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Foreword

Twenty-Five Years of Metal Gear Solid

David Hayter

“Metal . . . Gear?” I asked my agent.

It was early 1998, and this was the first time I’d heard those two words strung together. It would not be the last. I had been asked, by the director no less, to audition for an upcoming video game for the Sony PlayStation with the unlikely title of Metal Gear Solid.

How I landed this audition is a matter of some historical dispute. Kris Zimmerman Salter, who brilliantly directed the voice performances for every single Metal Gear game to come, claims that she brought me in because we had worked together on the animated series Captain Planet five years earlier. Jennifer Hale, the world-record-holding voice actor behind nearly every voice you’ve ever heard in TV and cinema, claims that she recommended to Kris that I should get a shot at an audition. However it went down, I remain grateful to them both.

I drove to this weird house, deep in the flats of Hollywood. Its living room had been converted into a sound studio, and the bedrooms were casting and production offices. I knew nothing about the project beyond the scenes I had been given to read. It seemed to be some kind of a military game. But when I arrived at the audition, they had taped the original Yoji Shinkawa character artwork up on the walls. And that was my first glimpse of the man who would change my life forever. A legendary Special Forces operative, code-named Solid Snake.

Taking in those incredible, compelling images, I began to grasp that this game might be something special. I had been an avid gamer all my life, since video games were invented, really, and the idea of playing the lead role in a game with artwork like this made me up my game. I threw everything I had into that audition.

See, in early 1998, I had just completed the production of my first film as a producer/star, a little indie called Burn, which you can see on YouTube. All of my time and money for the past two years had gone into that film, and I was flat broke. My dear friend Adam Duritz, the lead singer of the band Counting Crows (I told you this was the 1990s), was mixing their third album, This Desert Life, in a house high up in the Hollywood Hills, and I used to hang around the studio every day because they had free food. While perusing the fridge for snacks, my Motorola Star-Tac flip phone (again: 1990s) rang.

I stepped outside, sat down on the diving board of the pool, and said “Hello?”

I heard the dulcet tones of Jennifer Hale’s pristine voice trill with delight, “Guess who’s going to make some money . . . ?”

“Is it me?” I asked, desperately hoping it would be me. Given my current run of luck, it was probably her.

But it was me. And that’s how all this began.

I had auditioned with my own, natural voice. That’s what got me the part. (Actually, I believe I got the part because the game’s creator, Hideo Kojima, was a fan of a 1994 movie I’d starred in, called Guyver: Dark Hero, but I’ve never confirmed that.) My natural voice is a smooth, cocky, mid-alto, which sounded a little younger than my then twenty-eight years. But when they sent me the advance copy of the script, which was an unheard-of thousand pages or more, I realized a few things:


	 This guy Snake was already a legend. Every other character kept telling him so.

	He was already retired.

	And he was bitter about being brought out of retirement for one last, brutal job.



I decided he needed to sound older than I did. More weathered. Like he’d been dragged across a hundred miles of bad roads.

Oh, and one other thing I discovered . . . 

This story was weird.

It had all the hallmarks of a classic soldier’s tale except . . . There was a psychic villain named Psycho Mantis, who could control your PlayStation DualShock controller with his mind. He could even read your memory card and tell you what Konami-produced games you liked! There was the DARPA Chief, who turned out to be an imposter, played by a shape-shifting master of disguise named Decoy Octopus. There was talk of Japanese anime, dog-mushing, ear-pulling contests, and the potential ramifications of love blooming on a battlefield.

I felt like Snake’s voice needed to reflect that weirdness in some way. The performance needed to feel real, but at the same time, it should feel slightly more than reality. Playing as Snake had to feel like you were stepping into the boots of a legend—a man who could handle any situation he was thrown into.

Rehearsing the script out loud, lines like, “I’m retired from FoxHound. You’re not my Commander anymore, and I don’t have to take orders from you or anyone else,” began to come out in this lower register, with a hint of exhaustion, bitterness, and a rasp that crept into my normally smooth delivery. It felt good. It felt right. Strong. But best of all, it felt weird. Like it would stand out. Like Snake was the only guy in the world who might sound like this.

