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SUPER MARIO BROS.

Praise for the series:

It was only a matter of time before a clever publisher realized that there is an audience for whom Exile on Main Street or Electric Ladyland are as significant and worthy of study as The Catcher in the Rye or Middlemarch … The series … is freewheeling and eclectic, ranging from minute rock-geek analysis to idiosyncratic personal celebration

— The New York Times Book Review



Ideal for the rock geek who thinks liner notes just aren’t enough

— Rolling Stone



One of the coolest publishing imprints on the planet — Bookslut



These are for the insane collectors out there who appreciate fantastic design, well-executed thinking, and things that make your house look cool. Each volume in this series takes a seminal album and breaks it down in startling minutiae. We love these. We are huge nerds

— Vice



A brilliant series … each one a work of real love — NME(UK)



Passionate, obsessive, and smart — Nylon



Religious tracts for the rock ’n’ roll faithful — Boldtype



[A] consistently excellent series — Uncut (UK)



We … aren’t naive enough to think that we’re your only source for reading about music (but if we had our way … watch out). For those of you who really like to know everything there is to know about an album, you’d do well to check out Bloomsbury’s “[image: Book title]” series of books

— Pitchfork



For reviews of individual titles in the series, please visit our blog at 333sound.com and our website at http://www.bloomsbury.com/musicandsoundstudies



Follow us on Twitter: @333books



Like us on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/33.3books



For a complete list of books in this series, see the back of this book


 

 

Forthcoming in the series:

 



Workingman’s Dead by Puzz Poole

Beat Happening by Bryan C. Parker

Metallica by David Masciotra

A Live One by Walter Holland

Bitches Brew by George Grella

The Geto Boys by Rolf Potts

Psychocandy by Paula Mejia

Hi, How Are You by Benjamin Shapiro

Dig Me Out by Jovana Babović

Hangin’ Tough by Rebecca Wallwork

Donny Hathaway Live by Emily Lordi

The Raincoats by Jenn Pelly

Parallel Lines by Kembrew McLeod



and many more …
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Foreword

Koji Kondo is by far the most famous video game composer. In fact, he’s probably one of the most heard composers of all time. How many hundreds of millions of people across the globe have hummed the original Super Mario Bros. music at some point over the past 30 years? And Mario was just the beginning!

Most incredible of all, though, is that he was able to create such masterpieces within the extreme restrictions of the NES hardware. The original console had just three monophonic tone channels and one that could produce white noise. But Kondo made it work.

The reality is that people will be humming his tunes long after we’re gone. And [image: Book title]’s decision to dedicate their first book on video game music to his work is just further confirmation of how widespread Kondo’s influence has become. There truly is a living legend among us, a legend whom I’m proud to call a friend. So let’s raise our controllers in honor of him—the man who put video game music on the map.



Tommy Tallarico

VideoGamesLive.com


Preface

This book had its detractors long before a word of it was written. Eric Alper of eOne Music Canada, for instance, wrote the following in response to Bloomsbury’s [image: Book title] shortlist of 2014: “Some of the albums are stone-cold classics, like ‘Bitches Brew’ by Miles Davis, but you wouldn’t want to read 140 pages about the making of ‘Super Mario Bros.?’”* I don’t agree with Alper’s critique, but I understand his concern. After all, what of interest can be said about a few 8-bit tunes? I think you’ll be surprised.

As a classical pianist, composer, and theorist who deals primarily with Haydn, Mozart, and Beethoven, it took me some time to realize the exceptional creativity at the heart of Koji Kondo’s music. But, after developing a broader understanding of the environment in which Kondo crafted his timeless tracks, I came to appreciate how, with the support of his Nintendo colleagues, he conjured an entire genre from little more than the primordial ashes of arcade sound. By bringing an artist’s touch to bear on what had been a purely functional genre, the Japanese composer prompted listeners to reconsider the artistic status of video game music. His work put to rest an era of bleeps and bloops—the sterile products of a laboratory environment—replacing it with one in which game sounds constituted a legitimate form of artistic expression.

It is my job, over the next ~100 pages, to convince you that Kondo’s Super Mario Bros. soundtrack is just as important—and just as culturally and musically rich—as any great album of the twentieth century. Before I make that argument, however, I feel compelled to explain how this music constitutes an album in the first place. The crux of the matter is semantic. What does the word “album” even mean? Does gathering a collection of tracks in one “official” place suffice? Or is album status reserved for something more profound—something more in the realm of je ne sais quoi? This isn’t the place to address these issues in detail, but it’s worth reflecting briefly on how Super Mario Bros. interacts with the elusive notion of “album.”

As with many of the records we refer to commonly as albums, Kondo’s soundtrack is meant to be experienced as a whole; the music in its entirety is somehow greater than the sum of its parts. The sprightly “Overworld” theme, for instance, wouldn’t be as effective without the counterbalance of Bowser’s eerie and downright unpleasant “Castle” tune. There are also musical details that bring individual pieces together. Whether it is a particular motive, harmony, rhythm, key, or any number of other parameters, certain aspects of the music itself make us feel as though Kondo’s tracks belong to the same sound world—that they are part of the same musical offering. Finally, the ordering of themes has an impact on our emotional response to the music. As I discuss in Chapter 2–4, this impact is felt most strongly in the final castle, where a brief interjection of the “Underwater” waltz provides a moment of serenity before the final battle. Context shapes meaning.

Of course, these similarities to a traditional album don’t hide the obvious differences. This is an unconventional [image: Book title] title, and it is not my goal to convince you otherwise. My only claim is that Kondo’s Super Mario Bros. is enough of an album to warrant the same intellectual treatment as the many fine works that have inspired previous authors of this series. But if nothing else, I hope that this book offers you a new way of hearing some of the music that defined a generation and laid the foundation for the video game music of today.



Andrew Schartmann

New Haven, CT

March 2015



* Eric Alper, “[image: Book title] Books Announce 2014 Shortlist. R.E.M., Miles Davis, Super Mario Bros. … Wait … What?” That Eric Alper, April 19, 2014 [http://www.thatericalper.com/2014/04/19/33-13-books-announce-2014-shortlist-r-e-m-miles-davis-super-mario-bros-wait-what].
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