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J O H N  C A R M A C K  A N D  A M E R I C A N  M C G E E  R E F L E C T  O N  T H E  M A K I N G

O F  Q U A K E  A N D  H O W  N I N E  I N C H  N A I L S  H E L P E D  D E F I N E  T H E  M O D E R N

V I D E O  G A M E  S O U N D T R A C K

AMERICAN MCGEE:

IN HINDSIGHT IT MAKES SENSE. A GROUP OF TECHNO WIZARDS WORKING TO OPEN THE DIGITAL GATES TO HELL FROM WITHIN SUITE 666 OF A

NONDESCRIPT OFFICE BUILDING IN MESQUITE, TEXAS END UP COLLABORATING WITH A BAND OF DIGITAL MAESTROS OCCUPYING AN OLD FUNERAL HOME

500 MILES AWAY IN NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA. OF COURSE A NAIL GUN WOULD BE INVENTED SO THAT THE NINE INCH NAILS “NIN” LOGO COULD BE

PLASTERED ON AN AMMO BOX FULL OF NAILS.

WE WERE ALL CHANNELING AN INTENSITY, DYSFUNCTION, RAGE, EXCITEMENT, AND CREATIVITY WHICH PERFECTLY MESHED IN THE FINAL PRODUCT. THERE

REALLY COULDN’T HAVE BEEN A BETTER SOUNDTRACK FOR THOSE DAYS OF FAST CARS, VIOLENT DEATHMATCHES (BOTH IN THE GAMES AND IN REAL LIFE),

UNBRIDLED EXPRESSIONS OF INTELLIGENCE, EGO, MASCULINITY, CURIOSITY, AND DISCOVERY.

THE MUSIC, SOUNDS, VISUALS, PERSONALITIES, AND TECHNOLOGIES MERGED ALMOST PERFECTLY.

IT ALL STARTED WITH A FAX. THAT ANACHRONISTIC PRECURSOR TO THE DIGITAL WAVE UPON WHICH OUR GAMES AND MUSIC RODE INTO THE ‘90S. “NINE

INCH NAILS IS COMING TO DALLAS AND THE DEVELOPERS AT ID SOFTWARE ARE INVITED TO THE SHOW.” THE ID OFFICES WERE FREQUENT STAGE TO

TRENT’S MUSIC. JOHN AND I WOULD TAKE TURNS BLASTING PRETTY HATE MACHINE ALONGSIDE COHORTS SUCH AS MANSON, MEAT BEAT MANIFESTO, AND

DEPECHE MODE. BUT THERE WAS SOMETHING SPECIAL ABOUT NIN’S MUSIC WHICH EVEN BEFORE THE INVITE WE KNEW TO MESH WITH WHAT WE WERE

DEVELOPING.

“THEM BOYS NEED TO TAKE THEIR RITALIN,” MUTTERED THE CLEANING GUY AS HE SWEPT UP PILES OF BROKEN AUDIO AND VIDEO CARDS FROM THE

FLOOR OUTSIDE DAVE TAYLOR’S OFFICE. MYSELF, JOHN ROMERO, AND SEAN GREEN, HAD JUST FINISHED A ROUND OF “PC CARD NINJA” – FLINGING

DISCARDED COMPUTER EQUIPMENT AT A SHEET-ROCK WALL UNTIL A HOLE LARGE ENOUGH TO FIT A HEAD THROUGH HAD BEEN MADE. THE GAME

STOPPED WHEN A FLYING VIDEO CARD NEARLY DECAPITATED DAVE.

AT THE SHOW IN DOWNTOWN DALLAS WE WERE OUT OF OUR ELEMENT. GEEKS IN THE MOSH-PIT. BUT WE KNEW AND LOVED THE MUSIC AND WERE EXCITED

TO MEET TRENT FOR THE FIRST TIME. COMING BACKSTAGE HE WAS KIND AND HUMBLE. WE WERE FANS. HE WAS A FAN. WE DID AN AWKWARD ROUND OF

“LOVE YOUR WORK”AND PROMISED TO FIND A WAY TO CONTINUE TALKING ABOUT GAMES AND MUSIC. AT THAT MOMENT I ALREADY HAD A SENSE WE

WOULD WORK TOGETHER AND RETURNED TO THE ID STUDIO FULL OF ENERGY AND EXCITEMENT.

