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During the Né4’s lifespan, only
one studio was able to match

Nintendo when it came to

games, and that was UK-based
Rare. Join Damien McFerran

ack in the late Nineties, being

an N64 owner was a testing

experience. Having to listen

to your PlayStation-owning
chums constantly droning on about Lara
Croft and Solid Snake was enough to put
any Nintendo devotee in a bad mood,
but the general lack of quality software
towards the end of the console’s lifespan
was especially galling. Bearing this in
mind, it's relatively easy to see why Rare
is held in such high esteermn with veterans
of the N64 era. Thanks to a string of
stunning releases including Diddy Kong
Racing, Perfect Dark, GoldenEye 007 and
Blast Corps, the company found itself in
a position of regard usually reserved for
the Big N itself. Another game, which
cemented Rare’s relationship with its
fans, was Jet Force Gemini, arguably the
company’s most innovative and inventive
piece of software from that period.

An epic third-person sci-fi adventure,

Jet Force Germini saw the player assume
control of a plucky team of futunstic freedom
fighters — consisting of hurmanoid siolings
Juno and Vela, cyber-pooch Lupus and
Flowd the robot — as they attampt to release
the galaxy from the vice-like gnp of the vl

THE MARING OF: JET FORCE GEMINI

&£ Many games influenced
Jet Force Gemini, from Eighties
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» Concapt art for
Nizar, tha gami &
ultimarte bad guy

engineenng graduate in 1996 and worked
on Diddy Kong Racing,” he reveals. “After

cute and cuddly platforming titles and its
more mature first-person shooters, Jet Force
Germind's inspirations were manifold. “it's

fair to say that many games from the team’s
collectve past influenced Jet Force Geming
from Exghties arcade classics nght up to

the most recent titles of the day,” recalls

Mountain. ~ The free-roaming nature of
Super Mano 64 influenced the scale and the

was also an influence on some areas of the
game, such as the collecting and upgrading
of waapons, | supposa, in short, we were
inspired by all the good stuff we'd played
and enjoved playing.”

It wasn't just m terms of gameplay that
the title borrowed from other sources, enther.

» [NG4] Third playable character Lupus features

a niumber of cybeifighe BUgmErTaldns

“Visually, it tried to pull from all over the
place,” admits lead artist Lee Musgrave

Mintendo, the creative process was free
rom urwvanted interferance. "MNntendo
ook regular looks at the game durng
development and we kstensd to any
teadback that they gave us, but it was
essentially a Rare-developed titke,” explains
Mountain, Qutside pressure did result in
one major change, though: the game's
protagonists onginally sported an overly
cute visual style, but this was alterad at
MNintendo's behest. “| rermember us
showing Shigeru Mvamoto an early build,”
says Musgrave. "After some particularty
candid feedback on the characters, we
made changes.”
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Diddy Kong Racing's completion in 1337, openness of some of the backgrounds and “There are elements of Star Wars in there, Lol il —
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However, it wasn't just Miyamoto's GOLDENEYE 007
suggestions that instigated such aesthetic SYSTEM: NINTENDO 64
alterations, as Musgrave is quick to point YEAR: 1997

BANJO-KAZOOIE:

out: “The art team gresw in confidence and
ability throughout the creation of Jet Force
Gemini and started to push things harger
technology-wise. There were elements that
wera redone just because we had learmned
how to do them better.”

Although the NE4 had been available
for a couple of years, developers were sti
getting to grips with its innovative analogue
controller, and the Jet Force Gemiy team

NUTS & BOLTS wmicrueem:
SYSTEM: XBOX 340
YEAR: 2008
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was certanly no exception. " The ovemding
aim was to create a control system that
was both fun and as easy 10 pick up and
play as possible while retaining the variety
of gameplay that we wanted,” explains
Mountain, "Although much of this was
completed in the first haif of development
we continued to playtest and tweak
throughout the project.”

