequisite.  
A mid‑sized empire should  
have access to most, however
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line up shots and the X button used to fire. Area X 
complicates things a little by having head tracking 
dictate your angle of travel and letting you accelerate  
or brake using the triggers, but even then controls are 
snappy, natural and instinctive.

Perhaps that makes this version of Rez the easiest to 
date, but it’s never been a game played for its difficulty. 
Rez’s magic lies in Mizuguchi’s career-defining fever 
dream of synaesthesia, combining music and games to 
create something else entirely. And never has he come 
closer to realising it than with Rez Infinite. Fifteen years 
ago, we would turn off the lights and crank up the 
volume. Now we put on a headset and a good pair of 
headphones and are transported, briefly, to another 
world. While playing many of 2016’s glut of new VR 
games, we’ve found ourselves forever conscious of the 
world outside, and often pine to return to it. Taking off 
the headset after our first clear of Area X, however, was 
deflating, like stepping blinking into the sunlight after a 
long night out. No matter: the comedown lasts seconds, 
and we can go back whenever we like.

Mizuguchi has claimed Rez was always meant to be 
in VR; that the game he had in his head was the one we 
have today, rather than the one compressed to standard 
definition on a 4:3 TV. It’s a great marketing line, sure, 
but you’d better believe it’s the truth. Rez Infinite 
is 15 years old, and the best VR game of 2016. 

Well, we didn’t quite cry. When Area X, the 
new area created by Tetsuya Mizuguchi’s 
team at Enhance Games, was unveiled at the 

Tokyo Game Show, many of those who played it were 
reduced to tears. We will admit that, during the game’s 
boss battle, as the music built to its crescendo while 
particle showers fizzed all around us, we welled up a 
little. But that was more to do with the fact that our 
entire body was tingling. We first played Rez Infinite 
while wearing a custom-made suit adorned with 26 
points of vibration. At the time it felt remarkable.  
Now, we realise it was barely necessary.

Area X is astonishing, certainly, using the PS4 
hardware to fling thousands of particles about in a level 
in which you have freedom of movement, contrasting 
against the on-rails nature of the original five Rez 
stages. Yet what’s most remarkable about Rez Infinite is 
that this 15-year-old game, originally designed for CRT 
displays and the Dreamcast controller, is a perfect fit  
for VR. Even discounting Area X, the original five levels 
make a more convincing case for the merits of VR than 
many games built specifically for the purpose.

Rez’s controls were never complex, but here they’re 
more intuitive than ever, with head tracking used to  

play

While Infinite is best played with head tracking, the weak of neck can use 
the DualShock stick or a Move controller. Ultimately it’s a matter of taste – 
but if you’re not playing it standing up, you’re definitely doing it wrong

Sick beatS
Area X can be unlocked either 
by clearing the original, five-
level campaign, or by simply 
playing the game for an hour. 
The game may be a little easier 
thanks to head tracking, but  
VR introduces a new kind of 
difficulty spike – waves of 
nausea – which can be 
mitigated with a setting that 
removes some of the more 
dramatic camera movements. 
But the biggest cause of motion 
sickness will be the player; if 
you’re a head-nodding dancer, 
perhaps invest in a neck brace.

Developer Enhance Games, Monstars
Publisher Enhance Games  
Format PS4, PSVR  
Release Out now

Rez infinite

9
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There’s an awful lot going on in that single-button 
control system. You’ll hold left or right on the D-pad  
to round corners; press it up to jump over spikes, 
then down to slam back down on a note, the latter 
sometimes required to shoot through barriers. Before 
long you’ll be switching between multiple lanes, or 
faced with laser forcefields that will hit you if you 
miss a single note. Every new level brings a new idea, 
a new way of developer Drool taking the multi-button 
ethos of a plastic-guitar game and compressing it  
down to a single input.

There’s only one difficulty level, and we’ll readily 
admit to looking for a way to change it. With its off-
kilter soundtrack, you’re more reliant on visual cues 
than in most rhythm games, and with busy neon 
scenery flying at you at such a rate, it often feels like 
Drool wants you to learn a level layout through failure, 
rather than improvise your way to success. When a 
checkpoint arrives or a boss goes down, the feeling is 
more often one of relief that you won’t have to do it 
again than one of satisfaction at your success. Drool 
styles Thumper as a ‘rhythm violence’ game, though it’s 
more a game of survival, of constant, frantic tension 
with the occasional wave of relief. Fraught, oppressive 
and tense, Thumper has been built to a singular vision – 
one we can certainly respect, if not always enjoy. 
We suspect Drool wouldn’t want it any other way.

