Jakub Dvorsky is Czech designer who created cosmic dandelions, gnome in shed boots and night cap, insectables, sheepsticks and crockloppes, and also cute tactful robot Joseph, bathing in oil tank and mechanical cat – well, the world of Samorost and Machinarium. Dealing with his games, publishers speak of special East European style, and university professors read on the basis of his quests the course of visual communication. Sergey Klimov spoke with Jakub on life matters and came to know why studio did not drink after release, how indie games changed the last times and what common all East European developers have.

Hi Jakub! We came to you by marvelous Czech roads. We had your Brno address but I’ve never been to Brno before and I did not know what to expect: if you live in small wooden house at the corner of park or in some old stone castle on a hill...

Hi! Small wooden house would be very nice. But there are no such houses in Brno. Tea?

Yes. Green, please. We were not disappointed when arrived, you know. Your location place is awesome – no doubt that just here creator of Samorosts and Machinarium can live and work well.

(smiling) Why? Because I have disorder and mess here?

Because you live in loft in ancient Austrian-Hungarian mansion. It is a genre classics! Developers of King’s Bounty shall live in pine forest, and author of Machinarium – in unbelievably beautiful city, on the last floor of mansion where it can be seen as old tramways turn into city square.

I like Brno, it is true. Here it is calm and is possible to work quietly.

Isn’t it calm in Prague, then? 

Well, there are awesome points in Prague, and also touristic places where you better not drop to, or you will be smashed down. If I will ever move, I will find something near the park. Or the region of old cemetery. Not to be disturbed by anybody.

Jakub works at home, and he lives in a loft of ancient Austrian-Hungarian mansion in calm and quiet Brno. 

Do you plan to move?

Sooner or later I will possibly have to. Business meetings are always in Prague. How many times me and you met during a year? And every time in Prague, it is the first time you came to Brno. Besides, my current girlfriend is also from Prague. And I’m not against, it is beautiful place.

Brno is also very beautiful, by the way. Have you seen the hotel we stayed in? Gorgeous building!

I did not want to disappoint you, but earlier it was not a hotel. First I wanted to write about it, when you sent me a link, but later decided not to do that.

If there were police department?

Worse. Children’s dental clinic. My parents took me there.

Damn it!

It happens. The second life of city, priorities have changed. Earlier it was important for clinic to be in center, and not so important in what building. Now it turns out that in such ancient building it is better to open hotel.

Oh, it is just like with games. Earlier the engine was important, how water is detailed, how it is possible to adjust the camera. And now the scenario, the characters become more and more important. Machinarium in this sense is an example: gamers just dive into the world created by you, and this is it. Did you work for a long on game?

Three years.

How did you feel during these three?

These were three good years. I could complain about something but in fact I can’t. Work was a positive feeling.

No lie?

Really. I don’t know, the reason may be that we are indie team and we are not somebody’s employees. Often you read in post mortems of American studios about tortures of all team, struggle inside a group. We had nothing of that kind. We worked a lot, had no disputes, did not work during whole nights yet. With such a game like ours it is impossible to make yourself invent something. To make a good thing, it is needed to be in good mood.

How many people made Machinarium?

Seven, it is the biggest group in history of Amanita. Especially if compared to team which made Samorost.

Are these seven in general hired employees or old friends?

We are all friends – by education places, previous works. Before that we met at making animations, book projects, and even now sometimes we work together outside the studio.

What are the feelings by such team?

Excellent. It is better to work when you’re not alone – I can give such advice to all who are going to create own game. Due to motivation, comments, critics, choice of ideas. If you have a team, you will make very different game, because many things are easier with friends. We were taught that in Academy: “masterpiece is a result of work of creative team”. It happens seldom that genius director can on his own make a good movie – without close work with operator, artist of project.


Machinarium is a big dump city full of vivid characters, Here there are prisoner robots, dog robots and cat robots, robots-musicians and even robots-evil neighbours. 

I see. It is a common topic for new teams. By the more – successfulness of studios which have several friendly partners is higher than of studios established by single developers.

Now when you finished the project, game is released for sale, what can you say? Are you happy or on the contrary – earlier there was a dream, and now it’s gone?

