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			PREFACE

			“The original Animal Crossing” can refer to several different games, except they’re really all the same game. Kind of. It’s confusing, I know. If you’re in the West, you might be picturing the game’s release on the GameCube, and yes, it’s that! But it’s also Dōbutsu no Mori, or “Animal Forest” as it literally translates to, which was first released on the Nintendo 64 exclusively in Japan in 2001. It was late enough in the Nintendo 64’s lifecycle that it didn’t stay there for long—the development team added new features and brought it to the GameCube that same year as Dōbutsu no Mori+. No core mechanics were changed—the game was simply built with an updated list of items and villagers, and a few new tricks up its sleeve. What we ultimately saw in 2002 as Animal Crossing—the Western world’s first experience with the series—was a version built from Dōbutsu no Mori+, but with several changes beyond just its translation, like the inclusion of new Western holidays and furniture. This Animal Crossing was re-translated back into Japanese with the Western holidays intact (plus a few more features) and released only in Japan as Dōbutsu no Mori e+ in 2003. The history, development, and philosophy behind these four games are essentially identical—because they are the same game.1

			Of course, there are anecdotes that apply only to the development of the Western Animal Crossing on the GameCube, but everything about the development of Dōbutsu no Mori on the Nintendo 64 also applies to any of the GameCube versions. Think of GameCube Animal Crossing like a second printing of a book that includes a few bonus chapters.

			This book is about “the original Animal Crossing,” which really means it’s about all of these versions at the same time. 

			

			
				
					1    Of course, Animal Crossing also released in Europe and Australia, and a version even made its way to China, but the point that “they’re all basically the same game” still applies.

				

			

		


		
			INTRODUCTION

			“Animal Crossing is a very inconvenient world,” admits series director Katsuya Eguchi. Some say it’s a game that can never be completed, and others say it’s a game that ends when you’re satisfied. It’s an easy world to live in and yet nothing in it comes easy. Its critics say it’s a game of chores and tedium, and its biggest fans say it’s an extension of the soul. In fairness, these are all probably true, because Animal Crossing is not a game that forces you to do much of anything. Much like life itself, Animal Crossing is what you make of it.

			That’s…a weird way to describe a video game, but no matter how you slice it, Animal Crossing is tough to explain. You move into town as the sole human in a village full of anthropomorphic animal neighbors, each with their own personalities. It’s a small, simple community where everyone knows each other, and that’s all you get—there’s no exploring the rest of the world. The game is set on a clock system synced to the real world, so when there’s a holiday in the real world, there’s a holiday in the game, too. You can do a variety of activities in town like fishing, bug-catching, collecting furniture, chatting with your neighbors, designing clothes, writing letters, and attending community events—but even a list like this doesn’t really explain much. Those things sound pretty mundane, and yet the series is now one of Nintendo’s highest-earning franchises, with Animal Crossing: New Horizons even eclipsing the original Super Mario Bros. for all time sales in Japan. So what gives? Why do people love Animal Crossing?

			Ask around and you’ll get dozens of different answers. For me, I was first drawn in by the charming art style and the promise of freedom. I was an angsty, unpopular schoolgirl when I first found the game, and it looked like an escape. Not limited by the totally unfair rules my mom set in the real world, I could paint my virtual room black or wear a shirt with a skull on it (well okay, it was a dress, and I wasn’t thrilled about that), and not a soul would judge me for it. I could express myself and still be just as important a member of my town as all of my neighbors. Sure, I liked fishing, designing custom clothing patterns at the tailor, and decorating my house, but what I really loved about Animal Crossing was that the community I inhabited felt…real.

			There was something about it that struck me creatively the same way Dungeons & Dragons or IRC text roleplay did for many kids. It’s obviously not a “Role-Playing Game,” but instead felt like something more akin to playground LARPing2. I knew that the animals in the game weren’t real, and weren’t so advanced that they literally understood the letters I wrote to them, but I always wrote to them as if they did. I wanted my little part of the world to feel alive.

