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            For my dearly missed mum, Sue,

who always supported my passion for video games

(even when she didn’t always understand it)v
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            Introduction

         

         Christmas, 1994. Relatives have been and gone; presents have been opened, briefly appreciated, and thrown aside. But after the last aunt is waved off home and my stepbrother and I have been roped into shovelling discarded wrapping paper into a bin bag and clearing the table, my dad exclaims that something’s been forgotten down the back of the sofa. I jump on the cushions and lean over, my brother close behind, my hands tightening on the well-worn fabric as I catch sight of a large, rectangular mystery object wrapped up behind it. Could it be …?

         Inside is a Super Nintendo Entertainment System, bundled with Super Mario All-Stars – a gift beyond our wildest six-year-old dreams. If you’ve ever seen that early viral video of a pair of siblings screaming with joy as they unbox a Nintendo 64, you’ll have a fair idea of our reaction. Within ten minutes the box is raided, the chunky grey machine has been connected to our little CRT television (by us, not Dad, who insisted on performatively studying the manual even as we were plugging it into the TV and turning it on), and we are playing one of the greatest video games ever made.

         The early Super Mario games were wildly weird, with their sentient mushrooms, domesticated dinosaurs, and balding turtles riding around on smiley-faced clouds, and they weren’t exactly forgiving: controlled by our inept little hands, Mario and Luigi kept falling into pits and running into Koopas, plummeting from the bottom of the screen so often that the cheerful little death ditty is still seared into my memory. But man, those games were so fascinating that we persisted and persisted until our parents had to pull the plug out of the wall. (It wouldn’t be the last time.)

         2This scene will be familiar to many people who grew up with video games in the eighties and nineties. Millions of us got our first consoles for Christmas as children and, at that time in the US, Europe or Japan, it was very likely to be a Nintendo console: a Nintendo Entertainment System (NES), a Super Nintendo Entertainment System (SNES), an N64, a Game Boy.

         Remember that first beloved game, that sudden dramatic unfurling of the possibilities of virtual worlds? Were you running and jumping around as Mario in an abstract, toylike playspace, thrilling at the lightness and precision of his movement? Or becoming hypnotised by falling Tetris blocks on the Game Boy’s tiny monochrome screen? Or perhaps choosing your first Pokémon, Grass or Fire or Water-type, marvelling at how the little collection of fat pixels representing your chosen critter instantly assumed an imagined personality? What a rush.

         That Christmas present changed the trajectory of my life. After that first experience, my interest in video games took hold and grew alongside me. I got a Nintendo 64 for my ninth birthday, and saved up my pocket money for a year to buy a GameCube as an adolescent. I obsessed over minuscule screenshots of inscrutable imported games from Japan in magazines, started writing game reviews in notebooks, spent untold hours on video game forums in the early days of the internet, and ran a video game fan site as a teenager with some equally passionate internet friends. When I was sixteen, I got a job on a video games magazine, and now, twenty years later, writing about video games and the impact they have on the world is still my profession.

         In all those years of reporting, I’ve seen many video game companies rise and fall, trends come and go. The 2000s saw the ascendance of online gaming; the early 2010s had us all playing new kinds of games on our smartphones. Minecraft and Fortnite introduced us to the concept of the ‘forever game’, continually evolving digital spaces that people play within for years at a time, forming whole communities 3in their alternate worlds. Activision’s Call of Duty and EA Sports’ FIFA instigated the annual franchise game, with core gameplay loops that remain mostly unchanged year-on-year, made incrementally more attractive with updated maps, graphics and teams, and invariably selling millions every autumn. Virtual reality promised a gaming experience even more immersive than Mario on the SNES, but so far has yet to deliver on it. And the corporate big-tech world started encroaching on the virtual spaces that have for decades belonged to games, rebranding them as ‘the metaverse’ and trying to reinvent them as a new way to extract money and data from you. (Again, so far, they have not succeeded.)

         Through all of that, Nintendo has been a constant. Sometimes it has been – as it were – at the top of its game; other times it has struggled immensely. In 2006, the Wii console was breaking sales records; ten years later, its successor, the Wii U, was failing to keep up as Sony and Microsoft duked it out in the console sales charts. On plenty of occasions over the years I’ve heard pundits loudly proclaim that Nintendo is finished. That it’s only for kids. Yet it keeps on rising to the top again, often when you least expect it. After all, a willingness to occasionally fail and try again, to go through periods of middling sales and variable success, is actually part of what sets Nintendo apart. It ensures that the company can keep trying new things.

         Nintendo’s games are, almost universally, really, really good – some of the best ever made; colourful miniature universes that spark imagination and playfulness, however old they (or their players) are. Its technological innovations are significant, too: the cardinal point directional buttons and 360-degree analogue sticks that still appear on practically every video game controller were first seen on Nintendo’s consoles.

         But if you look closely at the history of the company and its creative output, you’ll see one key factor that defines Nintendo – and, I would argue, feeds our love of video games more broadly. It is an unwavering commitment to fun. Nintendo games, as their designers 4will tell you, are intended to make us smile, to inspire delight. They make money, but they also make memories.

