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    Author’s Note

    If you’re familiar with Star Wars but have yet to play 2003’s Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic, you should know it harbors a surprise twist on par with the one in The Empire Strikes Back. That’s probably the biggest reason why we’re still talking about this game, while so many other licensed titles have faded from memory. It not only left a lasting impression but was also the first role-playing video game to let players create their own Jedi hero, build a lightsaber, and learn the ways of the Force. Its worlds are lively and filled with mystery, its cast is richly drawn, and its writing is superb. I’ve replayed it more times than any RPG before or since.

    Even if you’re not so well-acquainted with Star Wars, you probably already know the highlights. It’s a sprawling, episodic myth in the mold of twentieth-century epics like those of Akira Kurosawa and Sergio Leone. It blends the sci-fi sensibilities of 1930s Flash Gordon serials with allegories of real-life conflicts like World War II and the Vietnam War. The series began with a trilogy of films released between 1977 and 1983—A New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi, canonically numbered as “Episodes” IV, V, and VI. The films themselves were engulfed by an ocean of comics, made-for-television cartoons and movies, novels, tabletop RPGs, toys, and video games that turned Star Wars into a pop-culture juggernaut.

    From 1999 to 2005, writer-director George Lucas also put out a second trilogy of live-action movies—prequels titled The Phantom Menace, Attack of the Clones, and Revenge of the Sith, comprising Episodes I, II, and III. On October 30, 2012, he sold Lucasfilm Ltd. and the Star Wars franchise to the Walt Disney Company for $4.05 billion, and today there are more new stories being told in his beloved universe than ever. Most of these films and tie-ins explore a timeless struggle between warring religious sects (the Jedi Knights and Lords of the Sith), or between spacefaring imperialists and those who dare oppose them. Seen less epically, these are tales of space wizards and laser swords.

    Set four thousand years before the formation of the Empire in Revenge of the Sith—Lucas’s final space opera—Knights of the Old Republic concerns itself with the events of the Jedi Civil War, a.k.a. the Second Sith War. This is the same Old Republic that Obi-Wan Kenobi (Alec Guinness) mentions in the original 1977 movie, albeit with a lot less “peace and justice.” Keep in mind, too, that the game’s story is part of the Legends continuity—what Lucasfilm used to call the Expanded Universe. Legends comics, tie-in novels, and video games were never canonical texts in Lucas’s eyes: They are, and have always been, secondary affairs at best. “Once Anakin Skywalker dies, that’s kind of the end of the story,” he told an interviewer. “But there’s three worlds: There’s my world that I made up. There’s the licensing world that’s the books, the comics, all that kind of stuff—the games—which is their world. And then there’s the fans’ world.”

    BioWare’s Knights of the Old Republic, abbreviated more often than not to KotOR, is a work that nearly transcends these boundaries, given how often the game’s lore and even its protagonist have been featured in Star Wars media and merchandise. From the very beginning, the project was conceived as part of the larger Expanded Universe. Shortly after the game’s release, BioWare cofounder Ray Muzyka was so confident in the game that he told the Edmonton Journal, “LucasArts is considering this as part of the Star Wars canon, or part of the storyline.” Officially speaking, the Legends continuity may be obsolete, but KotOR’s influence is alive and well.

    Darth Revan, the enigmatic Sith Lord at the game’s center, has become a fixture of Star Wars fandom to a degree rarely seen from noncanonical texts. Conventiongoers and cosplayers the world over can be found donning his (or her) crimson-colored mask. In 2006, an online poll published in ToyFare magazine earned him a place in the thirtieth-anniversary toy line. In 2015, following a series of fan’s-choice polls, Hasbro announced at San Diego Comic-Con that Revan—alongside runner-up Sabine Wren, from Disney XD’s Star Wars Rebels television show—would join the Black Series, a line of six-inch action figures boasting fine detail and realism. If you know what to look for, Revan’s influence is everywhere, and that includes the so-called “new canon” established by the Disney-era Lucasfilm Story Group. As KotOR senior writer Drew Karpyshyn once put it, “Revan always belonged more to the fans than [to] me.”

