It's the console that Nintendo
doesn't want you to know about. The

company's most high-profile bomb
has been vilified as a headache-
inducing monstrosity with little merit,
but is this assessment fair?

Damien McFerran pops a few.
aspirins and prepares to find out...
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While R&D1 furiously tinkered aws
within Nintendo's Kyoto HQ, news of this
potentiall ground-breaking new console.
— codenamed 'VR-32" = began to slowly
rickle through 10 the gaming press. The
biggest news was that it would pack
32:bit CPU, lie the upcoming Sony.

You simply
could not get anywhere else. Okay, so
the hardware was flawed, the software

giant Nintendo, the Virtual Boy is
unquestionably its ‘dirty little secret’
More than is unusual
ithout trace ith unbelievable neck
strain, but it’s certainly worth sitting
down with this wholly unique console
in your ffe.
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US firm Reflection Technologies
in the early Nineties. Reflection

it innovative system and Yokoi's Research
Development

m. The next
revelation was the ground-breaking 3D
display, which promised a new standard
of immersion. However, the timing of this
news ~ not to mention the entire project
- was somewhat perplexing as Nintendo,
‘was also making a tremendous amount
of noise about its 64-bit ‘Project Reality”
console (which would go on o become:
the Nintendo 64). Bearing this in mind, t's
unsurprising that most gamers therefore

creating
the console that would be the first frut of
this union

As development progressed, Yokoi
‘and his staff toyed with several different
designs. Despite the machine’s clos ties
‘with the concept of ‘virtual reality’, the.
idea of having a head-mounted system
was ruled out almost immediately. Yokoi
claimed that as soon s it was decided

was attemping 10 find a buyer
for its independently produced
display technology and Game
Boy creator Gunpei Yokoi
‘was quick 1o spot potential in
the system; he hit upon the
notion of using two displays
0 create a three-dimensional
image. In 1992 Nintendo

‘acquired exclusive worldwide that the console would not support motion
videogame icensing rights tracking to detect head movements, the
10 Reflection Technologies” decision was made to mount the system

e VR-32 as the spiitual
successor o the aging Game Boy and the.
fact that Yokoi was invalved only served to
confiim this assumption. Regardless of this
confusion, Nintendo fans were hungry for
new hardware and therefore their nterest
‘was sufficiently piqued.

fowever, within the wals of Nintendo’s
HQ, Yokoi was unsettled. Nintendo was.
keen to get the VR-32 0nto the market
before committing al of its energles o the
Nintendo 64, but t has been alleged that
Yokoi felt it needed further fine-tuning. His
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££ With the gaming press expecting
a 32-bit powerhouse, the red and
black 2D visuals were a shock 77

reservations were distegarded; Nintendo
was losing face because of Sony and
Sega's impending entry into the 32:bit race.
and it wes clear that the company needed
something to tide fans over unti the N64
hardware could be completed. Having
expended millons on VR-32 development
already, Nintendo was understandably
eager to get the hardware out onto shop
shelves in order to recoup is costs. Yokoi
‘and his team prepped for launch but
unfortunately the VR-32 (by this point
officially rechristened Virtual Boy) would
experience one of the most disastrous
unveiings in the entire history of the
videogame induste

“The first inkiing that Nintendo might
have a turkey on its hands was the.
overwhelmingly negative reaction to the
Virtual Boy's debut at the Shoshinkai show
in November 1994. With the gaming
press expecting a 32-bit powerhouse to
fival Sony and Sega's recently announced
offerings, the red and black 20 visuals
generated by Yokor's TomyTronic 3D-

Prior to launch, Nintendo was extremely
cagey about revealing the secrets of its
new machine — possibly out of fear that
fival irms would copy the concept.Inside.
e console was a fairy complex array of
cutting-edge technology that was able
to create the impression of 3D depth.
“For each eye there is a bank of vertically
stacked red LEDs,” explans programmer
teve Woita, who worked on Ocean
Software's Waterworld Virtual Boy tite.
“These are arranged with 224 LEDs per
benk and spray their information onto a
mimor that s spinning at 50 times a second
and delivering the game screen image to
the retina. This is done for both eyes and
means there has to be a grand total of 448
LEDs continually spraying information into
your eyes.” Jason Plumb, who worked
alongside Woita on Waterworid, expands
on this. “This process presents a separate
image 10 each eye,” he says. “If these
images match the disparity that you
are used to seeing in real e, then you
] sensation of depth related to the.

ashock
and many jouralists at the time were
surprisingly frank with their opinion of
the device. Some openly questioned
Nintendo's sanity, whie others predicted
there and then that it would fail miserably.
Few had anything positive to say. Despite
this devastatingly unerthusiastc reaction,
ntendo of Japan supremo Hiroshi
Yamauchi remained bulish about the Virtual
Boy's prospects and confidently predicted
it would shift 3 millon consoles in Japan,
as well as 14 milion cartrdges between its
Taunch and March 1996,

