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FOREWORD



    
I love video games and the magical and fantastic worlds that they provide. As a game designer it has thus been a great privilege to lead the creative work on the Minecraft franchise for over a decade. However—despite thousands of hours thinking about the game—I still find it challenging to explain what Minecraft truly is. Sure, it’s about being creative in a world which is made from blocks, but there is also so much more.

        Adventure, exploration, tinkering, collecting, dreaming, storytelling… the list goes on.

Minecraft also means different things to different people. Some people see it as a way to express themselves. Some see it as a way to compete or hang out with others, or maybe to develop their own features and learn new skills. Minecraft is amazing in its versatility. The thing Minecraft players have in common is that Minecraft is important to them and an important part of their lives. Minecraft has most definitely been very important in mine!

So, we all at Mojang work very hard to make sure we are good stewards of the game and prove to the community that Minecraft is in good hands. In Minecraft every world shares the same foundations. You will find the same environments, creatures, mechanics, and potential encounters. Players then bring their own flair and perspectives and create something completely new and unique—a player’s story. Creating such stories is what players have been doing since the beginning. During the process of developing A Minecraft Movie, we spent a tremendous amount of effort on how we wanted this story to show up.

With Jared’s direction and a wonderfully talented team—who shared our community’s love for the game—we were able to capture these collectively shared experiences while still creating something never seen before. Together we are very excited to share with you a unique and entertaining Minecraft story!

    Jens Bergensten

Chief Creative Officer, Mojang Studios
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(Concept art) The Nether holds many secrets… including a vast piglin army.
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ONE BLOCK AT A TIME



    
From the beginning, “one block at a time” has been the guiding principle behind Minecraft, the world’s highest-selling game.

Whether players experience Minecraft in Creative mode, building a new world from the ground up, or facing the challenges of Survival mode—Mojang has never strayed from the core concept of a world built of blocks, mobs, and community.

The world of Minecraft is one of infinite possibilities—but that’s not to say it’s a world without rules.

“Nothing comes from nowhere, and everything has an origin,” says Minecraft senior creative director of entertainment, Torfi Frans Ólafsson. “And everything has an associated cost. When you see something complicated and large, you know a tremendous amount of effort went into it, and that’s very gratifying.”

    

Jens Bergensten, chief creative officer of Minecraft, joined Mojang in 2010, and he and his team ensure that the popular game has followed that philosophy, a core that has held throughout every iteration, from the very beginning through the most recent update. “One of the most important things is that we have a ‘one block at a time’ principle. That you interact with one block at a time—remove one block, add one block. No copy-paste functionality or templates, anything like that,” Bergensten says.

“And I’d say there are three reasons for that. One is to keep the core game loop intact. The journey is the destination, in a sense, because once you’ve built your castle, the game’s over. It’s what took you there that was interesting.

“The second thing is that if you build one block at a time instead of using templates, it allows you to become creative, almost by accident. It makes every building unique. You might accidentally place one block too many, and then you’ve got a new shape. There was some effort behind it; you accomplished something when you made a new building or contraption or something.

“But the third reason comes when you are playing multiplayer. It’s important that you understand what a player is trying to achieve by just observing. If players drop things with commands or copy and paste, you lose that part of the game. But when you see someone building a world block by block, not only can you see what they intend to do, but you can also help out. And then you have two players building something much faster than one. So that collaborative feeling as well is what we want.”

That collaborative feeling was essential to the production of A Minecraft Movie, a film that, much like the game that inspired it, is the result of teamwork. Hours of work. Hours of play. And assembling a team of adventurers that strikes the perfect balance between order and chaos.

“Minecraft is one of those games that’s best played with friends, or with other people, and that’s a huge reason for its growth, and why it became what it is,” says Torfi Frans Ólafsson.

“Then we have our own internal interpretation,” Ólafsson continues. “Everybody can build regardless of whether they’re artists or not. You can take some large blocks, anyone can, and you can build something that looks like a dog. But when you give people smaller blocks, they’re going to start struggling and doubting themselves. The lower fidelity gives everyone permission to be creative, and that’s part of the magic of Minecraft.”

Bringing that magic to the screen was no simple task, however.

Minecraft has no set goal, and the game’s main characters, Steve and Alex, have no real personalities or identities. The infinite landscapes and limitless storytelling opportunities present unlimited gameplay options, with worlds to explore and challenges to brave. The building blocks of Minecraft can reshape the entire landscape of the Overworld and the Nether, and the creatures that you encounter along the way can be friends or foes depending on your style of gameplay.

