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			A Note on the Text

			This book uses the original North American Super Nintendo (SNES) release of Final Fantasy VI (1994) as translated by Ted Woolsey as its basis: Unless noted otherwise, all names and dialogue are drawn from that version. Players may remember this version released as Final Fantasy III: It was titled so because it was the third installment of the series to be released in North America, having followed the first Final Fantasy (1987) on the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES), and Final Fantasy IV as Final Fantasy II (1991) on the SNES. In the present, the Final Fantasy series restores the games to their original Japanese titles so as to preserve their true order in the main series.

			As you read along and encounter mentions of music both from FF6 and from the worlds of popular and classical music, you may wish to look up those pieces of music online and have a listen. Legal versions of copyrighted music are currently widely available on both Spotify and Apple Music.

		


		
			Prelude

			Pop in the cartridge for Final Fantasy, push the power button on your NES, and the screen goes blue: You hear the beginning of an echoing arpeggio, a hill-like pattern that climbs up one harmony and tumbles back down—the first pip of the game’s prelude. Words emerge from the void: “The world is veiled in darkness. The wind stops, the sea is wild, and the earth begins to rot. The people wait, their only hope, a prophecy…” As the player reads, the arpeggio’s body chassés from major to minor harmonies, tiptoeing mistily away from its starting point, then alighting back home. The pattern changes only minimally as it goes, shifting gracefully here and there so each gesture glides into the next. By the time it loops around to the beginning, the prelude has been on a journey. It’s objectively the same this second time we hear it, but in our ears, it’s changed and grown somehow—as a hero returns, victorious.

			This music is a textbook classical prelude. Rote, even. If you look back across the centuries—from Bach to Chopin to Shostakovich—you’ll see this is how preludes are built. Take a short-and-sweet scrap of a melody, duplicate it, swap out some harmonies, give it a little twist, duplicate it again, and swap the harmonies again. Lather, rinse, repeat. Whatever happens as you compose, no matter how you choose to resolve, your sturdy kernel of music always sprouts into a whole-sounding piece.

			I wrote a prelude a lot like this for my first college music theory class. Mine was a twenty-measure bumper-car accident in the key of A minor. But I wasn’t aiming for beauty. I constructed it specifically to complete an assignment. Once I’d plunked my scrap of music into my notation software, I simply manipulated it into a full-length composition based on the parameters set by my professor—repeating the fragment over and over, varying it slightly each time. It was a virtual cut-and-paste job from one harmony to the next, resulting in a boring, mildly satisfying piano piece. A computer could have written it. Mine practically did. That’s how easy it is to compose a bad prelude. Still, it took me five days and I turned it in overdue. I got a B plus.

			Nobuo Uematsu wrote the prelude for Final Fantasy (FF1) in under three minutes, as a filler track, to satisfy a last-minute request from the game’s director. If he had been in my theory class, it might have gotten completely lost among the work of me and my classmates, like a pearl in a bag of marbles. But Uematsu’s prelude is unquestionably a pearl—a masterpiece of simplicity. It brings a lump to the throat of a generation of gamers. It’s electronic music whose form reaches back to the Baroque, a musical statement of the FF series’s eclecticism: a glossy reimagining of the past colliding head-on with science fiction, a lattice of odd elements crystallizing into something new and unexpected.

			The music from Final Fantasy VI (1994) sits high in today’s large, diverse pantheon of video game soundtracks, and for good reason. It effortlessly quilts disparate styles and genres to create one world from many. It’s accessible, quirky, and affecting. The game’s iconic opera scene—an unforgettable pinpoint in the timeline of game history—stays with players in a way that few other scenes manage. The game’s music regularly tops critics’ and fans’ picks, ranking above games that have outsold it by a factor of ten or more. Even today, when many games are accompanied by elaborate, filmic scores recorded by live orchestras, it remains a standout. When it comes to music, defining “best” is a fool’s errand—but if you were to give it a shot anyway, FF6 wouldn’t be the worst place to start.