There’s a reason the vast majority of rhythm-action 
games are set to such upbeat backing tracks, and  
if you weren’t aware of it before, you will after 

about five minutes of playing Thumper. This foreboding 
work is what happens when two former Harmonix 
developers, tired of making music games where the 
band plays on and the crowd goes wild even though you 
just made a terrible mess of the solo, strike out on their 
own, taking a genre and subverting its every convention.

Suffice it to say, this is no dance party. You control a 
metallic, beetle-shaped craft that’s haring lightning-fast 
along a track through a hellscape made of neon. 
Obstacles come at searing pace; taking one hit will  
lose your chromatic shield, but a second will kill you, 
depositing you back to the nearest checkpoint. The 
solution to every hazard is mapped to the X button, 
either tapped, held or combined with a D-pad direction. 
Levels are broken up into stages, a couple of dozen or 
more, each lasting no more than a minute – assuming 
you survive, that is – and climaxing with a boss battle 
against a recurring foe. Crakhed, a giant flaming skull, 
can only be damaged if you nail an entire section, the 
final button press shooting an energy blast at it.  
Fail, and the stage loops elegantly back to the start. 

Thumper makes few concessions to the lesser skilled, but does throw the 
novice a bone by not insisting on absolute perfection. Some obstacles can 
be ignored entirely, though doing so means losing your score multiplier

Another dimension
Developer Drool is a two-man 
operation, and while the duo’s 
history at Harmonix working on 
titles including Rock Band and 
Guitar Hero explains their 
talents for making music games, 
their other interests tell us much 
about how Thumper came to 
be. Brian Gibson is the bassist 
for acclaimed noise-rock outfit 
Lightning Bolt, and wrote the 
game’s oppressive soundtrack, 
while programmer Marc Flury 
contributes to Chicago political 
radio show This Is Hell, which 
rather says it all. 

Developer/publisher Drool  
Format PC, PS4, PSVR (tested)  
Release Out now

thumper

8

plAy
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easier to find the right orientation. Smash, meanwhile, 
allows for the destruction of a wall if its solution eludes 
you. You gain access to these powers by boosting, each 
confident rush forward adding to the corresponding 
meters. However, you’ll need to fill the Hyperfocus 
ability before you can start on Blast, so using the former 
before the latter is topped up will set you back – an 
additional layer of risk/reward tension to consider.

SuperHyperCube’s simple visuals and design make 
it feel like a scaled-up mobile survival challenge in the 
vein of Super Hexagon, but its focus on your ability to 
see around the mess of blocks between you and the 
encroaching wall – as opposed to raw skills and reaction 
speed – reduces its appeal, especially when you’re 
fluking your way through certain sections, leaving an 
unsatisfying taste behind. In addition, despite your 
cube’s evolution, there’s little sense of building 
momentum as you progress – the backgrounds change 
and it becomes tougher to see what you’re doing, but  
it feels oddly muted even 50 or 60 levels into a run.

SuperHyperCube is a slick production, but its rewards 
can feel outstripped by the effort required to play it – 
especially at PSVR’s launch, among so many offerings 
grasping for your attention. The zen-like pacing and 
stimulating visuals have an allure of their own, but as a 
whole the game fails to deliver the kind of replay 
value associated with the puzzle genre’s giants.

T here aren’t many games that can claim to be 
physically irritating, but SuperHyperCube can take 
its place among that rarified group. Kokoromi’s 

trippy shape-matching game is beautiful, sure, but its 
only application of VR is to obfuscate your task as you 
manoeuvre an ever-growing mass of blocks through 
increasingly complex gaps. The result is a game that 
might well give you a crick in the neck.

That’s not to say it isn’t initially charming. You start 
every round with a single cube that you can rotate on 
three axes, travelling forward through a neon-tinged 
vacuum from which walls, punctured with holes, emerge. 
The first one contains, simply enough, a corresponding 
cube-shaped hole. Once you pass through it, two more 
cubes are attached to your starting block in a random 
orientation, after which a new wall appears, this time 
with a marginally more complex aperture to be squeezed 
through. The process continues until your geometric 
mass gets so unwieldy that you inevitably crash into  
the wall and (hopefully) post a new high score.