The world of Minecraft allows for epic quests and quiet meditations, solo quests or multiplayer adventures, from the ridiculous to the sublime—so how do you bring such a complex game, one that is all things to all players, to the big screen?

Legendary Pictures producer Cale Boyter sums up that journey perfectly.

“It was a long road, my friend. A long and winding road.”
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        Chapter 1: Limitless Possibilities
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(Concept art) The power of the Earth Crystal creates a portal between the two realms.



Components

    
After two years of development and beta testing, Minecraft debuted in November 2011, and thanks to its innovative and intuitive gameplay, Mojang’s sandbox game quickly became a global phenomenon.

By the start of 2014, Minecraft was well on its way to becoming the most popular video game of all time, and none of the millions of Minecraft fans around the globe were surprised when Mojang announced that a major motion picture based on the hit game was in development and that the Minecraft movie would soon be making its way to theaters worldwide. The announcement was just a bit premature, Vu Bui, Mojang media director and a producer on the movie, notes, as Mojang and Warner Bros. were still in the midst of their earliest discussions about just what a Minecraft movie could and should be. “We were incredibly confident that Warner Bros. was the right studio for us,” he says. “Meeting with Warner Bros., and trusting them and seeing the potential for them to bring it to life in the way that we wanted to see on the big screen.

    

“The other studios weren’t willing to invest the way that Warner Bros. did. The first time they came to Stockholm to meet with us, they’d already spent a lot of time learning and understanding Minecraft as opposed to just telling us the market potential of a movie or how many more games we could sell with a successful movie. Warner Bros. focused on the storytelling aspect of it, how each player tells their own story, and how we could use that to our advantage. It became a canvas that we could use to paint a story that could only be told in the Minecraft world. Some of the other studios suggested that they could take any existing script or idea they already had and just put it into Minecraft. But the Warner Bros. executives we worked with knew that to do this right, we had to build something, to tell a story that could only happen in Minecraft. Not in Middle-earth, not at Hogwarts, not anywhere else.”
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(Concept art) The Redstone Mine provides a valuable resource for builders.
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(Concept art) Garrett and Henry learn the importance of finding the right tool for the right job as they explore the village armory.



Speculation about the film began immediately, as fans discussed potential directors, stars, and storylines. Mojang and its new parent company, Microsoft, expanded Minecraft’s world with updates to the classic game, supplemental editions and spinoffs, original books, comics, and spin-off games including action-RPG Minecraft Dungeons and the interactive adventure Minecraft: Story Mode, all of which added to the ever-expanding mythos and community, but official updates on the movie were as rare as a Dragon egg.

Mojang knew that Minecraft was no flash in the pan, and that the high standards of quality they’d established would allow them to be patient while they developed their approach and the philosophy of the Minecraft feature film, and that they would rather have no movie at all than one that didn’t capture the spirit of the game. “What we wanted to do, what we absolutely had to do, was to find the right team,” says Bui. “And that is more difficult than you might think. They didn’t all work out because we’ve been trying to find that right mix of people who could bring a movie to life that was true to the Minecraft game, and could capture the sense of humor, the sense of fun, and some of the scariness, too. To bring all of those elements together.

“If you read anything we write, even on minecraft.net, or watch any of the trailers we make, humor is such a big part of our company. How we think about Minecraft, things we make around Minecraft. We knew that we wanted to bring humor to the movie. Some of the early takes for this movie were very serious, very emotional, with scenes that would choke you up and bring tears to your eyes because they were so emotionally powerful. But it didn’t feel like that was necessarily what people would really want out of a Minecraft movie.

“When I think about people coming to watch a movie [of a game] that they’ve maybe played for a few years, or watched others play, or have otherwise been around it, I think they all have some version of Minecraft in their head. And almost everyone I’ve ever talked to has said that Minecraft is a fun and funny game that doesn’t take itself too seriously. And it also has very scary moments that make it feel super-real. I think it’s taken us this long to find the right team that could bring together that combination of elements.

“For years, my main focus was trying to get the Minecraft of it right, making sure that the movie stayed true to our values and a lot of the things that were important to us. As someone who’s been playing it since Alpha, I know the game very well, and what I want when people watch the movie is that it doesn’t feel at all detached from the Minecraft that they know. I want all of these characters to come together to represent everyone and everything we love about the game and its community.

“A huge part of what makes Minecraft special is the huge community of creators around it. The movie will give people even more fuel to create, and that is very exciting to me.”