THE FIRST TRIP TO NEW ORLEANS WAS, LIKE ALL THE REST, SURREAL. PICKED UP AT THE AIRPORT BY CHRIS “PODBOY” VRENNA IN HIS VOLKSWAGEN

CABRIOLET. WHISKED THROUGH THE STREETS OF THE GARDEN DISTRICT TOWARDS THE NOTHING STUDIOS ON MAGAZINE STREET. “ANNE RICE LIVES

THERE,” SAID CHRIS AS WE PASSED VICTORIAN MANSION. “AND THAT’S TRENT’S PLACE,” AS HE POINTED AT A NEOCLASSICAL MANSION.

THE STUDIO WAS A FUN-HOUSE LIKE SOMETHING RUN BY A DERANGED WILLY WONKA. FILLED TO THE BRIM WITH EVERY IMAGINABLE ELECTRONIC MUSIC

TOY AND TOOL. THERE WERE A RAGTAG COLLECTION OF COLLABORATORS AND BANDS IN LEAGUE WITH THE NIN CREW. CHARLIE CLOUSER, JEORDIE

WHITE (TWIGGY RAMIREZ), AND MANSON MATERIALIZED WILLY-NILLY IN THE LABYRINTHINE CORRIDORS OF THE BUILDING COMPLEX. “WORK” ON THE

SOUNDS AND MUSIC FOR QUAKE CONSISTED OF DAILY REVIEW OF NEWLY PRODUCED SOUND EFFECTS BY THE HUNDREDS, A BREAK TO WATCH SUPER-

DEVIANT PORN UNTIL SOMEONE WRETCHED, THE PRODUCTION OF CHILD-LIKE ANTHEMS AND MINI MUSICAL BITS TO BE BROADCAST AROUND THE STUDIO

FOR THE AMUSEMENT OF ALL, SWAMP TOURS, CAJUN FOOD, AND MARATHON BAR HOPPING ACROSS THE WATERING HOLES OF THE FRENCH QUARTER.

MANY AN INSANE NIGHT ENDED AT CHECKPOINT CHARLIE’S.

”DO YOU WANT A LINE?” SEEMED AN ODD QUESTION FROM THE GIRL WHO’D JUST EXITED THE BATHROOM IN FRONT OF ME. “UH…” I WALKED BACK TO THE

BAR. “I THINK THAT GIRL JUST OFFERED ME COCAINE.” TO MY SIDE SOMEONE SPOKE IN A “DADDY KNOWS BEST” VOICE. “LISTEN, AMERICAN. DRUGS ARE

BAD. COKE IS BAD.” MUFFLED LAUGHTER FROM THE GROUP. “YOU GUYS ARE FULL OF SHIT,” I OBSERVED. EVERYONE LAUGHED.

THOSE VISITS TO NEW ORLEANS RESULTED IN A COLLECTION OF SOUND EFFECTS AND MUSIC WHICH LIVED OUT ON THE EDGE OF WHAT COULD BE DONE

WITH ORGANIC AND MEATY SOUNDS IN THOSE EARLY DAYS OF DIGITAL MUSIC. IN MUCH THE SAME WAY THE DOOM AND QUAKE GAMES PUSHED THE

BOUNDARIES OF WHAT THE TECHNOLOGY WAS CAPABLE OF TO RENDER PIXELS REPRESENTING THE DARKEST DEPTHS OF HORROR AND PAIN. EARLIER
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GAMES AND MUSIC LACKED THE FIDELITY TO MOVE YOU EMOTIONALLY IN THE WAY QUAKE AND ITS SOUNDSCAPE DID. AND LATER OFFERINGS BECAME

ALMOST TOO LITERAL, TOO SHINY, TOO REAL.