COMMUNITY VIRTUAL BOY SITES TO WATCH

the images. Objects in
e distnce sppeer in the same positonn
both images, but the closer an object s in
the scene, the more the horizontal position
changes between the images. You can
see this effect by holding a finger in front
of your face, and comparing the image
You see with each eye by closing the.
other. Your right eye sees your finger on
the left side of what you can see, and the
left eye sees it on the right side.” Industry
experts voiced their reservations about the,
predominantly red’ visuals, but as Plumb
explains, this was a cost-cutting measure.

prohibitive,” he comments. “Red LEDs
were also more power efficient and easier
o see than others”

‘The much taked about 32:bit CPU might
have placed the console in a diferent
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‘Sega Mega Drive, but because of the

addiional effort of marshaling two displays

instead of the traditional e, the power

of the NEC810 CPU processor wasn't

instantly apparent. “From a programming
it of view it e ammn the machine
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screen buffers l\setfyfov display in the next
frame than it would in a normal console.
game,” says Woita. [t also didn't help

that the console lecked many features.
that were just starting to be incorporated
into modern home consoles at the fime.
“The strange thing about the Virtual Boy.
was that it was a 3D device without
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dedicated 3D hardware,” comments.
Plumb. 3D hardware acceleration was
just starting 1o blossom at the time and
required 100 much power to incorporate
into what was essentially a portable
device. So, the Virtual Boy had a standard
NECS10 processor with  couple of other
chips to handle rendering sprites and
sound.” While it might have been lacking
from a technological viewpoit, elsewhere.
itwas genuinely ground-breaking; take the
unique controller - which arguably had a
massive influence on the design of the
~ for example. “It has extensions

that you grip with the paim of each hand,”
says Plumb. “Most controllers of the day
were designed 1o st in your fingers.”
The controller also features two D-pads —
something that would ater be mimicked by
the twin analogue sticks of the PlayStation
Dual Shock. I really lked the Virtual Boy
controller” admits Woita. *I thought it was
ergonomically designed to meet the needs
of all kinds of potentil game designs ”

hen the Japanese launch arrived on
21.July 1995 it heralded some unusual
scenes. The anxious queues of hardcore
fans that greeted the launch of the Super
Famicom in 1990 were suspiciously
absent and day-one feports suggest
that stores failed to shift all of their Virtual

the fact that the console had seen s initil
RRP siashed from ¥19,800 10 ¥15,000
~an attempt by Nintendo to maks it “more
| eppealing 10 a wider range of gamers'’
‘The reasons for this dismal debut were.
. manifold. but perhaps the most important

StarFox, though.

the opening salvo of ttles was fairly
enjoyable, there was no Super Mario
Worldor F-Zero to convince people the
machine was worth owning for. Third-
party support - usual so muscular vith

Boy and the fact that ‘out of the box’ the
Virtual Boy was only able to run when
powered by six A batteries seemed

to confirm its portable nature; however,
after seeing the finished hardware in the

Nintendo
light on the ground, and it ranspired i
this was largely down to Yamauchi's
orders. In an somewhat misguided attempt
10 ensure that the Virtual Boy only got the
very best standard of software, he made
sure that only a select few companies
were shown the technology and permitted
10 5ign up for development. It was a bizarre
method of ‘quality control’ that utimately
backfired, as the system struggled to gain
any kind of third-party support after its
catastrophic opening week sales — in fact,
only 22 games were ever produced inits
entir fe span.

The system's position within Nintendo's
catelogue also caused bewilderment.
People had been expeciing the next Game

e DRE
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flesh it was pai that this
wasn'ta mobile system. Woita thinks
thatin this regard the company
was probably guily of not being
T e
aim of the project. *
N e by vt
is “ransportable’ in that you

the device from one
stationary place to another,” he
says. “They never really meant
‘portable’ as in the Game Boy
or DS type of portabilty.
Imagine if you were to
try and play the game.
while walking around.
you'd fall down the stairs
or bump into a wall”
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this was probably down to users faiing
to calibrate the hardware properly - while
the images generated by the Virtual

Boy had the potential to cause sickness,
programmers made efforts to ensure that
this unwelcome feature was not included
inthe finished software they produced.
“You could display whatever you wanted

in each display,” explains Plumb. “The
hardware did not force any correspondence
atall. 'm sure that if you displayed images
that were 100 outside what the brain is
used to seeing then it would be somewhat
stressful to experience.” To prove this
point, Woita recalls a mornent during the
production of Waterworid when proper

INSTANT EXPERT

offictaly rleased for the
Systom. Ofthose 22, 19 were
released in Japan and 14 in
North America