You have a couple of special abilities to help eke out 
more distance. The first, Hyperfocus, briefly pauses the 
cluster’s progress, changing its colour to a high-contrast 
black-and-white scheme in the process and making it 

play

SuperHyperCube’s smart UI combines a simple, easy-to-read HUD with a 
neon representation of your controller that you can move into your field of 
view at any time to check the controls. The colourful backdrops are intense

square route
While SuperHyperCube is 
unlikely to keep you fixated for 
long, its randomly assembled 
block clusters ensure that each 
subsequent run feels fresh at 
the outset. Key to success is 
identifying standout features 
(such as a protruding ‘arm’, or 
two ‘horns’), which you can use 
to quickly get your shape the 
right way up before finessing  
its final position. As the game 
progresses, further difficulty is 
introduced by rotating walls 
that can catch out those who 
boost too early.

Developer Kokoromi 
Publisher Polytron  
Format PSVR  
Release Out now

superHyperCube

6
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Rebellion has added greater depth with a procedurally 
generated Roguelike structure that sees players tackle a 
series of objectives en route to a confrontation with the 
ominous Corporation. You must pick your way across 
each randomly created hex grid, deploying in various 
mission types in which you attack, defend, capture,  
hack, or some combination of all four. But while the 
individual descriptions suggest variety, in practice every 
mission type feels much the same. There’s pleasure in 
chipping away at the map, deciding whether to press 
onwards or take a circuitous route to amass more data 
to spend on better kit. And that pleasure is multiplied 
when playing with friends – you can heal each other 
when in close proximity, while specific abilities allow 
other altruistic gestures such as boosting ammo.

But despite the relative complexity of the game’s 
interweaved systems – which also include directional 
tank shields, enemy AI power which rises as you move 
across the map, and the ability to scupper enemy 
progress or gain new weapon blueprints – its systemic 
depth is heavily weighted towards between-mission 
management, while the actual business of shooting 
things until they pop quickly becomes repetitive.

Battlezone is a fine introduction to the pleasures  
of multiplayer VR, but ultimately there’s not quite 
enough substance here to keep you coming back 
after your first few tours of duty.

Battlezone’s evocation of Tron, with its low-detail 
architecture and vehicles accented with flashes of 
neon, feels emblematic of the popular perception 

of VR. Rebellion’s game provides an opportunity to dive 
into a similarly unfamiliar, sterile world and do battle 
with beings that make no effort to hide their digital 
provenance or polygons. Its stripped-down tank combat 
is bold and exhilarating on first exposure, but over time 
the simplicity at its core corrupts that initial appeal.

It’s thoroughly enjoyable while it lasts, however. The 
tanks are a pleasure to control, gliding across arenas’ 
surfaces with satisfying inertia as you take cover behind 
scenery and circle enemy vehicles. While they feel a 
little slow traversing the large maps, a smart risk/reward 
boost system allows you to move with greater alacrity at 
the cost of leeching power from your shields. You can 
switch between equipped weapons by tapping X, and 
holding the button grants you access to a weak blaster 
with infinite ammo for emergencies. Enemy tanks, 
aircraft and turrets drop data, the currency for 
upgrading your tank and buying new weapons at supply 
points, and there’s a chance they’ll drop ammo too.

While the game apes the original arcade machine  
in its tank-to-tank combat and bonus-laden UFOs, 

Your tank interior bristles with screens displaying various information on 
your situation, objectives and status. Flying enemies are harder to hit with 
cannons, so switching to missiles or machine guns is necessary to kill them

Plug and slay
There are nine different tank 
chassis to choose from, three  
of which – light, medium and 
heavy – are unlocked from the 
start. You can also spend 
accrued data on modulators, 
boosting your front, rear, left or 
right shields, your capacity to 
suck up data and ammo from  
a distance, your healing ability 
and the speed of the vehicle’s 
reload. Special equipment is also 
available, including tech such as 
Rot, which applies damage over 
time to targets, and Vampire, 
which absorbs enemies’ energy.

Developer/publisher Rebellion  
Format PSVR (tested), Rift  
Release Out now

Battlezone

7

Play



120

Batarangs) you’ll be investigating crime scenes, looking 
for evidence in morgues and distracting henchmen to 
get a sniping window for the AI-piloted Batwing.