IN THE DIRTY, FUZZY OUTPUT FROM ID AND NIN WAS SOMETHING PERCEIVED AS SHARPER AND MORE REAL THAN THE INDIVIDUAL BITS. IT REQUIRED YOUR

BRAIN TO WORK AND TO FILL IN THE SPACES WITH IMAGINED SHADOWS AND BARELY HEARD WHISPERS BEHIND A MAELSTROM OF CHAINSAW BUZZES AND

FLYING GORE. THE OVERT SATANIC TONES GAVE WAY TO A DARK HUMOR ONLY ACHIEVED BY THOSE WHO ARE STRUGGLING IN THE ABYSS WITH NOVEL

TOOLS TO CREATE SOMETHING REAL.

AFTER QUAKE AND QUAKE II ID BEGAN TO CHANGE. THE OLD GUARD WERE SLOWLY REPLACED BY A NEW CREW. THE CONNECTION TO THE GRIT OF WHAT

MADE QUAKE AND THE COLLABORATION WITH NINE INCH NAILS SO GREAT WAS LOST. THE INTERNAL, PERSONAL STRUGGLES THAT LENT ENERGY TO THE

CREATIVITY WAS SUPPLANTED BY A CORPORATE MENTALITY OF SCHEDULES, DESIGNS, DEADLINES, AND GUIDELINES. RULES WERE IMPOSED. THE CHAOS

WAS REPLACED BY ORDER.

BUT THIS SOUNDTRACK REMAINS AS A REMINDER OF THOSE MESSY DAYS OF INVENTION AND EXPLORATION.

AMERICAN MCGEE AT ID SOFTWARE IN 1995 — PHOTO: IAN MAPLESON

 

JOHN CARMACK: 

FOR A LONG TIME, COMPUTER GAMES WERE THE DOMAIN OF THE SHUT IN GEEK.  THE REQUIRED EFFORT OF IMAGINATION TO BELIEVE THAT THE LITTLE

COLLECTION OF DOTS MOVING AROUND THE SCREEN WAS ACTUALLY A MIGHTY HERO OR TERRIFYING MONSTER MADE IT EASY FOR MOST PEOPLE TO

DISMISS THE MEDIUM.

BUT THEN CAME DOOM.

SUDDENLY, THE BROADER WORLD WAS SEEING SOMETHING THAT MADE AN IMPACT, EVEN IF YOU DIDN’T UNDERSTAND WHAT WAS GOING ON.  THE

VIOLENCE AND DEMONIC IMAGERY FROM A FIRST PERSON VIEW WAS KEY TO THE EXPERIENCE, BUT IT WASN’T COMPLETELY COINCIDENTAL THAT IT DID A

PRETTY GOOD JOB OF OFFENDING THE EASILY OFFENDED.  WE GOT TO SEE CONGRESSIONAL OUTRAGE TACK FROM EXPLICIT SONG LYRICS TO VIOLENT

VIDEO GAMES, WITH SENATORS WAVING COPIES OF OUR GAMES AROUND ON TELEVISION.

THE SUCCESS OF THE GAME LED TO SOME SURPRISING PLACES, INCLUDING PICKING UP BACK STAGE PASSES LABELED “DOOM” AT THE WILL-CALL

WINDOW FOR A NINE INCH NAILS CONCERT.

THE MEDIA HERALDED US AS ROCK STAR GAME DEVELOPERS, AND WE DID HAVE SOME OF THE INDULGENT TRAPPINGS OF GREAT SUCCESS AT A YOUNG

AGE, BUT THERE WE WERE TALKING ABOUT GAMES WITH TRENT REZNOR, WHICH REALLY IS A DIFFERENT SORT OF THING.

IT WAS GREAT TO MEET TRENT AND TALK ABOUT OUR WORK, BUT WHAT IF WE COULD ACTUALLY INVOLVE HIM DIRECTLY IN QUAKE, THE NEXT BIG

PROJECT?  THAT WOULD BE AWESOME!

HE AGREED.

THE NEW LIGHTING AND LEVEL DESIGN CAPABILITIES WERE LEADING US IN A DIRECTION EVEN MORE DARK AND MOODY THAN DOOM, AND YOU COULD

SAY WE WERE ALREADY INSPIRED BY THE NINE INCH NAILS CDS IN HEAVY ROTATION AT THE OFFICE.