         When my brother and I played for hours that first Christmas, until our parents had to physically prevent us from doing so, we weren’t doing it because we were being manipulated by algorithms or psychological user-experience tricks. We wanted to keep playing because we were having so much fun.

         Humans need fun. We are playful animals, more so than any other, and our desire for fun and novelty doesn’t stop when we progress into adulthood. It persists through our lives and expresses itself in every facet, from fashion to sports to entertainment. I think the reason that video games have become such a massive cultural and economic force in the modern world, with over 3 billion players and a market value that dwarfs any other entertainment industry, is that they are one of the easiest routes to fun in the modern world. They are a way for us to reconnect with an essential part of what makes us human.

         Nintendo understands this better than any other video game company. Where other game publishers have started darkly manipulating the form with exploitative microtransactions or dark-pattern ‘engagement techniques’ borrowed from the gambling industry – Zynga, one of the world’s biggest mobile game companies, has proudly boasted on record about how much it encourages its players to spend – Nintendo has remained resolutely and refreshingly un-corporate about the business of fun. Delight comes first, profit second.

         Fun first is a principle that can be traced back to before Nintendo even made video games. In the decades before Mario, Nintendo was a toymaker; before that, from 1889 until the 1960s, Nintendo made hanafuda playing cards, favoured by everyone from families to, reportedly, the yakuza, Japan’s organised criminals. Hiroshi Yamauchi, Nintendo’s president from 1949 until 2002, was the person who led the company’s transformation. Starting in the sixties, he encouraged the engineer Gunpei Yokoi – first hired to fix the machines that made its playing cards – to experiment with electronic and mechanical toys.

         5Some of Yokoi’s toys were enormously commercially successful, particularly in his native Japan: 1966’s Ultra Hand, an extendable gripper toy; the Love Tester, from 1969, which asked couples to each hold an electrode and then scored their chemistry out of 100. His most successful invention would be in games, however: it was he who came up with the concept of the handheld console, the Game Boy, released in 1989. It would sell hundreds of millions in its various iterations over the next decade.

         The weirdness of Nintendo’s early toys lives on in many of its games consoles. Nintendo has rarely been at the cutting edge technologically. Instead, its research-and-development engineers have found ways to do the unexpected with technology that already exists. When Microsoft’s Xbox was perfecting online play on a home console in 2006, Nintendo released the Wii and its novel motion-powered controller, designed to be played with actual human company. It instantly became a bestseller. A few years before the dawn of the age of smartphones, those futuristic slabs of black glass and metal, Nintendo put out the chonky and decidedly un-futuristic DS, which looks like a cross between an old Japanese mobile phone and a Palm Pilot. It succeeded precisely because it wasn’t designed to appeal to tech-savvy gamers – it was designed to appeal to everyone.

         This is why Nintendo remains fascinating to me, and why it’s stayed with me throughout my life: it has a knack for surprises, for coming out with something unexpected. It may seem weird that fully grown adults would continue to love games that are overtly and unashamedly family-friendly, but for some Nintendo fans that’s the point: Nintendo represents an uncomplicatedly fun approach to video games, a bridge back to the simple joy and excitement of childhood play in a world that is increasingly pressured and fraught.

         Actually, a lot of Nintendo’s games have their roots in childhood experiences. Its most famous game designer, Shigeru Miyamoto, was inspired to create The Legend of Zelda in the 1980s by his own youthful explorations of the woodlands and caves of the Japanese countryside. 6Pokémon’s mastermind, Satoshi Tajiri, used to capture and collect bugs as a kid, and imagined the virtual critters in his games crawling across the link cables that joined players’ Game Boys together.

         There is a difference, too, between childlike and childish. Nintendo trades in fun and wonder. In the words of veteran Nintendo designers Shinya Takahashi and Hisashi Nogami, it aims to create little ‘wow’ moments, no matter what game is being played. The aim is always to create that sense of delight and surprise: to unleash your inner child and inspire that youthful sense of the infinitely possible.

         
            *

         

         Over twenty years of reporting on the games industry, and thirty years of playing games, I’ve experienced Nintendo’s immense cultural influence first-hand. I’ve met so many developers who credit Nintendo with setting them on the path to creating games themselves; creatives working all across the industry have told me that they admire Nintendo games for their focus, finesse and flair. I’ve met real-life young Pokémon champions, encouraged by proud parents who played the original Pokémon games in the nineties. I’ve seen the walls of the Victoria and Albert Museum, one of London’s proudest cultural spaces, decorated with Shibuya-style street fashion from Nintendo’s peerlessly stylish competitive shooter, Splatoon, which replaces the genre’s customary soldiers, blood and death with squid-kids, paint and splatter.