			Animal Crossing excels in its creative tools. There are hundreds of pieces of furniture to find and arrange, and an infinite amount of custom patterns you can make to adorn your clothes, walls, and even signs around town. But it’s not just about wearing the clothes you want to wear or making a room look pretty—it’s about carving out and curating a corner of the world that reflects who you are. How you express yourself creatively is how you communicate your identity.

			Animal Crossing also appeals to completionists and collectors. To fill and complete the town’s museum, there are well over 100 different items to obtain—some of which are incredibly rare or can only appear under certain conditions. To collect all the furniture in the game and complete the game’s catalog is even more difficult. These are sizable challenges that can take literal years to complete, but chipping away at them feels satisfying, and the payoff personal. The game’s major goals reward you with little more than cosmetic bragging rights—unique pieces of furniture or items that exist only to communicate that you’ve succeeded.

			And of course, some people simply find Animal Crossing a relaxing experience. There’s joy in simplicity, and a peaceful village life of fishing, planting trees, and chatting with neighbors is just… nice. Our real lives are full of obligations, deadlines, and decisions, but Animal Crossing requires nothing of you. It’s a slow-paced world where it’s easy to take your time existing.

			To be honest, there’s not a lot of actions in Animal Crossing that I can describe as concretely “fun.” There are collectible furniture items in the game that let you actually play classic NES games. (A game within a game! That’s pretty cool?) Fishing and catching bugs, or chopping down a tree with an axe, might be considered kind of fun. But the game isn’t enjoyable because of its gameplay—it’s because of something a lot more abstract.

			Animal Crossing is billed as a “communication game,” which is not really a genre, yet no other genre really fits. The idea of enjoying communication is baked into the game at every level. Talking to your neighbors reveals their bright personalities and amusing, lifelike dialogue. Sharing your designs, your house, and your town with others is a fun way to express yourself (to actual people). Even “analog” means of communication, like writing letters and posting notices on the local bulletin board, are heavily encouraged.

			Perhaps most importantly, playing Animal Crossing over the course of months, even years of your life, is an entirely different experience than trying the game for just a little while. Your town becomes your community, and existing in that community feels purposeful. You won’t notice it happening. Your animal neighbors might seem plenty friendly when you meet them, but they’re just characters in a video game. It’s not until you’ve seen them around town every day, spoken to them hundreds of times, and shared holidays with them that you’ll realize they’ve slowly become an actual part of your life. And that sense of community feels real.

			It feels real because it doesn’t depend on you at all. You may have a cool house and snazzy clothes to parade around in, but you’re not special. Life moves on for your village whether you’re there to see it happen or not—like reality, your participation in the world is optional. There is no “completing” Animal Crossing, no true endgame, no grand rewards, and no consequence for doing nothing at all. Anything you choose to do in the world of Animal Crossing, any goal you pursue, is a choice you make for yourself… and that makes it meaningful.

			No other game captures this feeling. Animal Crossing is made up of hundreds of disparate elements all braided together in a way both brilliantly detailed and astoundingly simple. The details create life: bushes rustle as you walk through them, your neighbors turn their heads to look at you as you run past, or stop to admire a butterfly. The simple life you live is full of tiny surprises, and because the game runs in sync with real-world time, you’ll be discovering new things at different times of the day and with each new season.

			“Try to check-in on your town every day, even if just for a bit,” producer Takashi Tezuka advised players in a 2001 interview right around the game’s release. “We’ve prepared a number of unique events that happen throughout the course of the year, so even if playing every day is hard, just checking in periodically can be fun, to see what’s changed.”

			Animal Crossing is alive. Nearly every day you’re greeted with something different than the day before, whether it’s a traveling visitor peddling rare items, a fishing tournament, or a special holiday. You can’t see it all unless you come back to it over and over again. It’s a slow and satisfying burn.

			Perhaps you’ve read all of this and you still don’t “get” it. I’ve waxed on about feelings and community and communication, but none of this quite sounds like a video game. Here’s the thing: No one really “gets” the original Animal Crossing. Not its fans, not its critics, not the people in charge of promoting it, not even its creators. Nearly every review boils down to “look, I don’t know, I can’t explain why it’s fun, it just is, okay?” In fact, I think it’s going to take a whole book to explain. 