WHILE IT IS AMUSING TO IMAGINE TRENT COMPOSING MUSIC FOR THE CHINTZY FM SYNTH SOUND CARDS OF THE DAY, WE HAD A NEW TOOL AVAILABLE TO

US WITH THE ADVENT OF CD ROM DRIVES – WE COULD RUN FULL QUALITY MUSIC IN THE BACKGROUND WHILE THE GAME PLAYED.  LEGAL COMPLICATIONS

PREVENTED THE USE OF ANY VOCALS, BUT THERE WAS A WIDE OPEN FIELD FOR BUILDING THE SOUNDSCAPE OF THE GAME.
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S I T E  C R E D I T S

OVER THE COURSE OF A YEAR, AMERICAN MCGEE REPEATEDLY MADE THE TRIP DOWN TO NEW ORLEANS TO WORK WITH TRENT AND HIS CREW AS THEY

DOVE INTO SOUND EFFECT CREATION AS WELL AS THE BACKGROUND AUDIO.  THERE WASN’T ANY REAL THEMATIC ARC TO THE GAME, SO WE HAD THE

FREEDOM TO MIX AND MATCH THE COMPOSITIONS WITH WHICHEVER LEVELS JUST FELT RIGHT.

AS A FINAL TOUCH, WE HAD “NAIL GUN” AND “SUPER NAIL GUN” WEAPONS IN THE GAME, SO WITH ONE MORE CHECK OF THE LAWYERS, WE ALSO WOUND

UP WITH A NIN LOGO ON THE IN-GAME AMMO BOXES.

QUAKE TURNED OUT TO BE A VERY DIFFICULT PROJECT TO SHIP, DUE TO BOTH SCOPE AMBITION AND INTERNAL ISSUES – THE ROCK STAR GAME

DEVELOPERS BROKE UP AT THE END OF IT WITH THE EXIT OF CO-FOUNDER JOHN ROMERO.  STILL, BY ALMOST EVERYONE’S ACCOUNT, IT IS AMONG THE

MOST INFLUENTIAL GAMES EVER MADE, AND IT WAS A FORMATIVE EXPERIENCE FOR A GREAT MANY OF THE DEVELOPERS BUILDING THE HITS OF TODAY.

SEVERAL YEARS AND GAMES PASSED, AND ID SOFTWARE EVENTUALLY TURNED OUR ATTENTION BACK TO DOOM.  THIS LED TO THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY. 

TRENT WAS EXCITED TO WORK WITH US AGAIN ON AUDIO, AND ACTUALLY PRODUCED HUNDREDS OF MEGS OF SOUND FOR THE PROJECT BEFORE IT ALL

FELL APART IN NEGOTIATIONS WITH HIS THEN-MANAGER. EVERYONE CAME OUT OF IT BURNED.

AFTER OVER TWENTY YEARS MAKING GAMES AT ID SOFTWARE, I MOVED ON TO WORK ON VIRTUAL REALITY AT OCULUS.  IN AN ODD BIT OF SYNCHRONICITY,

NOT LONG AFTER TRENT SCORED THE SOCIAL NETWORK, FACEBOOK ACQUIRED OCULUS.

ON THE LAST NINE INCH NAILS TOUR THROUGH DALLAS, AN INVITATION WAS AGAIN EXTENDED TO MY TEAM, AND I CARRIED AN EARLY PROTOTYPE VR

HEADSET BACKSTAGE, WHERE I ENTHUSED ABOUT THE EXCITING POTENTIAL OF VIRTUAL REALITY FOR ALL SORTS OF CREATIVE EXPERIENCES.  OUR TWO

BRAND NEW ENGINEERS WERE LEFT WIDE-EYED: WORK HARD, BUILD THE FUTURE – AND MEET ROCK STARS!

I’M STILL HOPING TO SOMEDAY GET TRENT INVOLVED IN BUILDING A SEMINAL VIRTUAL REALITY EXPERIENCE THAT WILL LEAVE A MARK ON PEOPLE.  MAYBE

THERE WILL BE ANOTHER GENERATION OF RETROSPECTIVE LINER NOTES WHEN WE ARE BOTH PUSHING SEVENTY.

JOHN CARMACK AT ID SOFTWARE IN 1995 — PHOTO: JOHN ROMERO
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