         I’ve heard countless stories of sibling rivalries exercised in the colourful arenas of Mario Kart, and of best friends made through Super Smash Bros tournaments or StreetPass meetups. And I’ve witnessed millennials like myself start families and introduce their own kids to Nintendo. (I jumped the gun on this and tried to show my son Pokémon Let’s Go! when he was not quite two. He was so unimpressed at having to share my attention with a cute electric yellow mouse-rabbit that he would shout, ‘NO! NO PIKACHU, MAMA!’ 7whenever I picked up a controller for months to come.) In 2020, meanwhile, when most of the world was confined inside, millions of people had their first Nintendo experience with Animal Crossing: New Horizons, a desperately needed virtual oasis that kept many of us sane while the real world was falling apart.

         Over the years, I’ve had the opportunity to meet many of the developers who brought these games to us, hearing them talk about how and why they create what they do – and why they’ve stayed at the same company for decades. I’ve listened to veteran Nintendo developers Shinya Takahashi and Hisashi Nogami joke about spending years and years trying to impress Shigeru Miyamoto, the talismanic and guru-like creator of Mario and Zelda who still works at Nintendo in his seventies and casts a wise but sceptical eye over the projects of younger generations. I’ve interviewed long-time Zelda director Eiji Aonuma twice, ten years apart: once when Link’s adventures felt somewhat in the doldrums after 2011’s Skyward Sword, and once right before 2023’s Tears of the Kingdom, which sold 10 million copies in three days. I’ve spoken to the co-creator of the very first Mario Bros game, Takashi Tezuka, who once drew out levels on paper with coloured pencils and still works on Mario today, teaching a younger generation of developers (some of whom weren’t even born in 1985).

         Nintendo is an extremely secretive company. But through the efforts of devoted games journalists, and also the generosity of the tirelessly enthusiastic late president of Nintendo, Satoru Iwata, who conducted and published a wealth of candid interviews with creatives at his own company, we have quite a lot of insight into how many of these games were made. This book will tell you all about that. Each chapter focuses on a different Nintendo game or series, encompassing the whole lifespan of long-running franchises like Zelda, Metroid and Kirby, and getting into deeper cuts such as the alien-gardening-strategy game Pikmin and the under-appreciated Miyamoto masterwork Pac-Man Vs along the way.

         8By telling the stories of some of Nintendo’s games, and the people whose lives have been touched by them, I hope that we might, together, arrive at a better understanding of how and why Nintendo spreads the joy it does, and what our affection for these games – for all games – reveals about us. I think we can learn as much about the company from surreal mini-game compilation WarioWare or eminently quotable cult role-playing game Mother 3 as we can from Mario or Animal Crossing. And, as interesting as Nintendo’s developers are, I’ve always been just as interested in its players, from Super Smash Bros semi-pros to the people who have created unbelievable and hilarious works of Acme-esque engineering in Tears of the Kingdom.

         
            *

         

         The story of Nintendo, then, is the story of video games as a whole: an enormously powerful, enormously fun, enormously innovative, enormously unpredictable pursuit shared by billions around the world.

         If you’re a long-time Nintendo fan, I guarantee you’ll read something in these pages that you didn’t already know. I hope that these stories will let you see games that you do already know and love intimately in a new way – and recapture some of the joy you felt when you first played them.

         And if you are newer to Nintendo, then by joining us in this fun-filled world for a while, I guarantee you will discover something about gaming culture – and learn a little about what makes us us. Play is an integral part of human nature. As much as we are Homo sapiens, we are also, in the phrase coined by Dutch cultural theorist Johan Huizinga, Homo ludens.

         If you want to understand humans, you need to understand play. If you want to understand play and how it manifests in the modern world, you need to understand video games. And if you want to understand video games?

         Well, then you’ve only to look at Nintendo.
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            Ultra Hand

         

         Nintendo’s pre-history, from playing cards to love testers

         
            It was a time of great fun … I saw myself as a cartoonist who understood movements in the world and created abstractions of them.

            
                

            

            Gunpei Yokoi on Nintendo’s early days
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         In a garden in Alsace, France, rather out of place among the modern housing that surrounds it, sits an exact replica of a Japanese building from 1889. Outside, a small bamboo fountain trickles quietly, and the red leaves of a miniature Japanese maple frame the door. Above the threshold are three kanji: 任 天 堂 – Nin-ten-do.

         Inside is a low table on a bamboo floor, a desk in the corner, and – an incredible sight – shelves and shelves of irreplaceable Nintendo history; not consoles and carts, figures and toys and curios, though there are a few of those, too, but instead hundreds of packs of playing cards, catalogues, signage and advertisements torn from the pages of old magazines. This building, reconstructed from photos of Nintendo’s very first shopfront in Kyoto, Japan, is the passion project of Nintendo collector Fabrice Heilig, and it houses an extraordinary collection of Nintendo history, some of it more than a hundred years old. Before it became the house of Mario, Nintendo began life in the late 1890s manufacturing and selling flower-adorned hanafuda playing cards out of a small workshop just like this.

         There are precious few photographs of this original Nintendo headquarters, which was located between the Shosei-en garden and the western bank of the Kamo river, over the water from the city’s tourist-mobbed temples. Fabrice calculated the height of the building from the relative height of the local landmarks that can be seen in the background of those photos, and asked someone in Kyoto to physically go and measure the place where the shop once stood. After finding a perfect source for the style of the era, he imported the tiles and woodwork from Japan and found a carpenter who shared his excitement about the project. Construction took ten months.