We recorded Metal Gear Solid over the course of ten days in that odd, studio-converted Hollywood house. (For comparison, the recording of Metal Gear Solid 4: Guns of the Patriots took us nine months.) The other actors and I performed it standing behind a line of mics so that we could react to each other in real time, making the scenes feel even more genuine and cinematic. For every subsequent Metal Gear game, I asked that we record the same way: together, like a radio play, which is very unusual in the gaming voiceover business.

At one point on that first day, they showed us a cutscene from the game. It was the cinematic where Snake shoots down the Hind D helicopter that Liquid Snake is piloting to attack him. The other actors and I just stared, astounded.

We had never seen a game like this. No one had. Because there had never been a game like this. So cinematic. So emotionally driven. Also, people may not realize that it was the first game in history where the character you were playing stepped directly into the cutscenes. Up to that point, your character would look like a heavily pixelated version of themselves, and when the cutscene began, your character would suddenly appear in a beautiful film clip, as a scaled-up version. But in Metal Gear Solid, you got to go from the gameplay directly into the movie, unchanged. That was when I began to think, “This game is going to be massive.” Game changing. Life changing.

What I never expected was that Snake and Metal Gear would define my acting career for the rest of my life. I did not expect to attend comic and gaming conventions more than twenty-five years later, talking all things Metal Gear to adoring, lifelong fans, let alone young fans who may have only started playing the games in the past year.

People tell me how Metal Gear changed their lives, got them through hard times, or bonded them with their brothers, dads, and best friends. Grown men, and this happens a lot, find themselves surprised to burst into tears when they meet me.

Because playing a legendary game is not like watching a movie. It’s like living a movie. You step into that character, you become him. And that character’s voice in your head becomes your voice. I wanted people of all ages and circumstances to pick up that controller and feel like they were a legendary badass who could take on anything the world threw at them.

We are, all of us, fans and cast and creators alike, bonded by our love of Snake and Metal Gear. And that is the most satisfying legacy I could’ve ever imagined.

So, I send my most heartfelt thanks to Kris Zimmerman Salter, Jennifer Hale, and most of all, Hideo Kojima, for creating this profound, twisted world and allowing me to run around in it, often beneath the cover of my beloved cardboard box.

And I thank the fans, without whom there would be no Metal Gear. Your love means the world to me. I hope you enjoy this book and that it enhances and expands your connection to this wild, unpredictable storytelling universe.

Now, go forth into the adventure of your lives. And never stop until you have felled that walking, nuclear-equipped battle tank called Metal Gear, whatever it may represent for you. And if, along your journey, you ever feel dragged down by the lies of your superiors, the treachery of erstwhile friends, or the food poisoning from a spoiled tree frog, just go to the med screen, patch yourself up, and always, always remember this . . . 

Kid . . . ?

You’re pretty good.

David Hayter

 Solid Snake
 Iroquois Pliskin
 Naked Snake
 Old Snake
 Big Boss

Los Angeles, California 
April 3, 2024
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Introduction

 Rereading and “Misreading” the Metal Gear Solid Series

Steven Kielich and Chris Hall


“Misreading” Metal Gear Solid

In the closing moments of Hideo Kojima’s 2008 PlayStation 3 exclusive Metal Gear Solid 4: Guns of the Patriots (MGS4), Big Boss, the series-defining ur-protagonist, shares his dying words with Solid Snake, his clone and Metal Gear’s original 1987 player-character: “It’s not about changing the world. It’s about doing our best to leave the world the way it is” (Kojima Productions 2008). This, Big Boss realizes, is the true intent behind the last will of his former mentor, The Boss, whose actions and ideas sought not to change but to reunite the world as one. The Boss envisioned a world in which every individual should strive to respect the will of others while simultaneously pursuing their own ideals. Throughout the Metal Gear Solid series (MGS
1), however, The Boss’ idyllic vision of a “World without Borders” was regularly adulterated by the misguided interpretations of characters like Big Boss himself. Big Boss, like the series’ conspiracist puppetmaster Major Zero, actively, even willfully, misread The Boss’ legacy: Big Boss believed in a literal planet without borders, a globalized world in which there is no loyalty to any nation, and therefore no unity. For Zero, on the other hand, a totalitarian fantasy colored belief that individual freedom must be compromised in favor of unity. Zero enforced a mangled vision of loyalty in an attempt to produce a singular, rigidly controlled world. In his final moments in MGS4, the last chronological entry in MGS, Big Boss belatedly criticizes both himself and Major Zero for their failed interpretations, misrepresentations, and gross misreadings of The Boss’ final will and legacy, which has become irrevocably tainted.