			

			
				
					2    Live Action Role-Play, a type of role-play in the real world that includes elements of improvisational character acting.

				

			

		


		
			History’s Important, You Know!

			Hisashi Nogami does not speak English. I, for all of my late night Duolingo sessions, do not speak Japanese. So when a friend of mine at Nintendo told me that he could introduce us, I was all nerves and barely-suppressed fangirlism. I met Animal Crossing’s co-director Nogami in 2018 at Nintendo’s E3 booth (well, their much less colorful, two-story press room and work area behind their E3 booth), and was surprised to see him look so straight-lipped and serious. After all, he was here promoting DLC for his wacky, urban squid-based shooter Splatoon 2, and had been photographed just hours ago doing silly poses in a lab coat and sunglasses. We exchanged polite small talk through a translator, but his demeanor changed instantly when I brought out my Japanese copy of Dōbutsu no Mori, the very first Animal Crossing game for the Nintendo 64. 

			“Oh! Wow!” He said, his face lighting up. “I can’t believe you have this. I’m honored to meet such a big fan.”

			I wasn’t there entirely for an autograph, but I certainly wasn’t going to turn one down either as I watched him grab a sharpie and stare thoughtfully, smiling at the box. I instantly recognized what he was drawing: Bob, a fan-favorite villager, the lazy-looking purple cat whose catchphrase is an onomatopoeia of blowing a raspberry. This was the Nogami I knew. I had my friend ask him if Bob was his creation.

			“Oh, Bob!” he said in English, flashing a warm, toothy grin. And then in Japanese: “Yes, yes, Bob is the best!” I was a little surprised he instantly recognized the name: In my excitement I had completely forgotten that the character is not “Bob” to him, but called “Nikoban” in Japan instead. Nikoban, like many of the villagers’ names, is a pun. It’s a play on the phrase “Neko ni koban” (a gold coin to a cat), which shares the same meaning as “pearls before swine.” It’s a perfect name, and a perfect expression of Nogami’s goofball nature.

			Nogami began at Nintendo in 1994, about four or five years before work started on Animal Crossing. In 1990, then-president of Nintendo Hiroshi Yamauchi realized his company’s future faced a new potential issue. The Famicom’s3 unprecedented success within a growing video game industry brought in droves of wannabe game creators: Kids now wanted to make games when they grew up, and game design courses were starting to pop up at universities. This was great news for the industry, but for Nintendo to maintain its position on top, it would need to consistently hire the best new talent. Their solution was to partner with one of Japan’s largest marketing firms, Dentsu, to create a program they called the Nintendo Dentsu Game Seminar. It was something like a cross between an internship and a college degree program. Hundreds of applicants to the program were narrowed down to a class of just 30 talented students who would work on site at Nintendo’s office, receiving hands-on training and creating their own games in groups to gain valuable industry experience before potentially joining the company full-time. The first two years of the ten-month program were held only at Nintendo’s Tokyo office, a satellite office historically used for sales and marketing, but in its third year, another seminar began in Osaka, where a young Hisashi Nogami was attending Osaka University of the Arts.

			Inside the gray, unassuming Osaka office, Nogami spent his time surrounded by sterile white walls, attending lectures, and learning to design games for the Super Famicom. Despite the uninspiring environment, his student work at the Nintendo Dentsu Game Seminar was good enough to get him hired: After graduating from Osaka University of the Arts and the seminar, he was brought on board at Nintendo as a designer full time.

			Almost immediately, Nogami found himself entrusted to work on some of Nintendo’s most important burgeoning franchises, like The Legend of Zelda and Mario Kart. His very first credited game was one of the most iconic: Super Mario World 2: Yoshi’s Island, the follow-up to Super Mario World, brought to life with his now iconic hand-drawn, crayon-like art style.4 Although Nogami’s initial game credits were as an artist, it was not uncommon at Nintendo for artists to quickly become full-blown game directors—and that’s exactly what he would do a few years later.