         ‘Like many collectors, I’m very familiar with the space restrictions that crop up sooner or later,’ Fabrice tells me. ‘When my own 12collection started to pile up, I was looking for a solution to highlight it better. So I came up with the idea of building a little annexe specially dedicated to my collection. When I was perusing some photos of one of Nintendo’s first wooden buildings in Kyoto, which was sadly destroyed in 2004 because it was too old, I was inspired. Why not perfectly reconstruct the facade of this famous wooden building, which didn’t exist any more? This reconstruction could also give more meaning to the cards that would be exhibited there … During construction, there was always that small fear that it wouldn’t look like I hoped, that it wouldn’t have that old traditional Japanese spirit reminiscent of the era of Nintendo’s card games. But it all turned out well in the end.’

         Fabrice says that his neighbours and friends were a little taken aback at first, even though they were all well acquainted with his fondness for Japan. ‘Looking at it, all they saw was a small Japanese-style house,’ he says. ‘But after I explained exactly what this building was and its history, people were pleasantly surprised. Plenty of them had no idea about Nintendo’s long history outside of the Zelda and Mario games.’

         Two unofficial items in his collection are a source of particular pride: the heavy green and gold plaques that sit on one of Fabrice’s shelves. They are replicas of the iconic plaques that you can find outside the door of Nintendo’s second headquarters in Kyoto’s Kagiyacho district, now a luxury hotel called Marufukuro that contains its own small library of early Nintendo history. He had them recreated precisely from 7 kg blocks of aluminium using a specialist machine, then had them painted. Underneath the words toranpu and karuta – two Japanese words for Western playing cards – appears 任天堂山内, Nintendo Yamauchi. The origins of this name are lost to time – even Nintendo’s own historians don’t know its precise meaning, and the kanji characters carry varied connotations – but one plausible theory is that the word derives from the phrase un o ten ni makaseru, meaning ‘leave luck to heaven’.

         13Nintendo’s founder was entrepreneur Fusajiro Yamauchi, a keen card player who started the company to make hand-produced hanafuda – small, rectangular, hard tiles made from wood, cardboard and paper and illustrated with animals, flowers and objects, used in several different games. Hanafuda were, at the time, closely associated with gambling and, therefore, with organised crime; the very word yakuza, the Japanese for ‘gangster’, derives from a losing hanafuda hand. Playing cards had been more or less banned throughout the Edo period from 1603 to 1868, but authorities in the following Meiji period had softened towards them, which allowed Yamauchi’s business to take off.

         Watada, another small Kyoto company, once printed playing cards for Nintendo, and to this day it still prints its catalogues and game boxes. Nintendo also still makes hanafuda, though these days you might see Mario, Yoshi or Kirby depicted on their little tiles, wreathed in flowers. Perhaps the bright, organic iconography of Mario’s early adventures, the fire flowers and piranha plants, the stars and coins and mushrooms, owe something to these relics of Nintendo’s 1800s history.

         
            *

         

         In 1902, Nintendo became the first Japanese company to make Western-style playing cards, known as trump decks (though they had nothing to do with Top Trumps). Over the next few decades it branched out into iroha karuta, decks of images and letters that helped kids learn the Japanese phonetic alphabets, katakana and hiragana, through syllable-matching games. Nintendo made hyakunin isshu decks, too, a Japanese card game where players must race to match the beginnings of short poems with the endings, on cards decorated with images of the poets themselves. During the 1940s, as part of the Japanese government’s national propaganda programme, Nintendo produced a patriotic version of this card game that replaced 14some of the poems with more nationalist material – these are some of the most historically interesting decks in Fabrice’s collection.

         Housed in glass cases in the interior of Fabrice’s building, there are particularly old and rare sets of cards, including one decorated with pin-up models. Cuttings from old newspapers and documents that mention Nintendo are tucked away in black binders. The oldest Nintendo advertisement in Fabrice’s collection is from 1904, and he has a few highly sought-after sample catalogues of cards, thick and brightly decorated books that would have been brought out in front of potential customers by Nintendo’s travelling salesmen when they were selling in to retailers across Japan. The hardest thing about collecting these pieces of Nintendo history, he says, is the need for patience: without it, the oldest and rarest cards are not easy to get hold of.

         Fabrice has plenty of Nintendo games and toys, too, of course – those still live in his cellar. But it’s the playing cards that are his specialty, and he has, he thinks, the largest collection of them in the world. ‘At the start I collected everything to do with video games,’ he says. ‘But a few years in, I decided to focus in on one brand, the one that had the biggest impact on me in my youth, and so I landed on Nintendo. I wanted to know what Nintendo had done before video games. At the time there wasn’t much information about that online – so when I made the discovery that Nintendo had made playing cards and games, I was fascinated. I’ve always wanted to know more about the origins of the company. I concentrate on the playing cards in particular because, for me, those represent Nintendo’s foundations.’

