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THE EARLY DAYS



From Origin to Verant

• We were working on Privateer Online; it got cancelled.
• Raph learned about it while in Australia.
• The team went on the market, and Verant gave us an Austin studio.
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Tensions with San Diego

• There was an existing team working on Star Wars Online.

• We didn’t expect to be asked to take it on.

• We started to work on a space addition for it…

• But their version was supposed to share an engine with 
EverQuest II, which was not far along; and was an action 
game, in the days before Planetside showed that was 
possible.
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Working out of J’s house
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• When the leadership of the game was given to Austin, all the 
San Diego engineers on the project quit.

• We ended up doing development across both cities, with a 
substantial art team in San Diego.

• Lots of culture challenges.

Tensions with San Diego
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• The mandate from SOE was to differentiate from EverQuest,
in order to avoid cannibalizing that game’s subscribers.

• Our background from Ultima Online was in making online 
sandbox worlds, very different from EQ.

• In these pre-World of Warcraft days, the template for MMOs 
was not yet set.

Sandbox vs themepark
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MAKING THE GAME



The Jedi dilemma

• The pillars of Jedi in the Star Wars universe:
• Everyone wants to be a Jedi.
• Jedi are rare during the original trilogy.
• Jedi are super powerful.

• Could we…
• Make them NPC only? No.
• Change the time period so they weren’t rare? No.
• Make them less powerful? Sure… but common and not special doesn’t sound 

much like Star Wars anymore.

• We toyed with permadeath…

• But settle on a system where players have to sample a random set of 
the many features of the game – every player’s set was different.
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• The game shipped on 3 CD’s – a total capacity of 2.1GB.
• We installed 2GB.

• It required a 56Kbps modem.
• Downloading 1 GB on one of those took over 18 hours.
• If nobody picked up the phone or hung up, that is.
• A cable connection today is 6500x faster.

PC capability in 2003
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Terrain system

Ultima Online: 
16 sq km

Everquest:
116 sq km
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SWG’s planets represented over 2.5GB of data 

Maps to scale
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Fractal terrain
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• A custom tool created 
procedural rules in layers, like 
Photoshop.

• Each planet shrank to around 
30K on disk.

• We couldn’t afford the RAM 
on the server to hold the 
planets, so we had to 
generate them as players 
walked around.

• This led to huge issues with 
collision, and messed up 
combat!

• Rules could be added on the 
fly, which allowed runtime 
placement of buildings.

Runtime procedural terrain tools
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From this…
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…to this, in four months
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• Everything had to go 
through approvals 
processes.

• Lucky to have Haden 
Blackman as the 
LucasArts producer.

• Getting reference 
material from the as-
yet-unreleased 
prequel movies was 
a big deal.

Approval process
rv/rk



Remember the purple lightsaber?
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Recreating SW scenes
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Character customization
rk
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Dynamic POIs

Thanks to the proc 
gen terrain we could 
drop entire hand-
built set pieces as 
dynamic 
encounters.
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Throwing away the level-based RPG

• Crafting would be on equal 
footing with combat… and so 
would dancing and 
hairdressing.

• We designed 612 separate 
skills, arranged into trees, with 
intricate interdependencies.

• Players had to learn skills from 
one another.

• They had to watch musicians 
and dancers to deal with their 
PTSD from combat.

• This got much derision.
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• Players could harvest materials while 
offline.

• And materials would move and 
change.

• This led to unique stats on every object.
• Database bloat!!

• Everything was crafted by players.

• There was no loot.

• Everything broke eventually too.

• To prevent various forms of cheating, 
we decided to only allow one character 
per server.

A player-driven economy
rk



Resource system
rk



READY TO LAUNCH?



HELL NO



Our timeline is HOPELESS

Content tools are 
ready in Feb ‘03

We launch in June 
‘03

We do “beta 
testing” by inviting 
250 players in to 
test chat in June 
‘02. Just chat 

because nothing 
else works.

Sept 2000, we 
start in earnest.

Terrain works by 
April ‘01.

Two years, nine months.

We win a 
bunch of E3 
awards in 

2001
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• No real quests in the game. Jabba’s Palace is the only real 
quest chain.

• No quest system, either.
• We end up relying on randomly generated mission terminals, which 

gets extremely repetitive.

• We ran out of time to implement all the things to track to 
become a Jedi.

• We settled for “try a random subset of the 612 skills.”

We have no…
rk



Player-granted missions were cut for time…
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• Posted up design documents from 
very early on – and actually adjusted 
the design based on the feedback.

• Players elected representatives from 
each of the professions to serve as a 
direct contact to the team.

• Ended up being an MIT case study in 
how to build a community.

• There was a 1:1 match between our 
forum activity and our day one sales.

Building the SWG community
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The 501st Legion threaten to picket

• Over playing Stormtroopers…

• They’re clones, but we can’t tell them yet!
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We overhype
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Launch disaster

• We are so short on time and game content that we bus out ~60 
people from QA and put them up in extended stay hotels. Then we 
have them pile in and just start placing objects on the map.

• We are supposed to launch in May. We ask for an extra year. We 
are given a month and a half.

• We fly out our most dedicated testers to ask them to help quell 
anger among the public.

• Then the game doesn’t even work on the first day.
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Reviews

• GameSpy: the “green banana” award for unripe game
• CGW:
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LIFE IN A GALAXY FAR FAR AWAY



Early analytics systems

• We had really robust analytics for the day.
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Crafting and social were surprisingly popular
Social
14%

Outdoors
8%

Medical
18%

Combat
41%

Crafting
19%
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• Houses could be placed 
anywhere outside of 
cities.