In most scenes you’re able to move around a little by 
warping between points, but your freedom is limited as 
Rocksteady tightly choreographs each vignette. In one 
memorable sequence you’re rooted to the spot as the 
environment changes around you, to disturbing effect. 
At the centre of all of this is the Batcave, an area that 
acts as a hub from which you can conduct forensic 
analysis, track the locations of key characters and 
indulge in a spot of target practice on a training range. 
The various gadgets available to play with make for  
an amusing toybox at first as you figure out what  
each one does, but their appeal is short-lived.

Rocksteady has embedded some replay value in the 
form of an assortment of Riddler-set conundrums, 
which are unlocked once you finish the game, and they 
open up new warping locations in environments, 
making a second playthrough worthwhile. But the 
compact nature of the game’s arc means its narrative 
rhythm feels a little off and things clatter to an end 
well before you expect – or want – them to. That’s 
testament to the potent experience Rocksteady has 
created, but the irksome result is that it’s also easier  
to understand how Commissioner Gordon must 
feel after one of Batman’s fleeting visits.

Batman Arkham VR’s runtime may be brief – about 
90 minutes, depending on how long you linger in 
each location – but it’ll make you feel more like 

the Dark Knight in that short window of time than  
any other Batman game to date. The evocative act of 
slipping into that infamous cowl and utility belt isn’t 
even diminished when you inevitably start dancing like 
an idiot in the mirror Rocksteady handily provides.

This waifish game is a series of short set-pieces in 
which you get on with various iconic Batman tasks – 
such as being standoffish to Alfred while he patiently 
tries to help, or tormenting the Penguin for information 
– in between pawing at, picking up and chucking over 
your shoulder (or directly at Alfred) everything that 
isn’t nailed down. It’s immediate fun that manages to 
somehow balance Job Simulator’s wilful antagonism 
with a dark, sometimes upsetting plot.

The story sees Batman trying to locate an AWOL 
Nightwing and ascertain the identity of a killer loose  
in Gotham city. Some sections lean heavily on puzzle 
solving, while others are predominantly experiential 
rather than revolving around gameplay mechanics. 
When you’re permitted to use your gadgets (a grappling 
hook, a biological scanner and an endless supply of 

play

Using the Move controllers with Arkham VR reveals a sensitivity to lighting 
conditions that can reduce your virtual hands’ stability if the room you’re 
playing in isn’t optimal. For the most part, though, everything works well

Cast into the night
Batman’s excessively engineered 
mainframe is yours to play with 
in the Batcave, but its primary 
role seems to be to serve up 
case files on the various 
characters in the game and 
from Batman’s history. You can 
examine startling full-scale 
models of each individual, 
including Robin, Nightwing and 
the Joker, and swap out hard 
disks in order to switch their 
animation loops. You can also 
detach a tablet from the main 
computer and beam the 
visualisation to it. 

Developer Rocksteady  
Publisher Warner Bros  
Format PSVR  
Release Out now

Batman arkham VR

7
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paddle with your head as you face off against a series of 
AI opponents. Each one has a unique style of play – a 
larger paddle that must have its periphery destroyed, for 
instance, or a pair of diamond-shaped paddles linked by 
a beam of electricity – and you must score five hits to 
win. Out of the entire collection, Danger Ball is the only 
offering you’ll want to keep coming back to.

The atmospherically rendered Ocean Descent, 
meanwhile, ensures that PSVR has an underwater 
experience to compete with Vive and Rift’s equivalents, 
and is probably the thing you’ll break out when showing 
off your new PlayStation headset to friends. Scavengers 
Odyssey offers shallow Metroid-tinged sci-fi shooting 
and puzzling in a huge space station that, while brief, 
could be the starting point for a more developed game. 
And VR Luge lets you weave through (or clip through) 
traffic as you plummet down a hill on your back. It’s  
the least convincing part of the package, and neither 
enjoyable nor interesting.

PSVR Worlds would have made an excellent pack-in 
game for PSVR, but it’s difficult to recommend as a 
standalone purchase – especially when it costs almost 
as much as a full-price title. Nevertheless, watching 
London Studio flex its VR muscles is an entrancing  
way to spend a few hours, and if nothing else it  
should serve as a persuasive catalyst for other 
developers toying with Sony’s fledgling hardware.