         Nintendo’s beginnings as a card game company locates it on a continuum of play that stretches right back through human history. For as long as humans have lived together, on every continent and in every culture, we have had games. Archaeologists have found dice made from bone and board games with painted figures dating back 5,000 years, and game boards scratched into the sides of ancient buildings. The earliest examples of card games that we’ve found come from ninth-century China, when woodblock printing became a 15widespread technology. From there they spread to Egypt, where the oldest surviving decks of cards – dating from the fifteenth century – were discovered in 1939, and then on to Europe. The Portuguese would introduce playing cards to Japan in the 1500s.

         As part of human civilisation, games have connected us socially, told us stories about our past and our culture, and given us an opportunity to exercise our extraordinary brains. They have been bridges between cultures and vehicles for imagination and invention, and a vector for the evolution of language. Video games still do all of this. Nintendo’s hanafuda history might not seem especially relevant to where it is today, but traditional games form the backdrop to the history of video games. That history didn’t begin in the 1950s, when the first computer scientists at universities started coding to entertain themselves and their colleagues on hulking mainframes; it stretches all the way back through card games, chess and senet to the most primitive technologies of sticks and stones. What makes a game a game isn’t just its form and its rules; it’s the players. Without human imagination and competition, any game, from hanafuda to Halo, is inert.

         
            *

         

         Fusajiro Yamauchi’s son-in-law, who was adopted into the family and took the name Sekiryo Yamauchi, inherited the business in 1929. Fusajiro’s great-grandson, Hiroshi Yamauchi, would become the third president of Nintendo in 1949, when he was just twenty-two. Hiroshi had been raised by his maternal grandparents after his father abandoned him and his mother; when his grandfather Sekiryo suffered a stroke, he dropped out of a law degree at Waseda University in Tokyo to return to Kyoto. It was Hiroshi who would eventually transform Nintendo into the company we know today: he remained its president until 2002, and died in 2013.

         Most accounts that we have of Hiroshi Yamauchi paint him as a hard, authoritarian leader. He was too young to be conscripted in 16the Second World War, instead working in a weapons factory before beginning his law degree, but he nonetheless led Nintendo with a militaristic attitude. He insisted that his older cousin be fired from Nintendo when he took up the reins, making him the only Yamauchi family member at the company and cementing his authority in the process. Such a young CEO wasn’t taken seriously by many of his workers, who went on strike shortly after he took over; he dealt with this by firing them, a shocking move in a country whose business culture prizes the institutional knowledge of long-standing employees. When his absent father Shikanojō attempted to get in contact with him, he refused his overtures. Shikanojō died of a stroke shortly before Hiroshi turned thirty, and at his funeral Hiroshi met a stepmother and four half-sisters whom he’d never known about.

         But Hiroshi Yamauchi also had exceptional business instincts, and unwavering conviction in those instincts. His youth, and the lack of respect afforded to him by his business contemporaries in post-war Kyoto, freed him up to look towards the new. ‘He was a Kyotoite. It’s a city with a lot of long-running businesses, some maybe five or even six hundred years old,’ remembered the Nintendo Entertainment System’s late designer Masayuki Uemura in a 2019 interview with Matt Alt, author of Pure Invention: How Japanese Pop Culture Changed the World. ‘In the hierarchy of the city, traditional craftspeople rank at the top. Nintendo, as a purveyor of playthings like hanafuda or Western playing cards, originally ranked down at the very bottom. Doing business in that environment made him very open to new ventures. He wasn’t interested in specialising. He was keenly interested in new trends.’

         The first thing that Hiroshi Yamauchi did was introduce plastic playing cards to Japan in 1953, when plastic itself was still a new and novel material. In the 1950s, all playing cards were still closely associated with gambling and the yakuza; Nintendo was one of the first companies to change this, marketing them instead as family-oriented 17entertainment, packaging cards with instruction leaflets showing how to play several different games. Nintendo produced hundreds and hundreds of different decks, the likes of which now line the shelves of Fabrice Heilig’s collection. There are cheerful, surprisingly modern-looking designs and elegant geometric decks, as well as cards themed after movies and manga. One line came in a plastic casing that resembled an old-school television, letting kids slide cards in behind the ‘screen’ to tell themselves stories.

         This strategy was massively successful. In the late 1950s, Yamauchi struck a deal with Disney, producing Bambi-, Mickey Mouse- and Snow White-themed cards that were targeted even more precisely at families. By the following decade, Nintendo was the number-one producer of playing cards in all of Japan, and Yamauchi was looking to branch out. Nintendo was briefly involved with all kinds of businesses: instant rice, taxis and – notoriously but fleetingly – pay-by-the-hour love hotels. Hiroshi was a keen player of go, the highly respected game that is Japan and China’s native equivalent of chess, and so Nintendo started manufacturing board games, too: Disney-licensed versions, Ultraman-licensed ones that capitalised upon the growing popularity of Japanese action TV shows in the 1960s, and roulette and marble runs as well. There were also sports games such as 1965’s Nintendo no Yakuban, a baseball board game with little plastic figures and a ball bearing for them to thwack into indented pits around the field.

