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Preface


In 2016, Guillermo del Toro and Hideo Kojima sat on a D.I.C.E. summit stage for a combined interview. Del Toro of cinematic fame (Pan’s Labyrinth [2006], The Shape of Water [2017], Pinocchio [2022]) reflects on his friend Kojima, proclaiming him “a creative powerhouse.” The trials and tribulations that Kojima faces, according to del Toro, will make him an even better artist.

Few video game designers have been as purposeful and as successful in curating an auteur persona as Kojima. In other books in this series, we talk about the importance of interrogating the role of game designers in game studies with the same care that we attend to film directors, authors, and visual artists. Doing so enables us to understand the labor of games as a created form and to develop complex languages and theories of design in this space as human activity. In this book, we are able to see a game designer who, from the beginning, was very aware of the importance of curating that identity. So while Bryan Hartzheim carefully includes Kojima’s team as a creative and important part of a design process and vision, colloquially, the team disappears and Kojima is celebrated as a capital “A” Artist and a capital “D” Designer. An auteur, if you will.

What probably plays a part in this persona making is the close allegiance that Kojima has to cinema. Kojima always talks about the importance of film in his childhood and adult formation. He sees cinematic techniques as essential tools to be used in games. And to be frank, he dresses like a cinephile rather than a game designer. His clothes are sleek and artistic, his hair well-kept and stylish. We can imagine him conducting architecture desk crits or blending seamlessly into the milieu of prestige film festivals like Sundance. From how he dresses and presents himself visually to what he says and does in the media, Kojima’s care and attention to his own brand as an artist and designer is evident.

Why harp on this affect so much in this forward? Because game designers are important actors in complex nodes of creation, yet many designers tend to align themselves to programmer/tech personas rather than artistic personas. The wardrobes of game developers are so often punchlines—a restrictive anti-fashion statement of free t-shirts and hoodies with carefully worn in jeans—and so radically separate the professional aesthetic of video gaming from that of other commercial arts.

What emerges in this book is twofold: first, a careful consideration of design vision and philosophy and how the games instantiate those; and second, an analysis of a self-constructed Designer, a person with artistic vision, who is instantly recognizable and validated by artists in other media. Kojima’s reputation and professional and creative trajectory show so clearly how games have moved from niche hobby to cultural and industrial powerhouse. Kojima’s creative vision has steered multiple critically and commercially successful games, but it has also helped demonstrate how seriously games can and should be taken as a form of human expression alongside visual and media arts like photography and cinema. And when the games fail, that’s fine. It’s swallowed in the narrative of an artist taking risks.

This all sounds rather serious, and much of what Kojima does is quite serious—as Hartzheim so clearly highlights, Kojima often engages with current issues in a thoughtful and reflective way, raising key questions about technology, society, and the future. But that’s not all. Kojima is also playful, sometimes even irreverent. Let’s talk about cardboard boxes.

Cardboard boxes pop up as visual and as tool throughout the Metal Gear series, where player characters can use boxes in a variety of ways. Hiding in a box, of course, is obvious, but it’s the less obvious uses that have made the humble cardboard box a true gaming icon: for example, in Metal Gear Solid (Konami 1998), a box that has been urinated on by a wolf can protect the player from wolf attack. The uses of the cardboard box range from practical to fantastical, from high stakes to absurd. In Metal Gear Solid: Peace Walker (Konami 2010), the player can take Kazuhira Miller to cuddle inside a cardboard box on the beach—a weird date, perhaps, but not the worst we’ve heard of. In real life, as in the games, the cardboard box is an artifact ripe with potential. It can be a tool, a building material, an art supply, or a toy. It can even help real-life US Marines fool a high-tech AI robot—giggling the whole time (Scharre 2023). In Kojima’s hands, video games are a cardboard box, their possibilities bounded only by creativity and potential, sometimes serious, sometimes absurd, always compelling.


Foreword


Peter Tieryas

As long as I can remember, I’ve been playing the games of Hideo Kojima. From the original Metal Gear (Konami 1987) on the MSX and NES, to the recent Death Stranding (Kojima Productions 2019), he’s always pushed the boundaries of what constitutes gaming with prescient stories that explore complex philosophical and social themes. His influence is vast in the gaming industry with the number of games inspired by his works being countless, but it reaches beyond that into the broader world of media and culture. Guillermo del Toro considers himself a fan. So does acclaimed director, George Miller, who praised Death Stranding, stating, “The skill that I see in great filmmakers, I now see in Kojima-san’s work.” J. J. Abrams called Kojima a “master of his form.” The accolades throughout the years are too numerous to list.

Much like the films of Stanley Kubrick, Kojima uses genre as a tool and launching point to paint an entirely original canvas; the existential pigments he mixes together have a totally unique twist to them that push the very definition of gaming, whether it’s using the second controller on the PlayStation to fool the mind-reading Psycho Mantis in Metal Gear Solid (Konami 1998), drawing on the actual sun to recharge the Gun del Sol in Boktai (Konami 2003), or the best mecha controls I’ve experienced in a game in Zone of the Enders (Konami 2001). Kojima guides players out of their comfort zone, both the philosophical kind and gaming one as
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