Developed in-house by the first studio to get its 
hands on PSVR hardware, long before it was ready 
for the playing public, VR Worlds should serve  

as something of a best practice document. In reality,  
it’s a little more patchy than that, a grab bag of short 
experiences and games that inevitably feels disjointed. 
But at its best, the package does a good job of whetting 
the appetite for PSVR’s considerable potential.

The compilation’s headline attraction is undoubtedly 
The London Heist, a beautifully presented short tale of 
gangland violence and betrayal that’s told through a mix 
of smart interactive cutscenes and great use of Move 
controllers. A scene in which you must locate a 
diamond in an ornate desk before shooting your way 
out of the building sees you grabbing ammo clips with 
one hand and slamming them into the gun in your 
other, all the while ducking behind a piece of antique 
furniture as you wait for a safe moment to return fire. 
It’s a brilliant evolution of traditional lightgun-shooting 
galleries that’s given a second twist during another 
sequence that has you fending off armed motorcyclists 
from the passenger seat of a speeding van.

Danger Ball is a very different proposition – a three-
dimensional take on Pong that lets you control the 

play

Danger Ball’s clean neon lines and vast, empty-feeling stadiums are a little 
clinical, but the fast-moving action is far from sterile. You can add spin to a 
returned ball by flicking your head, which adds another layer of strategy

Ball control
London Studio has created one 
of the best VR menus we’ve 
seen to date. When the game 
loads up you find yourself 
standing in an ornate building 
as a short VFX-laden intro plays 
out around you. Afterwards you 
can cycle through the available 
tech demos, each one coming 
with a differently themed ball 
that floats just in front of you. 
You can interact with them in 
different ways, sending them 
bouncing around the room, 
for example. The pad even 
rumbles on contact.

Developer SIE London Studio 
Publisher SIE   
Format PSVR  
Release Out now

playStation Vr Worlds
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The offbeat RPG that 
kept players keen by 
treating them mean
By Chris sChilling

Nier
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Developer Cavia  Publisher Square Enix  Format 360, PS3  Release 2010
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ier saves its 
cruellest trick for 
the very end. We’re 
not talking about 
the first time the 
credits roll, either. 
No, you’ll have to 
wait until the 

conclusion of your third playthrough, where 
you’re presented with the bleakest of 
dilemmas. The titular warrior has to choose 
whether to end the agony of his ailing ally 
Kainé by killing her, or to save her life by 
sacrificing himself. Pick the second option, 
and your save file will be deleted – and as if 
to further underline the finality of your 
choice, you’ll be treated to a cutscene that 
shows Nier has been permanently erased 
from the memories of his friends. Should 
you subsequently decide to start a new 
game, meanwhile, you won’t be able to use 
the same character name. Yes, Nier’s 
response to the players who’ve dedicated 
the time and effort to reach this point is to 
entirely deny their involvement. As 
endgame rewards go, we’ve had better. 

That alone says much about the wilfully 
perverse ideas that underpin this 
fascinating, unforgettably strange action-
RPG. Nier is a game that invites you to take 
a long journey where you’ll spend your time 
with a group of abrasive, bickering misfits. 
Its dark and sometimes overwhelmingly 
melancholic story is delivered with absolute 
straight-faced sincerity, yet the script is 
shot through with flashes of self-aware 
humour. It asks you to overlook its lapses 
into tired convention, even as the dialogue 
delights in drawing your attention toward 
them. Other contradictions are less 
obviously by design: despite some strong art 
direction, technically it’s a bit of a mess, and 
sometimes it’s downright ugly, with sparse 
outdoor settings and boxy interiors. And 
yet, by contrast, the soundtrack is lavish 
and expansive, shifting from gentle pastoral 
airs to clattering industrial beats, overlaid 
with vocalised melodies whose words don’t 
belong to any language but which are 
powerfully affecting all the same. 

It’s a game that plays hard to get in every 
sense. That’s true from the off, as you’re 
thrust into a wintry post-apocalyptic future 
world, where a grizzled father attempts to 
protect his daughter by clumsily fending off 

seemingly interminable waves of identical 
creatures. With little ceremony or 
explanation, you suddenly find yourself in 
the kind of homely village you’ve seen in a 
dozen JRPGs, with time having inexplicably 
moved on by more than a thousand years. 
This, it turns out, is merely the first 
mystery of many in this oblique world, 
where the answers to the questions it raises 
have to be earned – assuming they’re given 
away at all. There will be no reams of 
written lore to pore over, no lengthy, 
enlightening exchanges with townsfolk. To 
work it all out, Nier demands that you pay 
attention and be patient, rather than 
thorough – and to understand that even 
that might not be enough. 