			Video game music was born in utter humility, as simple aural feedback—arhythmic, amelodic sound cues. Over the years, it has emerged as a diverse, rich medium for musical expression, escaping the bounds of television speakers or crummy headphones tethered to handheld consoles. Game music has moved onto concert stages, has won mainstream music awards, and has carved out a home in our popular consciousness. This trajectory was unfathomable in the mid-80s, into the 90s, and even in the early 00s.

			One would think that, after five installments, this motley series of games would either have lost its audience or suffered some destructive creative failure. One would think that, after five soundtracks, Uematsu’s energy would have begun to flag, and that his music would shuffle on toward blandness. And yet Final Fantasy VI vaults off the backs of its predecessors to strange new heights. 

		


		
			Primordial Bloop

			It started in the late 50s, with the buzz of an oscilloscope, the breath of a cooling fan, the clicking of relays. Then came the beeps: simple and spare in the 60s, more common and complicated as the 70s marched on. Usually tuneless and shapeless, usually only indications of what happens on screen: a blip when the dot representing a ping pong ball hits the line representing the paddle, a staticky crash when your triangular spaceship blows up. Rarely would a familiar melody glint from the deep.

			Unless you’re a John Cage-type, you probably wouldn’t consider this music—just stimulus and response. But isn’t music noise organized intentionally? That’s what those early arcade sounds were, however scant. Not artful, not great, but technically qualified. A Jamaican bobsled team of sound.

			But by the early 80s, video game sound—music or static—had begun to glimmer enough to be recognized as art. On January 7, 1983, the Washington Post published a piece by critic Joseph McLellan, “Pac-Man Overture in G-Whiz”—likely the first-ever published game music criticism. “Play it again, Tron,” he starts. “It’s an addiction. Music frequently is. And it works subliminally. Music typically does. Of course, the pictures help, too.”

			He goes on to describe an arcade’s soundscape, including those brief fragments of melody, as a genuine musical experience:

			The music mingles with sound effects; sometimes, as in the works of many serious modern composers, it is hard to say where the music begins and the sound effects end. If a fire siren can be music in Varèse’s “Ionization,” and the sound of cannon can be music in the “1812 Overture,” why can’t the whoosh of a guided missile or the splat of an enemy being pulverized be music in a video game?

			[…] In a well-stocked and busy game center, the music is semi-aleatory and polytonal: many different musical events happening together, more or less at random. If you listen closely, it sounds like the kind of thing that you have to buy tickets to hear in the haunts of the post-avant-garde.

			Drinking in the sounds of an arcade can certainly elicit an emotional or intellectual response, but unlike the music of Varèse and Tchaikovsky, McLellan’s arcade sound-world wasn’t created with intention, or at least not with the intention of creating a sound-world. Whatever arcade McLellan was in, it’s unlikely that the owner or manager arranged the games to create a sonic experience; the machines were probably placed strategically to impel folks to pump quarters in until their thumbs turned to ash. Arcade cabinets, so arranged, making their discrete sets of sounds, are not an orchestra; they’re a raucous bunch of solo acts busking for change.

			When I listen to music, I seek out catchy rhythm, regular meter, memorable melodies, and digestible harmonies. Some pieces can be challenging to listen to because they omit one or more (or all) of these listener-friendly qualities. Think the bubblegum easiness of the Beatles’ “I Want to Hold Your Hand” against the abstractness, tunelessness, even unpleasantness of “Revolution 9”—which was inspired in part by John Cage, according to Paul McCartney. I’ve been trained or enculturated to look for the familiar signposts in the former—you probably look for them too—which is why I find the latter a little baffling. I love plenty of music that requires some investigation, but the further it strays from the familiar, the easier it is for me to lose the trail. Music can provide clues for us listeners—that’s why we can sometimes predict where a song is going before it gets there, even if we’ve never heard it before. We follow the music’s trail, we dust for the artist’s fingerprints, and, when the song winds to a finish, the case is closed. That feeling of solving is the song’s resolution—it’s one of the things that can make listening pleasurable. It’s one way you might differentiate “music” from “soundscape.” 