I’m happy. Without exaggeration. 
It is pleasant to hear: even somebody is happy in East Europe. Just when we ask some of Russian developers, they all speak of crisis for struggle for project, and then of crisis of raw material that is published. Now journalists name Machinarium as the best quest of the year, players say that project is equal to their expectations. There is much positivity. Still two-three years ago there were much skepticism. Did you believe yourself that game would be so successful?

Yes. I believed in Machinarium since the very beginning of development, no questions here. We already discussed it in Seattle, remember? Many people, when speaking of indie team, often represent a group of people without experience who by way of tests and mistakes find their place in industry. And for real, some indie teams, as we for example, are groups of professionals from different spheres, who make a group for working on game based on our existing experience, For example, our composer writes awesome music and I had no doubt he would perform well with Machinarium soundtrack. I knew from the very beginning than as for sound and visual part we will have beautiful game – when it will be finished.

Lucky you! Did you make prototype before the work start?

No, it wasn’t necessary. At the beginning of development we had only the idea. We in Amanita are enough experienced and we understand that we work well. I was sure that as for sound, graphics and, as result, atmosphere everything will be done good. The risk lied in other thing.

The plot?

Game mechanics. When I began to draw the first sketches, I soon got the image of what game process should be, and I knew we would realize that process by our visual means. We did not invent new technology, not account for something hanging in air, as developers of other game genres often do. Nevertheless I was sure that as the result this game process would be…how to formulate it better… catching? I was afraid that we make beautiful game with atmosphere and integrity – but too mechanical. I mean smooth but boring. Like non-alcoholic party.

Why? You did Samorost before; it is a very funny game...

To be frank, I have much more experience as artist that as designer. If you ask me what I am, I will not say “game developer”, I will say “artist”. I work with movies; recently I did puppets for new Czech project. I work with animation, make clips, illustrations for books. And as for game design, I just began.

Well, for many Russian developers it is not a problem, as some people here find themselves to be specialists nearly in everything...

I think experienced person understands his limits. The more experienced you are, the stronger you are. The thing is in level of control you accustom to. When developing Machinarium, I completely controlled visual row in game: as an artist, I can for accurately predict the result of my work. Do you remember how we began to re-draw some backgrounds just at the end of development. We started that without any risk, we just looked at what could be improved and understood that it will take a month and a half, which we had. And as for design, I lacked experience, predictability of project. Until the last year of work I had doubts – if it will be done well, if it will be catching for me.


Game atmosphere is not corrupted by harsh human talks: when robots speak or remind something, above their heads there appear stylized bubbles with animated stories. 
I see. Once I was climbing the Half Dome mountain in California, in Yosemite park, and before the climbing I, as a true show-offer, put in rucksack a bottle of champagne, to celebrate on the top. And after ten hours of climbing, when we took a seat on the mountain top, I opened that bottle. I took a sip – and it happened to be very different, not like I dreamed of in camp: I would be waiving a bottle with happiness, watering rocks with champagne foam and so on. I just took the map and began to define the route back. I mean, there wasn’t any exciting, peak moment when you can really get crazy of happiness. Did you have any colorful emotional moment with Machinarium when you understood – this is it, the success. For example sales began and you saw the first orders and took port wine of 1966 origin from a bar?

Nice story about champagne (smiles). No, with Machinarium we had not such peak. Two months before game release we opened pre-sales, orders went gradually, without agiotage. Also that time we were working without pause, finishing the game, and we even had no time to look through number of sold copies.

Of course I would be a bit hypocrite if I say that money is nothing for us. For us money in many aspects is freedom to experiment, freedom to make such projects which are interesting for us. We already spoke on that with team – if we will sell much or little, if we will return the budget…and we understood that we cannot anyhow influence the sales except working on project. So it’s better not to bother and just work (smiles).
And what about sales in general now, when you have time to look through statistics?

Sales... (smiles) Sales are good. Very good. Nobody believed that, for example, in Germany or in Russia it is possible to sale more copies of Machinarium than of some qualitative strategy or RPG. It appeared to be a surprise for all. Well, at least this is what publishers say, and I believe them (laughs).
Is it comparative to the last Samorost?