At times, it feels like Nier is daring you 
to fall for it, purposely flummoxing you 
with bizarre, patience-testing set-pieces 
and repetitive tasks, putting frustrating 
obstacles between you and the good stuff. 
But such inscrutability is the hallmark of 
director Taro Yoko. This is a man who chose 
to conclude the final story branch of his 
2014 action-RPG Drakengard 3 with an 
extended, masochistically difficult rhythm-
action sequence where missing a single beat 
means starting again; the final cue appears 
during a dialogue exchange, with the music 
and visuals having faded out several seconds 
before. Nothing in Nier ever goes quite this 
far, though an early fishing minigame left 
plenty stumped – including, famously, one 
critic, who decided life was too short to put 
up with such impenetrable design, and 
instead of reviewing the game, made a video 
documenting his failure. (The trick is to 
stand in a different place to the beachside 
spot to which you’re initially drawn.)

It’s not entirely clear whether this is 
deliberate button-pushing on Yoko’s part or 
simply bad design. Such is the game’s 
contrary streak that you begin to wonder if 
the clumsy platforming interludes or dreary 
block-pushing sections are knowing meta-
commentary – or perhaps even deliberate 
sabotage. Similarly, it’s hard to properly 
gauge the target of Yoko’s mockery. One 
character, for example, berates Nier for 
taking on mundane side missions, rightly 
suggesting they’re a needless distraction, 
while tutting at quest-givers for their 
laziness. But is this self-deprecation, or a 
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sly jab at our expectations? Could it even be 
an acknowledgement of the developer’s 
obvious lack of resources and a need to stall 
the player with filler? Poking fun at archaic 
design while indulging in it has been done 
many times before, frequently to tiresome 
effect, but there’s something playful and 
mischievous about Nier’s approach that 
makes it easier to accept. That’s partly 
down to a localisation that’s well up to its 
publisher’s usual high standard. It’s hard not 
to wonder what Square Enix made of some 
of Yoko’s more outlandish ideas, but it 
deserves no little credit for keeping the 
reins relatively loose – if perhaps not loose 
enough for the director’s liking.

At times, it plays like outsider art 
threaded through a more orthodox ARPG 
framework, and whether you attribute that 
to a publisher trying to impose its will on a 

rebellious creator, or a designer 
intentionally juxtaposing the ordinary and 
the extraordinary, Nier ends up feeling truly 
subversive. It never stops throwing out new 
ideas to see what sticks, and plenty does. 
Even its detractors have to admit it’s not 
short on variety. A seemingly routine boss 
fires out projectiles as if auditioning for a 
role in the next DoDonPachi. Climb into a 
minecart and soon you’re playing an 
on-rails shooter. One dungeon appears to 
pay homage to both 2D and 3D Zelda, 
shifting from a thirdperson viewpoint to a 
top-down perspective. Later, the camera 
stays fixed as you explore a mansion that 
could easily be owned by Umbrella 
Corporation. And did we mention the part 
where it turns into a text adventure? 

It could so easily be rambling and 
disjointed, but if Nier’s mismatched parts 

don’t always cohere – again, we sense that’s 
deliberate – it finds a consistent focal point 
in the central party. These aren’t your usual 
ragtag band of likeable oddballs, with 
personalities assembled from a grab bag of 
idiosyncrasies. Rather, they’re convincingly 
flawed characters laid low by the caprices of 
fate. Grimoire Weiss, a talking book who 
delivers pithy putdowns with a Rickman-
esque sneer (voice actor Liam O’Brien has 

since acknowledged the debt to the late 
actor) might be arrogant and uncooperative, 
but it’s hard not to feel sympathy when you 
consider his startling loss of power and the 
unfamiliarity of the world in which he’s 
awoken. The same goes for Emil: at first, his 
snivelling, self-pitying shtick is grating, but 
his story is desperately sad, having been 
exiled as a young child and then forced to 
assume a monstrous new form. Half-human 
Kainé may be foul-mouthed and quick-
tempered, but having been ostracised, 
abused and discriminated against, her 
defensiveness is understandable. Along with 
the grim-faced Nier, this unlikely foursome 
find a sense of comfort in their shared 
sorrow, and their journey together acts as a 
collective restorative. Even the regular 
clashes between Weiss and Kainé come to 
feel like a kind of therapeutic catharsis. By 