			●

			“Nintendo? What, that card company?”5 The year was 1986. 20-year-old Katsuya Eguchi was just about to graduate from Japan Electronics College and was still laboring over where to apply for work when he was done, when a friend suggested he try to find a career in video games, something he knew Eguchi to enjoy. 

			“I loved video games, but I never had a console… I always went to the arcade to play,” Eguchi said years later, recalling this story. “I had actually never heard of the Famicom or NES! But I thought, hey, I like games…so let’s see what I can do!”

			With a degree in computer graphics in hand, he applied to Nintendo later that year. Leaving friends and family behind in his home prefecture of Chiba to work in Kyoto was a lonely, sobering experience for the young Eguchi. He’d spent his whole life in Chiba, 300 miles away, so receiving a job offer from Nintendo was exciting but intimidating. His first brush with a Famicom system, then nearly three years old, wasn’t until he arrived at Nintendo, where he discovered a colleague playing Super Mario Bros. The Super Mario Bros. series would become his first credited project, doing level design work on Super Mario Bros. 3 and eventually Super Mario World, shortly thereafter being entrusted with a director role on Star Fox for the Super Nintendo. Enthusiastic and creative, Eguchi quickly became a staple of Nintendo’s growing development staff. 

			A few years and several games later, the now-senior Eguchi and the still-fairly-fresh Nogami worked together on Yoshi’s Story. Like many games in development around this time, Yoshi’s Story was originally slated to be a title for the ambitious new hardware add-on for the Nintendo 64, the 64DD. Using magnetic disks instead of cartridges, games for the 64DD could store data cheaply and write directly to the disk (rather than by using an expensive battery inside the cartridge.) The system itself was full of promising features like online capability and an internal clock. Also like many games in development at the time, Yoshi’s Story ultimately became a standard cartridge-based game instead. With that project wrapping up, and perhaps with some of their disk-based ideas left unrealized, Nogami and Eguchi found themselves trying to come up with concepts for a new game for the 64DD.

			By now it had been more than a decade since Eguchi was hired, and he felt nostalgic for his hometown. He missed being able to spend time with his family and friends, and the sense of familiarity and community he shared with them. “I wondered for a long time if there would be a way to recreate that feeling,” Eguchi said. “That was the impetus behind the original Animal Crossing.”

			Based just on Eguchi’s recollection—which reflects Animal Crossing quite well—it’s tempting to assume the game didn’t change much from its initial conception. After all, Animal Crossing is, in the words of Eguchi, themed around the core concepts of friendship, community, and family. But it didn’t always appear that way.

			●

			The story of Animal Crossing’s development first starts in the space between Yoshi’s Story’s international release date in 1998 and Eguchi’s new “communication game.” During that brief interim, he and Nogami were assigned to work as advisors on an odd new concept called Mario Artist: Talent Studio6—part of a series of 64DD software all named under the Mario Artist umbrella. 

			Mario Artist built on the foundation that its 1992 predecessor Mario Paint built—not a traditional game, but creativity software for drawing, painting, animating, and composing. While Mario Paint cast a wide net for all kinds of artistic exploration, the Mario Artist series software was more specialized and robust. After being briefly touted as a singular monolithic Mario Paint 64, the first three split titles—Paint Studio, Polygon Studio, and Talent Studio—were announced during Nintendo’s 1997 Space World7 event as complementary programs that could work together to bring creations to life. 2D images drawn in Paint Studio could be applied as textures to the 3D models in Polygon Studio, which could then be imported into Talent Studio, the title that Eguchi and Nogami were working on. 