The present volume intervenes in this very relationship between reading and misreading that Big Boss laments during his final moments. This misreading has formed the narrative impetus for the entirety of MGS, and raises questions about what The Boss’ new world might really look like—if such a vision is possible. Misreading too can be productive, and it might be said that the project of reading—of reading the Metal Gear Solid series, of reading video games, of reading in general—is always also a project of misreading, of reconsidering, of revising. From this point of departure, the following questions arise: How has the Metal Gear Solid series been read? What aspects of the series have been emphasized, and what has been overlooked? And what implications for reading this series in particular, for reading Game Studies, and for reading the voluminous textual, cultural, political, and historical (just for starters) issues that resonate with MGS arise in the project of such a rereading and misreading? In answering these questions, and posing new ones, this volume argues for the urgency of a sustained reading of this hugely influential video game series.

Despite (indeed, because of) a growing body of scholarship on the series and the massive commercial appeal of the games, new perspectives on the series are eminently needed. It is not only the unique contributions the Metal Gear Solid series has made to the medium of video games that justify the focus of such a project, with its almost single-handed refinement and popularization of the stealth genre, as well as its paradigmatic fusion of the cinematic style into gaming. Nor is it the fact that, where some entries in the series have been critically analyzed to great effect, others have been largely ignored. Nor is it, on its own, the ways in which entries in the series speak to gaming rhetoric, environmentalism, the military–industrial complex, or other thematic concerns. Rather, the importance of reading all of these concerns today undergirds this volume. This book arrives in the unique, closing window of opportunity for a critical retrospective on a recently concluded series that still has so much to say to us. It critically reexamines, recontextualizes, and readdresses the crucial issues at the forefront of Game Studies while also reconsidering the cultural, historical, political, philosophical, and aesthetic impacts of the Metal Gear Solid games.

In spite of its surreal and comical elements, the series remains one of the most politically engaged game franchises. The chapters in this volume interrogate the series’ pervasive cutting-edge political and ideological themes, as well as their broader cultural, social, technical, philosophical, historical, and aesthetic significance. Whether it is Metal Gear Solid 2’s postmodern, techno-paranoiac take on the digitization of the world, or the deadly language-borne virus that threatens to liquidate entire populations in The Phantom Pain, each game in the series continues to demonstrate MGS’s idiosyncratic capacity to speak to current and historical issues of urgent political and ethical import. The volume’s contributions reflect the series’ political commitments while also extending its critical arc and establishing its coherence as a crucial network of thematic lenses for understanding the contemporary world.

Video games are increasingly recognized as a useful tool for grappling with current political and cultural issues, and in making its intervention into the ever-growing field, this volume also reveals new ways of thinking about video games themselves. In doing so, it continues to offer, as we the editors have recently argued remains crucially necessary, “a renewed vision for considering the conceptual, political, and philosophical scope of Game and Media Studies” (Kielich and Hall 2024). Since the 2015 release of Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain, there has been ample opportunity to not only reflect on the series’ influence on both the games industry and popular culture but also to consider its place in popular and critical discourse. As series creator Hideo Kojima constantly reimagines the medium’s borders, this volume demonstrates how, through a critical return to these games, MGS has shaped and is capable of reshaping both the industry and the discipline of Game Studies. This volume, then, parallels the curvature of the series: in being the first work to holistically interrogate these games from a scholarly perspective, it maps a new terrain for studying the politics of video games and carves out new spaces for their critical inquiry.