			If this is how we define true music—not just as organized noise, but as sound with clear and carefully placed signposts, designed to effect an emotional or intellectual response—then music began its slow creep into video games toward the end of the 70s and into the early 80s, both at the arcade and in living rooms. Some of it is what McLellan is describing: simple, single-track ditties, usually only a few seconds long, and usually not very satisfying to listen to—but music all the same. Maybe it was the first few notes of Bach’s “Toccata and Fugue in D minor,” as in Zarzon (1981) or Donkey Kong Jr. (1982); or Mozart’s Eine kleine Nachtmusik, as in Mario Bros. (1983). (Even if the names of these pieces aren’t familiar, I bet you’d recognize them if you heard them.) These melodies usually played only at the start of the game or the beginning or end of a level, then melted away into the arcade-scape.

			The gradual move of video game music from disorganization to organization mirrors, in micro, the development of music from prehistory to the modern era. From the lost sounds of early human vocalizations, to ancient percussion and bone flutes, to lutes and lyres, to orchestras and boy bands—thirty or forty millennia. From the static of the first CRT to Super Mario Bros. to the studio-recorded tracks of modern video games, thirty or forty years.

			To simplify a complicated, subjective history of music: Western music, with its most familiar-to-us signposts, began to take form during the Renaissance. To me, earlier music sounds slightly misshapen—not ugly, sometimes quite lovely, but usually a little alien. Like Medieval manuscript illuminations, early music can be stunningly ornate—but bless those monks, they just couldn’t figure out how to draw faces. The sea change in Western music’s sound roughly coincides with the introduction of the printing press to Europe—around 1440. The first sheet music printed with movable type cropped up a few decades later—and gradually, printed music and music-related texts became easier to disseminate. That dissemination of ideas helped to homogenize and advance, over time, the sound of European music. Music from the Renaissance is still popular today: It’s regularly performed in churches, by professional ensembles, and by high-school choirs. Some musical forms that sprang up during the Renaissance, such as the madrigal, are still being used in modern compositions.

			The Gutenberg press of video game music was the Famicom, released in Japan in July 1983, then in the US as the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) in October 1985. It was a hugely popular console—it ultimately sold over 60 million units around the world—and helped the video game industry recover from its 1983 crash. Games once again could be distributed and played widely, like those scores printed with movable type. It was accessible, meaning the console and its games were relatively affordable and easy to find, unlike many home computers. Most importantly, these affordable machines had powerful audio hardware—matching, sometimes exceeding, the capabilities of expensive home computers—that allowed composers to level up their work.

			The NES has two square wave channels and one triangle wave channel, meaning it can play three tones at once—just enough to create clear harmonic progressions. It also has a generator for “noise,” typically used to emulate percussion or create sound effects complementing onscreen action. As a bonus—cartridge space permitting—it has a fifth channel for recorded sound samples.

			The earliest NES games sound much like their arcade and home console predecessors: little tunes that play under the start screen, bookend levels, or help you mourn a game over. The non-super Mario Bros. works exactly this way. Excitebike (1985) has a toe-tapping opening number, slightly more tense music for its level-select screen, and a cheerful end-of-race fanfare when you place first—but otherwise uses the console’s sound channels to mimic motorcycle noise. Duck Hunt (1984), in addition to the usual title/game-start/game-over music, uses a two-second jingle when your hound picks up a dead duck. In the rare case that music played throughout gameplay, it was usually monophonic—a single tone with no harmony—and in a lower register. You can hear this kind of background music in Kung Fu (1985) and Donkey Kong (1986). A short bassline—rarely exceeding ten seconds in length—thrums underneath the sound effects.