			Talent Studio was a “virtual production studio” where players could customize avatars, give them props, and place them in dozens of wacky animated scenarios reminiscent of the kind seen in popular Japanese variety shows. Its “movie-making” mode was especially strange and playful. In one sample movie, a steamy-faced man nearly runs over an old lady in his car, but with a crack of lightning, she hurls a burst of blue energy Dragon Ball Z-style at his car, sending it flying through the air. With no real “gameplay” to speak of, Talent Studio was an application focused on the joy of personal expression and goofiness rather than having any sort of concrete goal. And, like people would later say about Animal Crossing, it “sounded pretty dumb”—at least according to IGN’s Peer Schneider.8

			Aside from having more powerful hardware and large storage capacity, a big part of the 64DD’s marketed appeal was its internet communication features. Primitive by today’s standards (and ultimately under-delivering on promised features), the 64DD’s Randnet was a paid, members-only online service that allowed users to surf the web, communicate, and share content from their system. So while making art, videos, and other content was the base idea of the Mario Artist series, sharing and talking about those creations with others was an integral part of the intended experience.

			It was fresh from working on this odd, creatively engaging non-game concept that Eguchi returned to games. In 1999, Eguchi submitted a simple, two-page pitch titled “Proposing a Communication Field.” It was not exactly a game pitch, but a gameplay pitch—the earliest foundation of what would eventually become Animal Crossing. 

			“At the time I was very busy with work, and there was no way for me to play games together with my family,” recalled Eguchi in a 2008 Nintendo Game Seminar9. “Maybe there’s something we could do where someone in a similar environment to me could come home late and play, which would somehow overlap with what the kids had done.” This was the basis of his pitch: an environment where many people could occupy and permanently affect the same gameplay area. People could play “together” even if their schedules didn’t match up. The 64DD would be the perfect system for it—its internal “real-time clock” meant that they could have a persistent world10 that followed in-step with the time and date of the real world. Its comparatively high memory capacity meant that changes to that world could easily and permanently be stored and retained. It also meant they might be able to utilize the online capabilities of Randnet. 

			With a nod of approval to develop the project for the Nintendo 64DD, he and Nogami began to imagine what such a game could be like, and how it could use the advanced technology of the 64DD.

			“We were consciously trying to create something in a new game that you couldn’t easily reduce to a single label,” said Eguchi. There was no “genre” at first. As he so eloquently put it, the youngest stage of the game was a place where multiple people could simply “do stuff and hang out.”

			The concept of communication between people was the game’s biggest theme from the start, drawing on both Eguchi’s nostalgia for the community he left behind in Chiba, as well as a desire to connect more closely with people he wasn’t typically able to play with—like his wife and kids. However, “community” and “communication” are broad terms that don’t really sound much like they describe a video game, and might not be easily understood. He and Nogami felt they probably needed some “normal,” familiar gameplay elements to sell the market on a brand new idea—and those elements came from an unlikely source.

			In a 2006 GDC11 talk, Eguchi showed off some of Animal Crossing’s earliest planning documents, the first of which described the game’s concept as “a multiplayer game that provides a place where players can communicate with each other and cooperate to reach common goals.” Essentially, players would need to use teamwork to accomplish their objectives. Eguchi and Nogami admitted that they didn’t necessarily want a goal-based game, but were operating on the assumption that it was a necessary draw for gamers—“communication” alone wouldn’t drive people to play. 

			Eguchi envisioned a powerless player, the antithesis of Nintendo’s capable heroes like Mario and Link, who would need to rely on the help of animals to accomplish tasks. For example, to retrieve something beyond a tall obstacle, he might have to play in the morning in order to find a bird who could fly over it for him. This was the first time animals had come up at all in development. Multiple players would be able to team up using their arsenal of animal friends to fight some great evil in a dungeon-crawling, RPG-like environment. “But what we really wanted,” Eguchi stressed, “was for players to be communicating, and have this communication be so enjoyable in and of itself, that they forgot about any evil bosses.”

			At the time, Eguchi was playing a lot of Diablo12 with his co-workers at Nintendo. He loved the way that the game facilitated cooperation and communication: working together to fight through the dungeons, showing off cool new equipment he’d collected, and even begging his friends to return to the dungeons with him where he’d died and dropped said cool equipment. He was, in fact, “a little obsessed,” a colleague of his once told me with a smile.

			Diablo’s social gameplay loop—the idea of experiencing something in the game, telling your friends about it in real life, and then experiencing something together in the game—mirrors the concept of communication that Animal Crossing meant to convey, according to Eguchi. 