As the decaying Old Snake and the frail, dying Big Boss share a final embrace in MGS4’s epilogue, the latter suggests a “return to zero.” Major Zero himself makes an appearance here, albeit in a vegetative state: he is motionless, his face vacant, bound to a wheelchair, the beeping and pulsing of oxygen regulators providing the only markers of life. Under Zero’s manipulation over the preceding decades, mankind had been stripped of its humanity, synthesized with AI and technology past the point of no return—a development that is somewhat ironic, given that Zero himself survives thanks only to machinery, having fallen prey to unforeseen outcomes of his own machinations. As Big Boss shuts off Zero’s oxygen regulator, killing him, he effectively returns Zero to zero. In a sense, this volume does the same. As we pass the thirty-fifth anniversary of the birth of Metal Gear, this volume returns to the beloved series in fresh, new ways so as to embolden robust new critical interventions and commentaries. In this sense, returning to zero means setting a benchmark that enables thinking about Metal Gear Solid, and the relationship between Game Studies and politics, theory, and scholarship, to move ahead open-endedly.

Endlessly changeable, thinkable, and readable: such is the Metal Gear Solid series. Its narrative is twisting and folding, often hilariously convoluted while simultaneously being deadly serious. The series revels in militarism, patriotism, violence, machismo, and technocratic prowess, but also leverages these as fuel for ridicule and critique. Just as its games balance their own contrarieties, so too must criticism of them. At the conclusion of Metal Gear Solid 2: Sons of Liberty (MGS2), Solid Snake asserts that “Building the future and keeping the past alive are one and the same thing” (Konami 2001). The present volume is constructed after this philosophy: just as it offers a much-needed renewal of critical perspectives on the series, it also celebrates the games. As we consider the ways in which the series has helped shape the video game industry and its criticism, we also demonstrate how new and original critical interventions can help us reimagine, reshape, and reinvent new ways of reading Metal Gear Solid.

This Introduction situates the chapters to come by first providing an overview of the timeline of the Metal Gear Solid series, an introduction to the work of its creator Hideo Kojima, and a demarcation of the video game “canon” engaged in this volume, in Part II. Part III provides summaries of key narrative events of the games that are the focus of contributors’ essays, while also situating the commercial reception and popular response to these entries in the series. In Part IV, gaps in the existing scholarship on the series are addressed and the structure of the present volume and the contributions of its authors are summarized, drawing the commercial impact of the games together with their growing import to Game Studies and other scholarly fields, before Part V offers a closing that ties this Introduction back into its opening.



Framing and Historical Positioning

After the 2015 release of Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain, Hideo Kojima and his company Kojima Productions split from their partner entity Konami, publisher for the series dating back to 1987’s Metal Gear. His departure marked an unfortunate, but understandable, end to the Metal Gear Solid series and to a career with Konami that spanned nearly three decades. His first major projects with the company had been Metal Gear and its 1990 sequel, Metal Gear 2: Solid Snake, both released for the MSX2 computer system and met with critical and commercial success. It wasn’t until the 1998 release of Metal Gear Solid (MGS1) for the PlayStation, however, that Kojima became a cultural icon. With MGS1’s success, Kojima was able to bring his series to the US market, where the game proved more successful than in its native Japan, selling 6.6 million copies (Ryu 2012, 348–50). MGS1 not only marked the series’ transition to 3D graphics but propelled it to international fame that extended beyond the video game industry. Spawning numerous sequels and spin-offs (some of which were developed without Kojima’s direct involvement), the series continued, and continues, to garner significant critical acclaim, achieve high sales numbers, and make an indelible mark on popular culture. While the first Metal Gear Solid was influential in the formation and popularization of the stealth video game genre (Weise 2003, 626–7; Bailey 2022, 77–94), the series as a whole has been consistently lauded for its innovative combination of cinematic style and storytelling with intuitive gameplay, reaching its apogee with Metal Gear Solid V
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1 In the volume, MGS is used to refer to the games of the Metal Gear Solid series in general, and the entries analyzed in this volume in particular, as detailed in Part II. For the first game in this series, the abbreviation MGS1 is used.
2 In this interview, Kojima revealed that “Neither I nor anyone else expected [MGS1] to sell at all. [. . .] I didn’t think at all of how to make this game sell well, because I didn’t expect it to sell.”
3 In MGS1, Revolver Ocelot’s arm is severed, and Liquid Snake dies. Via transplant surgery, Liquid’s arm is grafted onto Ocelot, retaining the diabolical drive of its original owner (Kielich and Hall 2024).
4 This criticism would extend even beyond the game itself to include addressing the sexualized elements of a Quiet collectible figure (@Eurogamer, May 11, 2015).
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