    And therein lies the bombshell that made KotOR so unique: You are Revan. Like many of the great Western RPGs, KotOR begins with the creation of the player character. A “player character” is the protagonist as well as the vehicle through which players experience the game world: Lara Croft is the player character in Tomb Raider, just as Mario is the player character in Super Mario Bros., and so on. First, you’re given an opportunity to name your hero, select their gender, and choose between three possible classes—the Scoundrel, the Scout, and the Soldier. I tend to opt for a male Scout, christening him with a hopelessly campy name like “Kem Juraal,” or even something as Skywalkeresque as “Dax Starlighter.”

    Following the successes of the Ultima series and The Elder Scrolls III: Morrowind, developers such as Bethesda, FromSoftware, and BioWare have taken to allowing players as much control as possible over their in-game avatars. Class abilities and skill trees let you approach combat in a way that suits your individual play style, while the choices you make during dialogue and elsewhere can steer the narrative in wildly different directions.

    “I think most of them played as the light side first, and then the second pass, a lot of them tried the dark side,” Muzyka said in autumn 2003. “It was like you wanted to be Luke Skywalker the first time, then Darth Vader the second time. Some people did a mixture, [but] once you start the dark side, it’s just so tempting. I found it was like a metagame in itself just to get all the dark-side points I could. It was like, you wanted to be as dark as you could be and see what all the effects would be on your face. And by the end of the game, it was all gray and full of veins and stuff.” He told another interviewer, “We joked internally it’s almost like getting two games in one box.”

    So in Knights of the Old Republic, the player character is whomever you want them to be, which makes it a deeply personal experience for players.

    But it’s the shock of losing control over that character—of finding out this hero you’ve been inhabiting in your exploits across the Outer Rim is, in fact, a Sith war criminal—that makes KotOR such a remarkable game. Turns out, you were once the galaxy’s most dreaded warrior, a fallen Jedi twisted by the dark side. Later betrayed by your own apprentice in the midst of battle, you were grievously injured, and the Jedi strike team sent to capture you kept you alive using the power of the Force. (The Force is, after all, a kind of magic.) The Jedi Council then made the bold decision to “wipe away your memories and destroy your very identity,” to quote one Republic soldier, in hopes you could be made an ally again. So while you have plenty of say over your name, gender, appearance, and abilities, you have no choice about your own tortured past.

    And when you learn of your past life, it comes as quite a surprise. Imagine if, during their fateful duel in The Empire Strikes Back, Vader had instead told his son that Luke Skywalker was a false persona, a fabrication meant to hide what he truly was: a Dark Lord of the Sith. Plausibility issues aside, it’s hard to see that kind of revelation playing well with moviegoers in 1980: Luke’s too traditional a hero—too purely good for the backstory to stick. In a video game, though, where the narrative demands of the form so often require a protagonist with no family, zero history, and few motivations outside of the player’s own whims? It was a risky, inspired move—one that made perfect sense.

    Granted, KotOR was far from the first story to pivot on the audience finding out that the good guy maybe isn’t so good. The unreliable narrator, from Montresor in Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado” to The Usual Suspects’s Keyser Söze, was already a well-worn device by summer 2003, when KotOR made its way into the disc drives of 270,000 Xbox consoles in just two weeks. Unlike Montresor or Söze, however, Revan has no clue who he really is. His story has more in common with amnesiac antiheroes like Fight Club’s Jack, Memento’s Leonard Shelby, or The Bourne Identity’s ass-kicking namesake. (Those films were released in 1999, 2000, and ’02, respectively.)

    “We wanted to do a big twist,” lead designer James Ohlen later recalled. “In Empire Strikes Back, one of the biggest moments is the twist, and we wanted to have a similar moment in Knights of the Old Republic, where the player’s expectations are all turned on their head. So we had a big brainstorming session on what the twist could be. It had to be a simple twist; it had to be a twist that was personal; it had to be a twist that would change the galaxy.”

    It certainly did. The Xbox edition of the game hit shelves on July 15, 2003, garnering immediate and wide acclaim for its extraordinary worldbuilding and narrative sophistication. “Put this up there with Halo, Splinter Cell, and any other Xbox game that kept you up way too late,” Aaron Boulding wrote in his IGN review. “The galaxy is yours.” Electronic Gaming Monthly called it “a masterful role-playing game,” adding, “It’s enough to make a Star Wars fan swoon with pleasure.” KotOR went on to earn over 40 industry Game of the Year awards, and took home special accolades for best original character and best writing at the ’04 Game Developers Conference in San Jose. Time magazine later included it on their 2012 list of the hundred greatest video games ever made, where it shared the honor with masterpieces like Doom, Pac-Man, and Super Mario 64.