			That’s right. Adorable, peaceful Animal Crossing was inspired by the hellish, demon-packed Diablo, and began life as a multiplayer dungeon-crawler that would use the abilities of animals to help you fight evil. What?

			This was not some jotted-down-on-a-table-napkin idea, either. Animal-Assisted-Diablo was the game Eguchi and Nogami gained approval for and set to work on, setting up dungeons, designing item types, and even approaching artists and designers to begin the project. It was to use the 64DD’s internal clock for a real-time day and night cycle. It even had a world layout—four islands based on the four seasons, each filled with dungeons. The pair had even nailed down which animals would be used in the game and what skill each would have. The animals weren’t friendly neighbors to hang out with—they were simply tools to be wielded. This was, quite seriously, what we might have got instead of Animal Crossing.

			
			●

			But then something major happened.

			Eguchi and Nogami were told they could no longer develop their game for the 64DD. A myriad of development delays and an embarrassing lack of software with enough polish to showcase caused Nintendo to, for the first time in its history, cancel its own 1998 Space World event. By the time they returned in the summer of 1999, it seemed like most of the games originally slated for the system were going to be redesigned to run on the significantly less powerful Nintendo 64—if not axed entirely.

			Suddenly, Eguchi and Nogami found themselves working with much less storage and power than the Nintendo 64DD was capable of utilizing. Change would have to be drastic: they couldn’t simply trim features or scale back a little, the hardware change demanded a complete and total overhaul. Eguchi and Nogami sat down and thought carefully about what they could do. 

			Going back to the core concept, the most important part of this game was that it provided a space for communication. That part had to be preserved. A standard Nintendo 64 cartridge could no longer fit four separate island areas, so perhaps it could be cut to just one. With only one island, the play area was probably too small for an adventure now, but maybe it didn’t need to be an adventure. In fact, all they really wanted out of the dungeons, the great forces of evil, and the story was a familiar and easily-understood way to entice people to actually pick up the game. Now there was no adventure, so perhaps the game needed no story. No story meant no need for an ending. Traditional video game elements were quickly falling away, and instead they established the five things they knew the game absolutely needed to have to facilitate communication:

			
					A playing field in which the results of player actions remain

					Some sort of motivation for interacting with this playing field

					Game elements that become conversation material or inspire conversation

					Game elements that tie players together through shared experiences

					Something that entices the player to play every day

			

			It was here that development for Animal Crossing as we know it truly began. 

			Scaling the game down this enormously forced Nogami and Eguchi to ask: What could a player even do in such a small environment? The first idea to stick was designing a room. If you could design your own room, wouldn’t you want to show it off to your friends?

			They were right. Any time I’ve started a new town in any Animal Crossing game, the first thing I create is a coffee shop in my house. When I was young, I loved coffee. I was very fixated on appearing mature, and somehow I got it in my head that the pinnacle of maturity was drinking black coffee and hanging out at coffee shops. Naturally, then, I had to create one. If you’ve played subsequent games in the Animal Crossing series, you’re probably aware that there’s usually already a coffee shop in town, run by a rather reserved pigeon named Brewster. In the first game though, the in-home coffee shop was my own idea, and I’ve carried it on as a personal tradition in every game in the series. It was a hard thing to create back then, too—there wasn’t even a coffee cup item to use for decorating. My room had dark wood floors, a jukebox, some fancy tables, and tea sets. I was even able to hang a coffee cup pattern I designed myself on the door to my house. It took a little bit of imagination, but I was very proud of it. I took photos with my mom’s digital camera so I could show it off on the forums of AnimalCrossingCommunity.com.

			“The idea of having your own room and decorating it is incredibly simple, but that’s when [Eguchi and Nogami] hit on the framework that would allow players to play the game a long time,” said Nintendo’s Satoru Iwata, who acted as the game’s Executive Producer. Decorating your home is a dynamic element that can be worked on or overhauled completely as people play through the game and discover new furniture they want to use, whether that’s creating a cozy room of wooden “cabin” furniture, or an entire construction
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