Tenfold or even twentyfold. Moreover, now we get publishers from countries where previously we despaired to seek for publisher. Recently we signed contract on publishing in England, Belgium and even Australia – and if you remember how we showed the game to Australians during last exhibition in Köln and they said it would never be popular in their market.

You sell Machinarium in Europe and America for twenty dollars. Is it much or little?

We find that sum reflects what players get for this money. In Germany, by the way, in shops the game costs thirty euro, but it is already overkill. I don’t feel comfortable about that, yet German players leave positive comments on Machinarium.

Is your team satisfied with commercial success? I mean, admission by media is good, but it was predictable, you understand that the game is of high quality. And money yielded is another matter.

We are surprised a lot. We understand little in commercial side of issue, and current financial result became a surprise for ourselves. If you read industry press, it seems that genre of such games as our Machinarium is dying out, if not already died. Developers and publishers complain the bad sales, budgets are shortened, projects are cancelled. And we happen to be even better.

Are there many players?

A lot. On day of release, server failed due to overload.

It means that there will be sequel?

There will be a new game, for sure. But it will hardly be a sequel of this story, as we are not Electronic Arts (smiles).
Ok, I will ask you about new project later. And returning to development process – can you say that during three years there were some periods of extreme difficulty? Or vice versa, it was easy?

It is like mount climbing. At the beginning, it is rather easy, the first kilometers. You are motivated and full of energy. Then you get tired, it becomes hard – and the higher, the harder it is. Landscape around does not change. Instead of abstract thirty kilometers there appear real rocks and pines. Only at the very end, when you already see the top, you again become easy. That is what we had with Machinarium. It is always important not to keep the aim visible, but still you lose it in some moment and get stuck in depression. Nothing can be done here.

You had many such hard moments?

Many.

That is why I like you, Jakub! American developer here would say that he worked with a smile on his face only and everything is bullshit except the bees*. (note: Russian slang phrase)
I’m from East Europe, so I can’t cheat myself (smiles). I got much pleasure from working on project, but there also were depressions – hard enough ones.

Connected with what? Just the accumulated tiredness?

Including it. But generally I was afraid if we will finish the game on the whole – in aspect of game mechanics. It seemed to me that I incredibly broadened the design and such a big project for Amanita after Samorost may appear back-breaking. I mean, we will draw backgrounds, write music, and the process itself will remain raw, will not cover all possible variants of developments of game situations.

Sergey Klimov — director general of Moscow company Snowball Studios and old author of Igromaniya magazine». He has been dealing with games for 14 years, during this time he succeeded to publish in Russia more than 200 projects for all platforms - PC, PS2, PSP, PS3, Xbox 360, Wii and DS, yet he deals with РС with special treatment. Among his own games he succeeded to develop one and to publish (Pike), another – to develop and freeze (Vseslav).

At the moment Sergey and his team develop their own publishing trend, working on game about USSR war in Afghanistan, project for children based on modern TV movies and role quest which is constructed on engine Mount & Blade: Warband. Most of all Sergey dreams to take academy vacation in publishing company and to move to Czech Republic to his friend Jakub Dvorsky, and may be, to work a couple of years on Vseslav.

What you did in such moments?

I told myself that it will pass and that depression for creative people is normal, it is part of process. it happens with directors, theatre playwrights. I saw even worse state of things during study in Academy. So I just waited the bad mood to go away, and it went. What else can be done? Making yourself working is not a variant. Without inspiration, it is possible to paint a fence, but hardly enough to design caricature or write a song. If you do a little – quality will be arguable. It is possible not to make efforts, but to wait when your “spring” will be tight again. This variant is closer to me; I am not a supporter of self-violence. I’m working best when I’m in perfect form, in good mood.

Jakub, this morning I saw Tomas who develops Alchemia (www.alchemiagame.com). And I thought – what an interesting coincidence – he lives nearly one hour drive from you, in Bratislava. At that, his Alchemia looks alike to Samorost, and he says that your works inspire him much. Is it some Czech-Slovakian esthetics, why you projects have a common visual style?