         That year, 1965, would turn out to be pivotal for Nintendo. It was then that the engineer Gunpei Yokoi joined the company, originally hired to maintain and fix the machines that made hanafuda cards. He is better known as the person who later invented the Game Boy.

         The eccentric toymakers

         Players of 2023’s Tears of the Kingdom will know the Ultrahand as the mysterious ancient power that allows the Legend of Zelda protagonist Link to pick up, spin around and glue together whatever he finds 18around him, leading to the creation of rickety, madcap contraptions that have a habit of falling apart with perfect comic timing. Its name is a callback to one of Yokoi and Nintendo’s first successful toys, a comically large lattice of concertina’d blue plastic with soft yellow plastic cups on the end, an extendable gripper of questionable utility. Yokoi made its first prototype to entertain himself in between fixing the machines on the hanafuda production line and, on a 1966 visit to Nintendo’s factory, Hiroshi Yamauchi noticed it and instructed Yokoi to turn it into a sellable product. He did so in time for that year’s Christmas gifting season, and Nintendo ended up selling over a million of them.

         After the success of the Ultra Hand, Yokoi was made head of Nintendo’s research and development department, where he presided over three decades of playful experimentation. He died tragically in a car accident in 1997, just one year after his retirement, but his ideas became part of Nintendo’s DNA. A born tinkerer, he had a degree in electronics, and with his toys and, later, his consoles, he was committed to finding the fun in any given piece of technology. He invented the Game & Watch, the tiny, simple, rectangular handheld LCD games that were some of Nintendo’s first hits, with their two simple buttons and cross-shaped directional pad – the D-pad, as it became known. You can still find those on most game controllers today.

         Yokoi’s personal design philosophy, articulated in a now extremely rare 1997 book called Yokoi Gunpei Gēmukan (Yokoi Gunpei’s Game House), was ‘lateral thinking with withered technology’ – in other words, finding new ways to work with what you already have and getting the most out of affordable components, rather than chasing the expensive technological cutting edge. This remains Nintendo’s approach today: where other makers of games consoles have sold high-powered machines at a loss and tried to make up the profits on software, Nintendo’s consoles usually employ hardware that’s already widely available (and can be sold at a profit). And where most companies in gaming have chased graphical advancement, 19Nintendo has instead looked for different ways to innovate.

         For Erik Voskuil, a Dutch Nintendo collector, the Ultra Hand was the beginning of a fascination with the company’s pre-video-game history. After discovering that the man who had invented the Game Boy had been making toys for twenty years prior, he set about trying to acquire some of them. ‘While nowadays most information can be found with just a few clicks on Wikipedia or other online sources, when I started my collection this period in Nintendo’s history was still very much shrouded in mystery. This was the case even in Japan, and definitely outside of it,’ he tells me. Erik spent many patient years watching Japanese auction sites, where unopened Nintendo toys that had been hanging around in some storage facility or toyshop basement for years would sometimes appear like glittering nuggets of gold in muddy silt.

         ‘Digging into this history really felt like treasure hunting and discovering forgotten artefacts,’ he says. ‘And the relics that surfaced were very intriguing. It seemed as if the designers at Nintendo at the time almost got carte blanche. They tried many ideas to see what would sell, including some truly wacky ones. The company culture formed at that time largely endures to this day. Two key ingredients: daring to be innovative (which also includes accepting the occasional failure) and getting the maximum amount of fun out of clever use of modest technical means.’

         Erik’s huge collection of Nintendo ephemera is chronicled on a blog called Before Mario, and in a book of the same name. Three of his favourites are the Yokoi-designed Chiritori, a teeny-tiny 16 cm across red remote-controlled vacuum cleaner that would later make an appearance in one of WarioWare’s mini-games; the Lefty RX, an adorable little racing car that, as the name suggests, can only turn left; and the Kōsen Denwa (Light Telephone), a completely mad contraption that looked like an 8 mm film camera and could transmit sound via light rather than radio waves.

         This last one came to be because Nintendo’s designers found a way 20to communicate with each other using spare light-gun parts (toy guns that emit a brief flash of light when fired), as electronics engineer Satoru Okada recalls in the introduction to Voskuil’s book. To test out the prototype, a bunch of them stood on the roof of the Nintendo building while another group climbed up another building about 300 metres away. ‘And we were able to talk to each other!’ he writes. ‘What is really surprising was that I was given all these assignments even though it was my first year at Nintendo. The only background I had was what I had just learned at school and unfortunately, within the company, no one could help me with all the technical difficulties I had to face …’

         The variety of things that Nintendo came out with in the late 1960s and into the 1970s is quite amazing. Yokoi had another big hit with the Love Tester, a device that invited couples to hold hands while touching its metal electrodes to complete a circuit and light up its little meter, thus measuring the ‘strength’ of their connection. In 1974, the company came out with a set of dioramic paper models, including an airport with detailed little paper planes, architectural models and animals. Beyond this, there was a Lego-like model rocket, a Shōgun-themed pinball battle set, dolls, magic sets, tiny electric forklifts, toy cars, puzzles like the infamously infuriating Rubik’s Cube-inspired Ten Billion Barrel, periscopes, and a drum machine that looked like a conga drum called the Ele-Conga. Engineer Masayuki Uemura, hired from electronics giant Sharp in 1971, teamed up with Yokoi to create a series of light-gun games that were among the first electronic shooting toys available to buy anywhere in the world.