Just as it had enabled Super Mario 64
to shine, the N64 pad became intrinsic to
the Jet Force Gemini expenence. “The
analogue controller was essential to us 1o
get the game playing how we wanted. A
chgrtal systerm could not have given the
same level of control and targeting finesse,”
asserts Mountain. Jet Force Germin's
control scheme is a two-part affair; walking
around was very much like your typical 3D
platformer, but entering a combat situation
trigaers a switch to a closer viewpoint. This
unique systemn has since been replicated in
games such as Resident Ewvl 4 and Gears
Of War “The idea behind the system was
to retain a character-based game — hence
the frequent use of a third-person view
where you see the character you are playing
as — but to bring in some of the tightness
and accuracy of a first-person shooter,”
reveals Mountain. “After many attemnpts to
automate the change of view and targeting
mode based on the context of the action,
we settled on a manual system with the

targeting camera fixed behind the character's

head, as we felt this delivered the best
gameplay expenence.” The decision was a
success. "The solution vwe ended with 15 a

beautiful thing,” says Musgrave with a smile.

“It feels very old-school to me; difficult,
unforgiving, but ultimately precisa.”

One of the most refreshing aspects of
the game was the way in which the player's
prograssion throughout the vanous levels
was handled. Initially, the only character
available is Juno, but eventually other heroes
are added to the roster, each faced with a
slightly different route through the game
world. “The characters all had an ability that

= | ME4| Ea'.'lug all of the Tribals in each stage was
the only way 1o complete the game — but they often
died toa sasly, forcing you to replay entrs knmeis
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wWas unigue to them,” explains Mountain.
“These were playtested and fine-tuned
against specific parts of the environment,
which we developed to take advantage of
one of the abiities. This enabled certain
‘farks in the road’ to be introduced into
the game, where two characters would
be forced to go in one direction but the
third would have the option — providng
they recognised the opportunity — to take
a different route. For example, Vela was
able to swim under the water, s0 she
could negotiate areas like underwater
tunnels while Lupus was able to hover
for short periods of time, gnang him the
ability to cross wide gaps that couldn’t be
jumped. This introduced challenges into
the level layout and timing of game events,
such as the points where you unlocked or
upgraded characters. These were resoived
with a mixture of forward-planning and
extensive playtestng.”

While the game was pushing the
boundaries of what was possible in an NG4
action title, it also displayed some of Rare's
famous experimentation — namely some
brilliant racing mini-games. “We were initially
trialling the introduction of a small hover
ship,” says Mountain. " This proved to be
quite fun to fly around in so we wanted to
do a bit more with it than simply hover about
a few levels. Several members of the team
- myself included - loved racing games
and had worked on Digdy Kong Racing,
so we knocked together some tracks
and basic race mechanics to
amuse oursaives
with. Because these
proved to be fun we
decided to work them
into the game and they
formed the futunsbc ant
racing and the top-down
arcade racing games.”

When Jet Force Germini
was eventually released
in 1999, i recenved
overwhelmingly positie
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JET FORCE GEMINI pushed the NB4 hardware to breaking point yet, for the mist
part, it managed to stay on the right side of acceptable. However, one area where

the developer probably went a litthe too far was the deathmatch mode, inspired by

the exceBent four-player iteration previously witnessed in GoldenEye 007 “A good
feature, but maybe a step too far,” is Musgrave's opinion, but Mountain is less
repentant. ~ | would stand by the decision to include this in the final game. Although it
wasn't perfect by any maans, we had many fun hours playing this dunng development
and hoped that players would get the same enjoymeant out of It In retrospect, given
the limitations of the screen resolution, the split-screen mulitiplayer would have

been much mare suited to a first-person camera view as this would have made the
player’sinvolvement in the action feel tighter and more focused. Although this view of
the action would have gone against the ethec of the mam game, to some extent, it is
something | would certainly address if | could turn back time.” Musgrave sums itup
nicely; “It didn't do GoldenEye any harm, 50 we thought it prudent to include.