I think, the reason is common cultural context. Brno and Bratislava located not far from each other; also me and Tomas are of the same age. And may be in childhood we read one and the same books, watched the same movies. Yes, it’s a kind of East European style, if you want.

How do you think, is it possible to define that game’s origin is East Europe having just played it?

Sure. Аnd World of Goo is contra example: it is clearly seen that it is from USA. I can hardly imagine that such project was made in Czech Republic or Hungary.

When you worked on Machinarium, you defined a goal to make game of certain visual style? At least of East European style?
No, I did not anyhow stylize the graphics. I just did what seemed natural to me. If beside work we also accustomed to some external standard, we would hardly finish game during three years. In our case, freedom of art increased speed of work on project. In this sense, Machinarium means Amanita.


Here is another advantage of indie development status. In general, is Machinarium a pure indie project?

Machinarium is indie, you’re right. Nobody pressed on us neither by terms, nor by creative tasks.

«No outside pressure» — that is what indie means for you?

Right, “indie” is when all decisions on game are taken by those who make it. Budget and money in this sense are secondary; they can be either taken by credit or advance. The main thing is the control over process. Independence of development means that for indie project team is the master.

«Indies» as characteristics of project is positive?

It depends on many things. Well, indie projects had hard times, when indie people could not be proud of something. It was development for the sake of development, not for players, and these were such games-manifests, you remember? The first indie projects were understandable just for fans and made just for “chosen ones”.

Those “non-commercial” ones?

Yes, developers then often said that their games are “non-commercial”, yet it was the second popular characteristics after independence. In fact, these were just cheap games, which does not mean the same. Now many things changed: we have Braid, World of Goo. These projects are outstanding, they changed the idea of what we used to call indie. Everybody wants to play such indie, and such games are quiet interesting for traditional publishers.

Many people, when speaking of indie, confuse the way of production with target auditory. For me and you indie game is a game developed by independent team. Some people by saying indie mean that project is aimed at “appreciators” - only in this case it is a real indie.

With all respect to indie developers, I cannot agree with that. Especially when taking into account how the industry is developing now. Borders between what we would call indie and that called “mass market” are being erased, more and more. You may be independent team and still do very simple, comprehensive and commercially successful game – and that will be real indie, And it is possible to make brand-new innovative game receiving fees from the biggest international publisher, who will define you the task to “design and to develop creative project”. For example, recently we were visited by one of the biggest international publishers with offer to buy out all rights for Samorost, to make on it’s basis console variants, to draw animated series, to issue comics novels... If we agreed, the game would remain arthouse, but not indie at all.

Why did not you sell?

Because director of Czech branch of this international company published my first game. And cheated a lot. Now I don’t want to deal anyhow neither with him, nor with his company.

In your mind, the fact that Amanita is independent developer and Machinarium is indie game worked for you?

Yes, it helped us and our project.

In what way?

At the account of expectations. I suppose many people did not expect such level of quality and volume from indie project and were (in good sense) surprised by what they got.

Oh, yes! I can ever compile a list of some strange projects that are also sold for twenty dollars but are not games; they are just some conceptual “thoughts”, “interactive art”. I don’t like such things at all. I think such esthetes spoil our raspberry... *. (note: Russian slang phrase)
Let me not comment this statement. As I have many friends among indie people and I would like to save them (smiles).
Ok, let us back to the game. What can you say about media scores? Average score is 9 out of 10. In my opinion, they don’t give 10 just being afraid that if they write «Dragon Age — 10/10, Machinarium — 10/10» raging fanboys will come to them and demand to correct score of Age for 11/10, so that nothing would shade their Precious...

I am satisfied with Machinarium scores. Journalists write about Assassin’s Creed, Call of Duty — and after such projects they are still capable to like Machinarium, it is cool! I am also flattered that the game is compared with Neverhood. If we made somebody glad just as Neverhood, then it is the best compliment for Amanita.

Awesome! Look, what you were doing when the game was finished? If you drank something on release day? Or on day of the first review, may be?