			It wasn’t until about two years after the Famicom’s release that composers started taking fuller advantage of its sound hardware. Several games published in the summer of 1985, shortly before the NES reached the US, had truly satisfying scores—among them, the iconic Super Mario Bros., which hit shelves in Japan that September. In his book about the game’s music, Andrew Schartmann writes: “[M]usical success in the video-game industry requires a complete product—one that provides quality and innovation in all facets of the gaming experience.” That is, one reason the music of Super Mario Bros. is so iconic is because it was packaged with an extraordinary game. But that’s not the only reason—the music itself is interesting enough not to be off-putting when it’s repeated over and over. It’s smart, catchy, and playful. It’s a far cry from its primitive arcade forebears. It’s “real” music that engages melody, harmony, meter, and rhythm in a truly satisfying way. Its overworld theme begins with an instantly identifiable, compelling riff—up there with the opening motif from Beethoven’s Symphony no. 5 as one of the most widely recognizable fragments in the history of music.

			In the US in the 80s and 90s, video games were marketed as children’s toys. This hobbled the medium for decades, making it difficult to consider it a legitimate means of artistic expression. Scaremongering journalism linked video games to violent behavior, social maladjustment, addiction, and other societal ills (a link that is still regularly unearthed and rehashed). The idea that video games were for kids and teens only—and that game-playing teens would grow up to destroy society—was naggingly persistent until the first crop of gamer kids, mostly born in the 70s and 80s, grew into well-adjusted adults. Grown-up Generation-Xers and Millennials have found we still like video games and have changed the conversation surrounding them, or the medium grew up alongside us and the conversation changed naturally, or both.

			Ideas about video game music changed, too. We Gen-Xers and Millennials who grew into game-loving adults carried our familiar childhood game music with us. In many cases, our earliest experiences with video games had also been some of our earliest experiences with music. But to many, that music was still invisible, fully tethered to the game experience—hummable background noise. When would game music cross that vague, ineffable cultural threshold required for us to recognize it as art? At what point would 8- or 16-bit music leap out of the cartridge, out of the living room? How would it end up where it is now—on concert stages, on streaming services, in viral videos, even played at weddings?

			The story begins with two little Japanese role-playing video games.

			•

			Dragon Quest (1986) was a milestone for video role-playing games. It welcomed newcomers to the genre by simplifying the mechanics of tabletop and early computer RPGs. It did away with job classes and fantasy races, pared down character stats to a select few, and limited the party to a single character. Though it retained turn-based combat, it did away with the strategic, tabletop-like movement of avatars through a battlefield—instead, battle screens showed an unmoving, head-on view of a single enemy. To help players feel a sense of progress, it maintained experience points, leveling up and stat increases, and weapon-and-armor upgrades. It capitalized on the open-world, top-down design that made The Legend of Zelda (1987) such a hit, but it added a scripted story that Zelda lacked, as well as greater interactivity between player and non-player characters—brand-new elements to NES games.

			Despite its innovation, Dragon Quest (DQ1) was an off-the-shelf knights-and-swords affair. Your chunky little avatar rescues a princess, slays the evil Dragon Lord, and restores peace to the world. Its simple graphics, threadbare plot, and stark music make for a pretty dry game. A plain tortilla chip: One can certainly take simple pleasure in crunching into it—sweet corn and salt and oil—but later games have been flavor-blasted with cool ranch or habanero cheddar. Its relative flavorlessness did not hold it back, though: DQ1 was a hit in Japan, and it sold more than two million copies. It was an unfortunate commercial flop in the US (released in 1989 and retitled Dragon Warrior), but plenty of folks still played it: Nintendo Power magazine gave about a million free copies away to new subscribers.

			But its true success isn’t in its sales or distribution; it’s in its legacy. DQ1 became an archetype for an entire genre—the Japanese role-playing game, or JRPG. JRPGs were slowly distinguishing themselves from Western RPGs by focusing on strictly enforced narratives, more cartoonish graphics, and (typically) simpler mechanics. The JRPG exploded in popularity in the decade that followed, eclipsing its Western counterpart to dominate 90s console RPGs.