Like every Minecraft player, Mojang knew the importance of selecting the right materials and having a solid plan before embarking on a major build. But they also know that things rarely come together exactly as planned, and that versatility and improvisation are some of the greatest assets in the Minecraft toolbox, and sometimes the greatest adventures are those that take us completely by surprise.

“I think divine intervention is the simplest way to put it,” says Legendary Pictures producer Cale Boyter, looking back on his own Minecraft journey. “My son discovered the game very early on, long before it was out there as a potential Hollywood property. It’s a weird game that kind of became more than a game. I knew it and loved it… then watched the game really take off.”
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Each structure in Midport Village was carefully designed and built using only techniques that are possible within Minecraft itself.
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In the years that followed, several different producers and directors were attached to the film, but none were able to bring the Minecraft movie to the finish line. “It wasn’t the right time,” says Torfi Frans Ólafsson, Mojang senior creative director of entertainment. “I think the contract with [Warner Bros.] was signed in 2014, and the movie’s been in development forever. It’s gone through different directors, producers… people have gone on and off the project. Sometimes people weren’t the right fit for the movie, and sometimes the schedules did not cooperate.” Other factors, including the box office performance of other video game adaptations, also impacted the development of the film. The phenomenal success of the Minecraft games and the brand itself meant that Mojang could afford to be patient, however, and could wait for the right conditions, the right team, and the right story.

And finding that story—out of all the infinite paths available to Minecraft players—was no simple task. Many of Hollywood’s most in-demand screenwriters wrote treatments for the film, including Chris Galletta, whose acclaimed coming-of-age film Kings of Summer showcased the heart and humor that would be essential to any Minecraft film adaptation.

“Right after Kings of Summer, which was ages ago, I had a meeting with Jesse Ehrman at Warner Bros.,” says Galletta. “Minecraft at the time was with another director. That version of the film had been in development at least as far back as 2017, probably much earlier.

“And I did a draft on it, and I enjoyed it, but that version of the movie never came to fruition. It went through a number of other iterations and producers and directors.”

The search for just the right story proved elusive, but Mojang, built on the “one block at a time” principle, was more than content to wait until the time and conditions were right to proceed with the movie. “The simple reason that the production took so long is that we could not find the right story to tell,” says Jens Bergensten, chief creative officer of Minecraft. “Minecraft doesn’t have a story of its own. Coming up with a story that makes sense is very hard. Writers came and writers left, and it was hard to find scriptwriters who understood Minecraft. People would come in and write a script, and we would provide notes, like, ‘this is not Minecraft, you need to do this to make it more Minecraft-y.’ Then another writer comes in to do what is called punch-up on the script, and removes all of the Minecraft stuff that we had argued to put in.

“And now we’re back to square one again, and we have to educate this new writer with things like, ‘No, this donkey won’t eat black beans, because there are no black beans in the Minecraft world.’ You know, stuff like that. Trying to keep things as close to the game as possible while still being fun. So that took a long time, but another thing changed as well. I think it was that we at Mojang matured a little bit in the way that we regarded Minecraft stories.”

As Mojang brought more storytellers into the fold, Bergensten’s approach to the Minecraft mythos evolved, and that change and that willingness to accept new and different perspectives opened new doors for the Minecraft movie. “We did Story mode, we did Legends, we did Dungeons, and over time we learned that it’s not so much about telling the Minecraft story, because there isn’t one,” says Bergensten. “There isn’t a single one. Every player tells their own story, with the game they’re playing. When we began thinking about it that way, it allowed us to take liberties with some of these things. We regard this as ‘A Minecraft Movie’ because it’s a possible story. It’s not The Minecraft Movie, and there might be other Minecraft stories in the future. That made it much easier to get the project rolling, actually. Give and take.”

    
        [image: Image]
        Steve welcomes his new friends to Midport Village, a town that holds wonders unlike anything they’ve ever seen before.

    

Embracing that approach changed everything, agrees Torfi Frans Ólafsson. “Because Minecraft is a sandbox game, it’s open-ended, it has no linear narrative. It has some goals, like killing the Dragon or going into the Nether, but Minecraft is so many things to so many people. It’s not possible to capture everyone’s experience. And that’s why we decided to go more specific, having one single story rather than try to explain the entire backstory of the world and how it came to be.”
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    Legendary Tales

    
In 2019, five years after the first Minecraft movie announcement, the stars aligned and production on the film began in earnest, with Cale Boyter at the helm. “Many years later, I was with Legendary Pictures, and I did the Pokémon: Detective Pikachu movie, and that was a big success for Warner Bros., adapting a licensed property. Not long after that, Warner Bros. reached out to me and said, ‘We can use some love and affection on our Minecraft movie,’ and I was like, ‘Holy crap! Really?’ So they came knocking on our door to produce the movie.