Actually, all that week I drank only tea. And read forums in search of unmentioned game bugs – I knew that there will be several comments that demand preparation of patch.

Did the whole team take vacation?

No, a couple of days were enough, and besides, we always feel a huge upsurge of energy after positive reaction of players. Now we make version of Machinarium for Xbox Live Arcade. After Independent Games Festival, which took place in spring, Microsoft directly connected us and offered to transfer Machinarium to their platform. In parallel, I illustrate some books and work as artist on movie.

But was there any celebration with team, after game release? Dinner in a restaurant, for example?

Yes, sure (smiles). All the Amanita team we spend two days in our summer cottage. That was a great fun (dreamy smile).
What were you dreaming of during these three years?

About moving to forest or a beach. Not to have any thoughts in a head at least for one week. Complete null. It would be perfect.

What was your main obstacle during work process?

In combining art and business. It is very hard for me to work on animation and at once to think, which license agreement to prepare for players in American market. They say that somewhere there exist poets who can count money, but that is not about me. I desperately need somebody who will free me from all administrative issues, it takes my time and powers. I turn to be nervous, get very tired… But when you already immersed into it, it is hard to leave everything aside, especially when there is nobody to transfer. We will solve it somehow this year; we will hire somebody for such administrative work.

What will be the next project? Have you decided already?

Yes and no. Up to date I am not sure in anything, but I know some things. For example, I would not like to develop the next game for three years again. Year and a half, two, not more.

Whу?

Because I don’t want to be exhausted like at the end of work on Machinarium. Last time I had plenty of ideas in mind, and I told myself: don’t start new game until you finish the current one, blah-blah-blah. Let it be medium-sized game, not twenty-dollar-game, but for ten dollars. A game for one evening.

About what?

Let’s not reveal it (smiles). I can only say that it will be more experimental project than Machinarium. I want to realize very intensive, fruity game process, and it will demand such design that I had never seen anywhere, which will influence how people will play the game, how they will interact. It will be a mixture of such elements that nobody mixed up before.

Like «First squad»?

Yeah, really! it is vey interesting film. Pioneers and manga… hmm. Pioneers are not my topic, but my plot will be not less exclusive (smiles).
Will you enlarge Amanita for the new project?

Just a little. We will hire administrator who will be dealing with customer support, to let me have more time for design and graphics.

Steel town – steel sounds. You would never guess that especially for game there was recorded “tsing” sound which is produced by bathing plug when it hits rusty dye can.
Aren’t you afraid to dive again into new project? Is there a wish to listen to dithyrambs for some more months, to make some “Collector’s edition”?
Well, no. Despite all hard moments which we had during work on Machinarium, game development in a small team like ours is not a real exhausting work. I told you about depressions, about my doubts, and that is true, but between those hard periods we had great time. I don’t know if it is hard to work in big studio, when there are several management levels and production is so expensive that you have to struggle for every day. Or, for example, when you take money at publisher, and after he stands beneath you with a stick, interferes with development process and you have to defend your ideas all the time. I am not sure I could work that way. It seems to me this way is harder than working in Amanita. For us, independent team developing games with own means, it is easier to live. Sometimes I even think – may be problem of boring games and second-hand in art is based not on absence of talent, but on problems with current production system, when developers are so tightly bounded that cannot even dream.

Jakub, what do you need for happiness, for successful work?

Not much (smiles). I need not to be disturbed, to have time for calm work on my ideas, so that I would close the house and draw not being interrupted by anything. That is why I am so happy in Amanita, where we define our tempo by ourselves, where everybody has a chance to work quietly in his area.

The last question, then. I know that you are quite happy as for private life, so this question is rather theoretical (smiles). Such work as game designer helps at communication with girls? I mean, if I, for example, play the bass guitar in a band, it increases the chance for me to dine with a beautiful girl, or with two. And if I am designer and developed Machinarium – will it somehow influence?

Hmm. I hope much that this interview will not appear in eyes of my girlfriend (laughs). You need the honest answer? As for my experience, it works very well (smiles). Girls like those who draw well. I mentioned this when I studied in Academy: if you are artist and work in movies or with games, it works without fault!