         As Erik says, it’s like they had carte blanche. It is little wonder that this particular group of Japanese toymakers would be drawn towards the most exciting nascent technology of the 1970s: electronic games.

         
            *

         

         21These were Nintendo’s formative years as a toy company: a group of product designers, few of whom had much experience, trying out random ideas with whatever technology they had to hand, led by a company president with a knack for knowing which of them to take to market. As Nintendo’s next president, Satoru Iwata, would say after taking over from Hiroshi Yamauchi in 2002: ‘What he did with Nintendo as a company makes him a miracle worker, the sort of person whose words demand respect. The Nintendo of today is nothing short of a miracle.’

         How Nintendo operated as a toymaker is not all that different from how the company makes video games today. Then as now, its game designers were looking for that kernel of fun that could be expanded into something that would sell. Nintendo is very aware of its own history, and little tributes to its time as a toymaker crop up in plenty of its games, from WarioWare to Super Smash Bros. Gunpei Yokoi, in particular, established Nintendo’s design philosophy of free experimentation, fun-first design and clever use of existing technology; his importance to the company can hardly be overstated, and he passed it on to everyone he worked with.

         One of Yokoi’s mentees would come up with the idea that would turn Nintendo into a giant of the then-nascent field of electronic games, establishing its name outside of Japan. He was a wannabe comic artist who came to Nintendo as an apprentice in 1977, after his father put in a good word with Hiroshi Yamauchi through a mutual friend. His name was Shigeru Miyamoto.22

         
            281 Notes

            1 It was a time David Sheff, Game On: How Nintendo Conquered the World (Hodder & Stoughton), 1994.

            2 ‘He was a Kyotoite’ Matt Alt, ‘The Designer of the NES Dishes the Dirt on Nintendo’s Early Days’, Kotaku, 7 July 2020.

            3 ‘And we were able’ Satoru Okada, introduction to Erik Voskuil, Before Mario (Omaké Books, 2014).

            4 ‘What he did with Nintendo’ Ask Iwata: Words of Wisdom from Satoru Iwata, Nintendo’s Legendary CEO, trans. Sam Bett (VIZ Media, 2019).
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            Donkey Kong

         

         Nintendo enters the world of video games

         
            That summer, Sam’s greatest spiritual experience was with the Donkey Kong machine in his grandparents’ pizza place … When he could time the little Japanese Italian plumber’s jumps and ascend the staircases at the right pace, it felt as if the universe was capable of being ordered. It felt as if it were possible to achieve a perfect timing. It felt like synchronicity.

            
                

            

            Gabrielle Zevin
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         It’s 2003, and former Boeing engineer Steve Wiebe is out of work. He has a lot of time on his hands, and so he decides to revisit a hobby he loved in his college days: video games. Wiebe was in his teens during the golden age of arcade games, which lasted from the late 1970s to just before the mid-1980s, and he first encountered Donkey Kong in a pizza place in 1981. Up until then, his favourite game had been Pac-Man, but where that arcade classic simply had him running around the same maze over and over again, Donkey Kong had varied levels – a first for the time. It had three distinct characters, even something of a plot, as the jealous ape scales the screen with Pauline under his arm, a little jumping guy in a red cap in hot pursuit. Like many other kids of the arcade era, Steve instantly recognised that this game was doing things that had never been tried before. At a time when video games were progressing incredibly quickly, Donkey Kong was a significant step towards a new era of entertainment.

         Steve loved Donkey Kong so much that he bought his own arcade cabinet to play in his college fraternity house. He recalled hitting high scores above 900,000 back in the day, after which he’d reached a point where the game would glitch out and become unplayable – this was known as the ‘kill screen’. He’d sold his cabinet in 1993, but during his nostalgic internet browsing he discovered that the official all-time high score for the game stood at 874,300, set by a gifted arcade player and restaurateur called Billy Mitchell in 1982.

         Wiebe reckoned he could beat it. So he bought himself another original Donkey Kong arcade cabinet, installed it in his garage, and set to work becoming the first player to reach one million points.

         Wiebe’s quest to beat a Donkey Kong high score that had stood for over two decades was chronicled in the 2007 documentary The King of Kong: A Fistful of Quarters, an incredible film that cast him as the 26deserving underdog against the vainglorious Mitchell, who continually refuses to accept Wiebe’s challenges to play Donkey Kong in person, in front of fellow arcade enthusiasts. Instead, Wiebe and Mitchell battle back and forth via VHS recordings of their play, setting higher and higher scores on the decades-old game as a tight community of arcade-fan holdouts watches on in awe. Ten years after the documentary was released, Mitchell was stripped of all his records after a fellow Donkey Kong enthusiast (and an official investigation) found strong evidence that his scores were not achieved authentically; by then, though, new players had arrived on the scene, and Wiebe’s records had been beaten too. At the time of writing, the Donkey Kong high-score holder is Robbie Lakeman, with 1,272,800 points. But Steve Wiebe is still officially the first person to have broken a million points on the game. And even though he says his record-setting days are behind him, he hasn’t stopped playing.