“And that led to a bigger role. Mary Parent [chairman of worldwide production & television for Legendary Pictures] and I were able to inherit producing responsibilities on Minecraft, and that was just going full circle in the universe, since the game had been such a big thing in my house.”

As a parent who had seen Minecraft grow and change over the years and as a storyteller, Boyter had strong opinions about what a Minecraft movie needed to be to capture the essence of the game, stay true to its audience, and to craft a film that would appeal to diehard fans as well as friends and family who were along for the ride. No small task for someone inheriting a movie that was still trying to find its voice five years into its development.

    

“The first thing with a property is that you want to find the essence of it, and to capture and celebrate it. That’s where it starts. Then you need a filmmaker to drive that vision.

“With Minecraft, the people at Mojang are very serious about being absurd. It looks like the game is made by a bunch of counterculture Europeans taking a lot of ‘shrooms, then you learn no, they don’t do ‘shrooms. And then you need to find a director who can understand that. And I looked toward a director that I’d known for years, an independent director, Jared Hess, and I told him, ‘Hess, come be weird in the sandbox.’ I thought he was going to bring the right amount of weird to this commercial movie.”

Convincing Jared Hess, best known for eccentric, indie comedies including Napoleon Dynamite and Nacho Libre, to sign on as director was not as difficult as one may have guessed. Cale Boyter wanted a unique visionary at the helm, and with Hess he found the perfect director for the job. “My experience with Minecraft, initially, was just with my kids,” says Hess. “They started to play around 2013, when they were really going to town and having fun with it. I’d hear them laughing their brains out, playing the game in our basement with their friends. They’d prank each other, building some absurd fort and spawning a million wolves inside of it. Just chaos and the creative aspect of the game was so fun. Then we started playing it together as a family, and so many amazing memories came from playing Minecraft with my kids.

“As far as how I came to this project, I’d been working and developing a bunch of different things with Mary Parent and Cale Boyter at Legendary Pictures, and one day they called me and said, ‘Hey, do you like Minecraft?’ Then they asked if I’d be interested in pitching it to Warner Bros. It came out of nowhere, but it seemed like a fun challenge. It’s such an incredible world. It’s been an amazing journey.

“It’s a miracle whenever any movie gets made. The stars have to align, the budget, the actors’ schedules, script development—so many things, just the timing of it all, ends up being miraculous. This was one that I came on board in 2019—there have been different iterations, different concepts with different directors over the years. It’s been a tough one to crack because there’s no inherent story in the game,” says Hess. “Every person that plays the game brings their own stories and their own ideas to how they experience the game. And Mojang has always been very dogmatic about not being intentional with aspects of the game like ‘Who is Steve? What’s his story?’ Everybody has to come up with what they think the story is as they’re playing it, and that’s really cool. You can create your own adventure, and that’s just a beautiful aspect of the game.

“Maintaining specificity and trying to keep things personal on some level is so critical. When you’re approaching something that has already had its own life before, people have a very intimate and very personal relationship with the game, and everybody on the crew, including myself, we all wanted to bring our personal relationship with the game to the film. Bring those experiences to the table. There are so many different mobs and creatures, and everyone has their personal favorites, and their experience with them.”
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(Concept art) Midport Village is home to a thriving marketplace where anything under the sun—as long as it’s cubic—can be obtained.



Production Line

    
The “Fellowship of the Dingdongs,” much like the fabled Fellowship from J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, brings together a disparate group of people united by a love of storytelling and a never-ending quest for new cinematic challenges.

For some, such as Warner Bros. executive producer Cate Adams, the call came early. In her case, it was before anything else regarding the production, from the director to the script to even the basic premise of the film, was locked into place. “I have worked on this project a very long time, as long as it’s been at Warner Bros. We had a couple of starts, different designers, different looks, different art,” says Adams. “We were always going to be live-action, so the question was how to integrate the look of the game into a live-action environment in terms of what the world looks like and what the characters look like. It’s an adaptation, but there are millions of people who play the game. How do we create something that, while you can’t please everybody, will please most of them?”

    

To answer that question, the Fellowship looked to a galaxy far, far away. “Before I took this job, I was at Lucasfilm for thirteen years, working on Star Wars, as part of that team,” says VP of Minecraft franchise development
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