• Players used this to block 
off dungeon entrances… 
oops.

• 25% of players owned a 
house.

• An average of 12000 
houses on every server.

Housing
rv



House decorating
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Political system and player cities

• Players could set laws for their cities.

• There were an average of 125 player cities per server. (!)
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• You could find a 
creature as a baby.

• It learned its name from 
you saying it over and 
over again.

• You could teach it tricks 
and watch it grow up.

• Having a ton of powerful 
pets became too 
dominant in combat.

Pets
rv



PvP, TEF, and factions

• Common wisdom was that free for all PvP had destroyed UO. 
The EQ philosophy was basically safe play.

• We developed a “temporary enemy flagging system” that let 
you join a side but “covertly” so you could opt in with a time 
limit.

• < 1% of characters were engaged in full time PvP.

• But 26% (!) used the “covert” system to opt in some of the 
time.
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Bases and faction warfare
rv/rk



Dancing… and bands on tour

Search “Fett’s Vette” on 
YouTube. You won’t regret it. 
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Player society

• A sizable Machinima community cropped up. Music videos. 
Soap operas.

• There was even a beauty pageant. 
• Bear in mind, YouTube didn’t exist yet.
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Crafting

• The player economy 
had to bootstrap up 
from zero, because 
there was no real 
loot.

• But players did it, 
basically “inventing” 
the weapons and 
equipment they 
would use in the 
game.
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Player driven economy

• An average of 30% of all players on a server were running a 
shop!

• 15000 vendors per server!

• On some servers, 50%. This was shocking at the time.
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THE DEATH STAR APPROACHES



Failing to fulfill the fantasy

• Our vision doc had 
promised exciting combat, 
the feeling of Star Wars, 
epic storylines…

• We had delivered a 
sandbox, by the skin of our 
teeth.
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It didn’t hold
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The price of launching too early

• Content is king. 

• Exit surveys said:
• Game got repetitive
• Not enough to do
• Too buggy
• Not enough storyline

• But almost 80% said they would return if that were fixed…
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We desperately try to add content…

• But it is too little, too late…
• And our tools for doing it are terrible.
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Jedi and the Holocrons

• Marketing says “we need Jedi by Christmas.”

• The decision is made to drop hints.

• But a few hints gave away the whole system.

• From then on, Jedi were common.

• Worse, players all played to reach Jedi, rather than the way 
they enjoyed.

• Churn rate went up more.
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Jump to Lightspeed

• Full action space 
combat.

• Multiuser ships you 
could walk around in

• Or be the gunner 
while someone else 
piloted
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Jump to Lightspeed runs up against WoW
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• Combat upgrade!
• Didn’t really make a dent.

• Then the decision is made to try to do a drastic, action 
combat revamp.

• It will be called “the New Game Experience.”

Trying to stop the bleeding
rk



THE NGE



The most infamous patch ever

Action RPG combat 
put in place.

Skill trees removed 
in favor of classes.

No more mixing of 
professions. 
Peaceful 
professions were 
now helpless in 
combat.

Jedi as a starter 
class.

Pets frozen forever, 
players holding 
funerals for them.
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Wait… people liked the game after all?

“…a lost love. Sort of 
like seeing your 

spouse with 
Alzheimer’s.”

“Let us pause to 
mourn the collapse of 
Western civilization.”
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The NGE impact
Actual cancellations versus projected cancellations without NGE, first month

25%
quit

Announcement date 
of NGE

Launch 
date

Projected
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• Players 
complained in 
droves.

• A refund for the 
latest expansion 
was issued.

• Previews in 
magazines 
attempted to put 
a brave face on it, 
but… 
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The only game to win it TWICE

Yes, the same magazine.

rk/rv



A NEW ERA



For the next six years, the live team did an incredible job of 
marrying the new NGE gameplay with many of the older 
features, bringing back much of the “world” that had been 
lost.

Live efforts
rk



Live events

• There was a paid event staff that ran events in the game on a 
regular basis.

• They could create events all across the servers, advertise 
them, and run them in real time.

• Eventually these tools were given
directly to players.

• More than 3 million quests were 
created by players in one month 
when the Chronicle Master system
was released.
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December 15th, 2011.

The end and atmospheric flight
rk/rv



AFTERLIFE



Fans kept it alive
rk



Fan servers

Today, across a dozen fan run servers, there are still thousands of active users.

Bespin, entirely built by players.

rk



Legacy

• Somehow, this game that had

• A ridiculously short dev period

• One of the worst launches ever

• Terrible churn and almost no 
content

• The most infamous patch in all of 
gaming history

rv



…is now a classic.
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• Today, the crafting system is widely regarded as one of the 
best ever made.

• The idea that many players might like to live peaceful lives in 
an online game doesn’t seem weird anymore.

• Asynchronous harvesting became the basis of Facebook 
gaming.

• Entire genres are built atop house decorating.
• Real-time event systems are still rare.

• …And of course, people don’t laugh at the idea of
putting dancing in a game anymore.

rk/rv



“Thank you, I'll say goodbye soon.
Though it’s the end of the world,

Don't blame yourself.
And if its true,

I will surround you 
and give life to a world

That's our own.”

Goodbye to a World
rk
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