    This book is the result of on-the-record interviews with many of the key figures involved in KotOR’s development. Wherever possible, I have made an effort to corroborate specific anecdotes and details, though anyone who’s played the game knows just how faulty memory can be.

  


  
    Green Light

    When LucasArts hired Mike Gallo in January of 1999, the Star Wars saga was on the verge of seismic change. The Phantom Menace, the first new Star Wars film since 1983’s Return of the Jedi, was months from release, bringing a whole galaxy of licensed merchandise—action figures, comics, Lego sets, Pez dispensers, video games—right along with it. The movie, billed as Episode I of the Star Wars saga, would deal with the time period thirty-two years prior to George Lucas’s original 1977 opus, showing the fabled Jedi Knights at the height of their influence. It promised audiences a nine-year-old hot-rodder incarnation of Darth Vader, a fresh-faced Obi-Wan Kenobi, and worlds both new and familiar.

    Gallo’s first role at LucasArts, the video game studio Lucas had founded in ’82 as part of an agreement with Atari, involved finishing the game adaptation of The Phantom Menace. As its producer, Gallo guided a team of developers working on the PC version of the 3D action-adventure game and then later led an on-site team tasked with porting it to the Sony PlayStation. The Episode I game launched in North America on the same day as a second Phantom Menace tie-in, the fast-paced Episode I: Racer, ushering in an age of renewed interest in Star Wars gaming. Unfortunately, critics panned the Phantom Menace game.

    Earlier efforts like Shadows of the Empire and Jedi Knight: Dark Forces II, both developed in-house by LucasArts, had shown the enormous potential behind the license. But for the next several years, Star Wars games tended to rely less on narrative and more on design gimmicks, with releases pegged to events like The Phantom Menace. The reputation of Star Wars console titles, in particular, suffered accordingly.

    “Everybody knew that Star Wars video games should work,” says Gallo of the industry’s optimism for the franchise. But the sudden rise in demand for new Star Wars content had inspired LucasArts to ramp up its output dramatically, yielding mixed results.

    As Mary Bihr, one-time Vice President of Global Publishing at LucasArts, put it, “We went from a period of games that were very high-quality to a period where, I think, we lost some of the vision, and we were in sort of a survival mode.” The company’s solution was simple: Refocus on quality. All they needed then was the right source of inspiration.

    Many at LucasArts had an immense love for tabletop role-playing. In 1987, a board game publisher called West End Games had released Star Wars: The Roleplaying Game—think Dungeons & Dragons, but with X-wings and lightsabers—and the game left a profound mark, not only on those who grew up playing it but also on Star Wars itself.

    “A number of us internally had been discussing the potential of a big Star Wars [computer] RPG for some time,” recalls Haden Blackman, another former LucasArts producer. “As you can imagine, many of us grew up playing pen-and-paper RPGs, including the West End Games Star Wars. And early in my career, a group of us at LucasArts were also obsessively playing Baldur’s Gate, Baldur’s Gate II, and Icewind Dale. So the discussion around a Star Wars RPG was a recurring topic.” Simon Jeffery, LucasArts’s president at the time, began reaching out to third-party developers with histories of success. “It became clear,” Blackman says, “that all of them rightfully wanted the freedom to tell a big, sweeping story.”

    Baldur’s Gate, a fantasy role-playing game for the PC, had been developed in the late nineties by a Canadian company called BioWare. Founded by a trio of practicing physicians—doctors Ray Muzyka, Augustine Yip, and Greg Zeschuk—the Edmonton, Alberta studio was born out of a mutual passion for comics, computer games, and tabletop RPGs like Dungeons & Dragons. Baldur’s Gate, BioWare’s second game, earned widespread critical acclaim and became the second-highest-grossing PC title of 1998.

    “It was a long time ago—if not exactly far, far away—so some of my memory’s hazy,” says Jeffery, who started at LucasArts the same year Baldur’s Gate was released. “But I was into Baldur’s Gate, and was so impressed by what it had done in the RPG market, how it looked and felt. So I really wanted to approach BioWare about a possible collaboration, and Haden [Blackman] and I talked it through with a few others. I didn’t know Ray [Muzyka] and Greg [Zeschuk], but I figured out how to get ahold of them, posed the idea, and they
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