A  s e e m i n g l y  r o u t i n e  b o s s  f i r e s  o u t 

p r o j e c t i l e s  A s  i f  A u d i t i o n i n g  f o r  

A  r o l e  i n  t h e  n e x t  d o d o n p A c h i

+  +  +  +  +  +  + 
+  +  +  +  +  +  + 
+  +  +  +  +  +  + 
+  +  +  +  +  +  + 

Combat is perfectly serviceable, 
allowing you to supplement 
your melee attacks with a 
range of magical abilities

Boss fights are dramatically 
staged and often intense 
without being overly taxing
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the midway point, you’ll be rooting for them 
all to overcome their own personal 
tragedies, while already sensing Yoko’s plans 
don’t involve a happy-ever-after. 

That Nier should make you care about 
its cast before putting them through the 
wringer is in keeping with a game that 
seems determined to steadily weed out 
players until it’s left with a small but 
committed audience of devotees willing to 
meet it on its own terms. Even beyond the 
credits, it’s determinedly feelbad: a second 
playthrough reveals a horrible truth about 
Nier’s mission that casts his activities – and 
the role of his opponents – in a new light. 
Much as the humour and the soundtrack do 
their best to lift you, even its supporters 
would concede Nier can be heavy going. 

As such, you could argue that Yoko’s 
game was an unlikely candidate for cultdom. 

But it’s hard not to draw comparisons with 
the similarly admired Deadly Premonition. 
The two are cut from the same kind of 
cloth, compensating for their lacklustre 
looks with strong personality and boasting 
enough good ideas to outweigh the bad. Nier 
mightn’t have dazzled the critics, but word 
of mouth was positive; play it again now, 
and it’s easy to understand where both sides 
were coming from. In places, Nier isn’t 
much fun at all: it’s ill-disciplined, scrappy 
and beset by technical issues. But it’s also 
boundlessly inventive, well acted, and 
beautifully written and scored. It’s the kind 
of game that has improved with age because 
its highlights have percolated while its 
weaknesses – fishing minigames excepted 
– have all but faded from memory. 

Despite its surprising longevity, the 
announcement of a sequel still came as a 
surprise to most, though Nier: Automata 
could end up being Square Enix’s shrewdest 
move for some time. The thought of 
marrying Yoko’s unvarnished invention with 
the taut, fast-paced action for which 
Platinum is renowned is mouthwatering. 
And yet we hope the original’s rough edges 
aren’t too aggressively sanded down; 
without those peculiarities, it might not 
feel like Nier. We’ll be most upset if there 
are no dating-game interludes, nor ill-
advised half-hour RTS sections. If Automata 
is to capture the spirit of its predecessor, 
Platinum needs to ensure Yoko’s maverick 
ideas aren’t ignored. Though we’d like to 
keep our save file this time, thanks. n

DRaGoon 
QuesT
Nier began life as a new 
entry in the Drakengard 
series (Drag-On Dragoon 
in Japan), before being 
reworked into a spinoff 
continuing from the 
original game’s fifth 
ending, which saw 
protagonist Caim and 
his dragon Angelus pass 
through a portal into 
present-day Tokyo to 
defeat a beast known  
as The Giant. This ending 
was conceived by Taro 
Yoko as a joke in the 
vein of Silent Hill 2’s 
dog ending, much to  
the chagrin of producer 
Takamasa Shiba, who 
hated it – though Shiba 
would return to work 
with Yoko and Access 
Games on 2013’s 
Drakengard 3. The 
ending’s connection  
to Nier is slender yet 
significant: The Giant’s 
death releases particles 
of an incurable disease 
into the world, 
prompting the initiation 
of the Gestalt project at 
the heart of Nier’s story.

Enter a building and the 
musical theme of the area 
will adjust, whether it’s a 
change in instrumentation  
or the addition of vocals

Two versions of Nier  
were released in Japan: 
Nier Gestalt for 360 and 
Nier Replicant for PS3.  
The latter features  
Nier as a teenager 
searching for his sister
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see why. There are about 800 people alive 
today who’d have been killed by my sticky 
bombs if I hadn’t accidentally turned Los 
Santos Rock Radio on instead of detonating 
them into orbit. But let’s say that this set of 
buttons and what they do is the datum. The 
baseline. Everybody use them, OK?
 I’m too old to change my ways. I moved 
my kitchen bin in the summer because it kept 
getting hit by the door. That was half a year 
ago, and while the bin contains nothing but a 
Twix wrapper, there is a mountain of 
wrappers, apple cores and crumpled bills in 
the corner where it used to sit. 