= [NE4] Soma of the boss encounters semolshy
pushed the MBS handwana 1o ds mets. You | struggle
1 fird & Dotter wisusl expenenca on the console

1|NE-- Tr AT 1"'-'.|| NI |r.-|~ -
targotang ,'~I= m in full effect. SN

‘-"I-_‘r
. w

reviews and became a vital weapon in the
MNE4's armoury as it entered a penod of
uncertainty. With the recent worldwide
launch of Sega's 128-bit Dreamcast,
Nintendo could no longer boast that it had
the most powerful console on the block.
Jet Force Gemini was unguastionably a
headline release, but despite this there
were some voices of dissent in the crowd:
many people felt that the ight-hearted
visuals befied the incredibly harsh challenge
contained within. Much of the cnticism was
levelled at the game's insistence on having
to save every one of the
Ewok-esque Inbals in

the game. “From a

approached this today

L forgiving on the
requirement

to save all the Tribals before
being able 1o progress to

Musgrave shares a similar
sentiment: " This feature was
actually a late addition to

the game and was quite
a brutal stroke for us at
such a late stage... I'm
not sure we would make the
same move again.”

Another area where critics were quick to
attack was the manner in which Jet Fomce
Germini pushed the NB4 hardware to its
imits, which resulted n what 15 arguably

one of the best-looking games on the

the finale,” admits Mountain.

;

console, but also gave rise to painful bouts
of slowdown. However, Musgrave remains
unrepentant. “We grew as developers and
artists throughout Jet Force Gemini It was
the proving ground for many people still at
Rare today, and as we got better we found
new and inventive ways 1o make the NB4
sing... and strain.”

Mountain agrees: “As a developer who
wants to push everything to the imit, and
beyond sometimes, there nearly always
anses a craving for more power from the
hardware.” With this in mind, why, then,

order to fully complete ‘ ‘ JEt Force Gemini was the
ecoravemsant 1 FQVING ground for many

did the company not choose to make use
of the recently released 4MB Expansion
Pak? “Although the Pak was due to be
released with Donkey Kong 64, 1t remained
something that all NG4 owners would

not necessanty have access to,” explans

Mountain. “We wanted to deliver the
same expernence to all players and were
confident that we could do this using the
standard 4MB of RAM on the console.
This decision allowed us to focus all of our
eftorts on gettiing everythuing that we wanted
working on an unexpanded console, and |
firmiy believe that we were able to do this.”

Musgrave adds another explanation: "It

would have made the production costs go

s [ME] Jor Fovee Gy featured a
§ wade range of different locatsons, rangng
from enclosed Saces i wale-00en arenss
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OMNE ASPECT OF Jet Force Geminithat
was arquably ahead of its time is the
co-op mode. This featura is unkscked
once the player has successiully
reassembled the fourth playable
character, the amusingly named Floyd
the Droid. Rather than allow both plavers
to go off and do ther own lhlrlq_ tha
second participant would provade fire
support for the first. "Like every feature
it needed thought and planneng to get thas
in the game,” says Mountain. "Because
of the ssmple approach that we took with
the co-operatve play it made ths less
of a headache than it couwld have been
Flovd, who was vour fiving robot sidekick,
Was aasier to position in the emironment
than a fully controllalble second character.
From a gameplay standpoint, this freed
up the second player to concentrate
entirely on helping out thesr playmate
by targeting the bad guys, which
meant the same emironments codld
be approachad m a subily different
wiay while, hopefully, keepang the game
control as pure as possible.”

up and the release timescale less favourable.
We were confident that we could graphically
outdo many games that were using the Pak
regardless. We were right.”

Both Musgrave and Mountain are stil
employed by Rare and they both have fond
memeories about Jet Force Gemint | love
the epic nature of the whole thing — it really
feels like an adventure as you play through,
and | like the old-school feel t00,” gushes
Musgrave. “| think the art tearn did a great
job in pushing things as far as they could
go at the time, and | also love the vanety
of gameplay in the product
- proper value for money!”

Mountain is equally pleased
with the end result: "1 am very
proud of the whole game. It
was a temfic game to work

Wl pe0ple still at Rare today ¥) o omen

players developing it. | enoy

some of the slightly more off-
the-wall humour that is dispersed throughoul
the game and, as an engineer, | can
hopefully say this without ego: the graphics
were beautiful. | am glad that we took on
the challenge of producing a thirg-person
shooter and also glad that we produced a
title that, although challenging, never takes
itself too senously. It was fun to ncorporate
so many elements into the title with — o
name a few - the multiple characters and
weapons, the bosses, the ability to disguise
yourself, the nightclub complete with DJ,
the racing games and the Floyd min-games
hopefully providing great vanety for players.
It was a great project to be involved with and
| feal very proud of what it achieved.”
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