			DQ1 was also an important advancement for video game music: composer Koichi Sugiyama’s work added sophistication, and an impressive pedigree, to the industry’s small but growing library of scores. Sugiyama is the world’s oldest game composer, born in 1931—28 years before Nobuo Uematsu. His career began before the advent of arcade games, let alone the Famicom. Before DQ1, he had a distinguished oeuvre under his belt, having written decades of songs for pop singers, television shows, commercials, movies, and musicals. His music began to appear on TV in the 60s, years before Uematsu began experimenting with music for the first time.

			Despite their age difference, Sugiyama and Uematsu entered the video game world at roughly the same time. DQ1, with Sugiyama at the 8-bit podium, was released in May 1986—a month after Uematsu’s debut work on the PC-88 sci-fi computer RPG Cruise Chaser Blassty. Sugiyama has continued his work on the Dragon Quest series ever since, and he became so wrapped up in the franchise that it has come to define his career—much as Uematsu’s is defined by Final Fantasy.

			•

			Nobuo Uematsu wears glasses and a scruffy mustache; these days, his wiry salt-and-pepper hair is usually pulled back in a ponytail and sometimes dressed with a jaunty handkerchief. He loves the Beatles and Led Zeppelin. The first record he ever owned was Elton John’s Honky Château. He brews his own ale and is confident he has seen ghosts. He embraces and lives his dad-rock truth: In 2002, in his 40s, he formed a prog rock group called the Black Mages, which played covers of the music he composed for the Final Fantasy series—as close to a garage band as a man of his stature could possibly get.

			But he’s no quirky mediocre weekend rocker. Uematsu’s garage band is a beloved side project to a dazzling international musical career. He has enthusiastic fans all over the world, and he’s popular in a way few living composers can manage. Orchestras scramble to program his music to cash in on his cachet. When he appears at concerts, crowds thunder for him in a way some symphony halls may not have heard in decades. As early as September 1994, just before FF6’s US release, Diehard GameFan magazine described him as “godlike.”

			Uematsu is no god, but instead a liminal composer, existing between musical borders rather than across them. He is and is not a maestro; he composes for and conducts orchestras but is a non-entity in the insular classical music world. The majority of his work is heard but not performed; his instruments are immaterial, and his musicians are millions of tiny grey or black boxes crammed somewhere near a television. His compositional style is both and neither classical and/nor contemporary. His music is popular, but it isn’t pop music. His work is, by some measures, derivative and easy to classify; by others, he both defies and defines a genre.

			Uematsu’s music is familiar as much as it isn’t, and that’s its defining feature. It sounds like something that should already have existed. It calls attention to itself and diverts attention from itself; it’s both assertive and self-effacing. So what does it sound like? What style is it? How is it written?

			When I asked him in an email exchange to describe his composition style, he responded simply: “It’s like talking to a friend.”

			When Nobuo Uematsu scored his first video game in 1986, he was not expecting to make a dent in music history. He didn’t even expect his first gig at Square (formally Square, Co., Ltd.) to become a regular thing, much less materialize into a career. “Game music didn’t exist as a job back then as far as most people knew,” he told the Red Bull Music Academy Daily in 2014. “I thought I’d just do game music for a couple of years and then move on to something […] like film music, or writing popular music.”

			Uematsu was born in 1959 in Kōchi, Japan (today, less populous than Tulsa, Oklahoma). While he enjoyed music from an early age, he never studied it formally. He taught himself to play guitar and piano by ear, at the relatively late, post-prodigy age of eleven or twelve. As a teenager, he wrote for and played in a rock band with friends from school, but his parents wouldn’t permit him to study music in college. Still, he knew he wanted to make a career of it.

			After he finished college in 1981, he was desperate to break into the music industry—a tall order for someone with no connections and no formal training. He sent out demo tapes indiscriminately, day after day; if he
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