 Games are like a language. Those of us 
who play them totally get it. There are reasons 
why some doors open and others don’t. We 
instinctively know that crates contain goodies 
and barrels blow up. We don’t have trouble 
with the idea that jumping again while you’re 
already in the air can add 50 per cent to the 
height you’ll attain. But the random and 
arbitrary choice of controls is like telling 
English users that, whenever you go into a 
public building of any sort, the word ‘the’ will 
be seen as swearing, the word ‘please’ means 
‘architrave’, and no matter how much you’d 
like there to be, there is no letter ‘n’.
 I’d even happily spend half a day 
configuring my own control pad or keys. 
Many games let you do this, and it’s a grand 
start. But the trouble is, I need to know the 
game well to be able to do so, and once I’ve 
done it, I have to write down all the things I’ve 
assigned for anything unique to the game 
because manuals and guides and overlays 
won’t be able to help. Also, I’ve gone off the 
idea of having to do this for myself. Next, 
people will be asking me to help make the 
games, and where would that, er, end?
 I really do find myself playing one big 
game at a time, and being unable to switch 
between console titles without struggling. I’m 
fine with clicking the mouse on different 
things, because we all know that mouse 
controls are the same the world over. I’m left-
handed, and I’m happy not to be when 
mousing, because the world works that way 
and I’ve conformed to it for years. For games, 
though, we’re just not getting it. The answer is 
clearly not controllers which involve you 
waving your arms around like Magnus Pyke. 
(Come on. You remember.) We should just use 
GTA as the basis for everything. Even real life. 
I’d be a better driver if I could use the joypad 
to do it. I’d revolutionise my social life if I 
could auto-aim at people for whatever reason, 
too. All I’m saying is don’t force me to learn 
any new controls.

I’ve just spent about an hour creeping towards 
the enemy bunker. Bullets have flown past me 
every inch of the way. I’ve seen several of my 

squad members obliterated by mortar fire and 
my own health has been reduced to a point 
where if I survive this, I’ll need a walk-in bath 
and a stairlift for the rest of my days. It’s true 
that only the dead have seen the end of war, 
but I just want to keep going to see the end of 
this mission. With that bunker full of furious 
servicemen and women gone, our brave tanks 
can flood through and add years to the war, 
thus giving me great value for money as a 
member of the game-buying public. It has to go 
and it has to go now.
 Along I crawl, until the bunker opening is 
just in range of my rocket launcher. One well-
placed shot and the concussion alone will 
have the occupants behaving like latter-day 
Ozzy Osbournes for years. As I get ready, 
instinct takes over. I aim, and let muscle 
memory take over. I press X.
 Immediately a flag waves above my head 
and everybody in a radius the size of the O2 
Arena knows I’m there. X is, of course, the 
button that sets a visible rally point. X is the 
biggest “Look! I’m here!” signal you can send. 
It’s useful in the nighttime missions when 
you’re assuming the role of the squad 
commander and making sure that everybody 
forms up on you. When you’re trying to be as 
stealthy as a greased eel in an inner-tube 
factory, it happens to be the worst thing you 
can do. So. An hour wasted and we’re back 
to a restart point so far back in time that it 
seems to be set during the rise of the 
Phoenician Empire.
 Why can’t we all agree on a standardised 
set of buttons for commands in all games? Yes, 
don’t tell me – it’s for the same reason that we 
don’t all drive on the proper side of the road, 
or use the same plugs or systems of measuring 
things. But games are new and innovative and 
we could implement this with little fuss. My 
beloved GTAV has, to my mind, the best set of 
button assignments that I’ve ever seen. Of 
course, there are a few weird bits, but I can 

Dispatches
perspective

James Leach is a BAFTA Award-winning freelance writer  
whose work features in games and on television and radio
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Conveniently ignoring the serious side of videogame development

We should just use GTA as  
the basis for everything.  

Even real life. I’d be a better 
driver if I could use the joypad
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