         ‘I owe a lot to the game of Donkey Kong,’ he tells me. ‘It’s taught me a lot of life lessons. I’ve learned passion is at the core of any skill or art that is to be mastered. Also, dealing with disappointment in Donkey Kong and life is a vital survival skill. Donkey Kong is an isolating game that pits you against the machine. If you think of the machine as the game of life, Donkey Kong has taught me that though other people may let you down here and there, it’s ultimately up to you to make the best of it.’

         
            *

         

         There aren’t many video games from the medium’s nascent period that still inspire such devotion. For a modern player, most games from the 1970s and 1980s feel – let’s be real – a bit rubbish. The exceptions are those whose imagination and fun factor transcended the limitations of the technology their creators had to work with. 1972’s Pong, considered by most games historians to be the game that launched the entire industry, is still fun and competitive, even with 27its monochrome bats, blocky tennis ball and monotone blips, especially when you play it with the original twiddly control paddles. There’s a reason that Pac-Man, from 1980, is still available to play on smartphones and miniature arcade machines. And then, of course, there’s 1978’s Space Invaders, the space shooter that introduced countless people to the very idea of games (including a young Martin Amis, who wrote a mixture of tips guide and cultural criticism about the game in 1982, with the spectacularly unwieldy title Invasion of the Space Invaders: An Addict’s Guide to Battle Tactics, Big Scores and the Best Machines).

         Japanese companies, along with Atari in the US, were at the forefront of the arcade revolution. Taito and Namco were two of the earliest entrants in Japan’s embryonic video games industry, and it was thanks to Space Invaders’ enormous success that arcades became cultural meeting points. They were places where young people went to hang out, playing games and socialising through thick clouds of cigarette smoke, older kids showing the younger ones the ropes or annihilating their high scores. (Despite the persistent stereotype of gamers as isolated in front of a screen, cut off from the real world, arcade culture shows that they have, in fact, been social from the start.)

         One such student was a young Shigeru Miyamoto, who was pursuing a degree in industrial design at Kanazawa College of Arts. He spent a lot of time in arcades, fascinated by the nascent technology of video games. A wannabe cartoonist who had doodled in his notebooks since childhood, he also loved manga and Western TV shows and movies. Miyamoto grew up in Sonobe, a small town in Kyoto, and after he graduated his father landed him an interview with Hiroshi Yamauchi. Impressed by his toy designs, which included a children’s clothes hanger playfully shaped like an elephant, Nintendo’s president installed Miyamoto as an apprentice under Gunpei Yokoi in the company’s planning department (or design department, as it would have been called overseas).

         ‘I wasn’t a very high-performing student in school, so a lot of my 28classmates were going off to car manufacturers or electronics manufacturers,’ Miyamoto told me in a 2023 interview at Nintendo’s Kyoto headquarters. ‘But I wanted to make something kind of weird or interesting, so that’s how I came upon Nintendo – they were a company that made this kind of stuff. At that time they made character cards, printing machines, strollers and remote-controlled cars, so I thought that if I joined this company, they would maybe sponsor me with the money they made off the trading cards or playing cards. The first shocking thing that I found out when I joined Nintendo was that the playing cards didn’t actually make a lot of money.’

         Indeed, by this point, the Disney-driven success of Nintendo’s playing-card business had waned. Toys were keeping it afloat, and by the time Miyamoto joined, the company had already made its first forays into games, a natural progression from electronic toys. As well as its pinball machines and light guns, Nintendo had made its first home games console: the Color TV-Game 6, which came out the year Miyamoto joined, in 1977. It was a bricky, cheap and cheerful orange contraption that housed several different variations on Pong, under licence from the US company Magnavox. At the time, most games sold on the Japanese market were adaptations of existing ones, and Nintendo was no different; it was absolutely not at the forefront of innovation in the field.

         ‘In the seventies, we had no idea what was going on with companies like Namco or Atari because we were here in Kyoto,’ recalled Masayuki Uemura in his interview with Matt Alt. ‘If you lived in Tokyo, you’d probably pick up lots of things about companies like Taito or Sega, or even what was happening in America. But none of that filtered down to Kyoto at all. That’s Kyoto for you – a little standoffish, going its own way, and proud of it. To a certain degree, not even caring about the outside world. A little conservative when it comes to new things. When I worked for Sharp, I took many business trips to Tokyo. But when I started working for Nintendo, that 29completely stopped. It’s pretty shocking when I think back on it, but Kyoto has always been kind of closed off that way. So no, there wasn’t any sense of us being behind.’

         The Color TV-Game 6 was a significant success for Nintendo. It sold a million units, and several more versions of the mini-console were produced over the next few years, giving Hiroshi Yamauchi the idea that this was a market worth pursuing. In 1978, Yamauchi installed about ten tabletop versions of Space Invaders in Nintendo’s factory and headquarters in
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