The Virtual Boy was novor
officialyreleasad in Europe.

nt o
whopping $26 millon
sttempting to promota the
machin in the US.
Ironically for a system
that only hes 22 games n
total, the Virtual Boy has two

stand
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display cracks i the plastic
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For Nintendo, the bad news didn't end
with the disappointing opening week sales.

pr it followed: “When we
‘were tuning the horizontal distances.
between the left and right eye, our
manager ook a copy of the game to the
test lab without us ks the testers

made a purchase complained of headaches
after prolonged use; this was possibly a
side effect of the harsh red visuals, but
it's just as likely that these users weren't
adjusting the focus settings correctly.
Because the distance between the left
and right eye is different for everybody,
the Virtual Boy had to have a way for the
user to adjust the independent spinning
miors,” explains Woita. "The knob at
the top of the device would et you adjust
what you see in the same we
adjust a pair of binoculars o visually feel
comfortable for your eyes.” Nausea was
another apparent side effect, but again

ot a ltle bit queasy! Of course, this all got
fixed the next day.”

These scare stories — combined with
Nintendo’s own admission that using
the system could damage the eyesight
of children under the age of seven - did
much to harm the public perception of the.
‘console, but hindsight has proven that the

ed to further complaints of neck strain.
Compared with the glorious lberation
offered by the Game Boy, these issues
made the Virtual Boy look distincty non-
userfriendly. It did't help that Nintendo
made some significant blunders with other
vital aspects of the console, t00. Although
the system showcased an ‘EXT Port
interface which would allow two machines
o be linked together (a feature which had
arguably contributed to the Game Boy's
incredible mass-market success), a ik
cable was never produced. "A two-player
cable was in the works,” reveals Plumb.

I remember working with Waterworlds
‘head-to-head’ mode, but n the end this
feature was dropped from our plans for
the game pretty early in production, as the
cable didn't appear”

Despite the Virtual Boy's frosty reception
in its homeland, Nintendo continued to
plan the US release; however, this time
it was eager to enlist support from as
many third-party developers as possible.
“Nintendo was great to work with all along
the way,” admits Woita. “They had a two-
day development conference up in Seaitle
before the US launch and | learned about
some cool new features that had never

Vast majoity of owners
machines without experiencing any of
these problems. St there was no getting
away from the fact that the Virtual Boy

been before, or
since. I've worked on so many different
types of consoles and development
environments and | must say the Virtual

was not a p:
on which to game; it required the user to
‘adopt a hunched seated position which

Bsa g console fo
develop for. You'd compile your code on
the VB development box that was hooked
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roduced o commemortetelaunch o e consdlanJapan.

0 your PC and then you'd side your head
over 10 the Virtual Boy itself to look in and
see what your change did, then you'd
move your head back over to your PC
screen, recompile and repeat the process.”
The Virtual Boy hit American store
shelves in August 1995 and it was
‘welcomed by the same consumer apathy
that greeted its launch in Japan. Nintendo
of America tried to remain confident and
boasted of a complete sell-out; however,
what the company failed to disclose
was that many of the larger electronics
chains had taken as ltle as two units per
store. As if to confirm the lacklustre retail
performance of the console, the price was
swittly slashed from $180 to $159 before:
dropping to an official RRP of $99 in May
1996. When this failed to shift stock, stores
took it upon themsefves to drastically
discount the system and it has been
reported that Virtual Boys were changing
hands for as little as $20 in some parts
of the US. In total just 800,000 units had
found their way into the homes of gamers
workdwide — way short of Yamauchi's
modestly predicted 3 million, and as you

Exchange had to cease trading), which
‘would go on to collaborate with Bandai
on the Game Boy rival WonderSwan.
Sadly he never saw the latter machine
make it o the market - he was tragically
Kiled in a roadside accident in 1997. He
was 56 years old

Although coming up with an explanation
for the failure of the Virtual Boy seems
simple enough, many of the reasons
behind its poor performance are more
sube than you might otherwise expect. “|
think the antisocial nature of the machine

“In my opinion, even with a full-colour
display and fantastically powerful 30
hardware, users would be reluctant to
accept it as a day-to-day system because
. Woita has his own take on the
fiasco: “I'd gointo a toy store and see the
Virtual Boy display set up and nine out of
ten times it would be broken, 5o point of
purchase wasn't working for it and the only
way you can really sellthis unitis o try it
first hand; TV commercials couldn't do the
machine justice because the TV couldn't
show the Virtual Boy's cool 3D capabiity.”
The console lasted less than a year
before Nintendo unceremoniously switched
off the life support, and bearing in mind
that most videogarne harcware doesn't
really hitts stride unti at least a couple of
years into is e span. i it possible that
the Virtual Boy could have improved, had
it been given opportunity to shine? "Most
definitel.” insists Woita. “The whole
Virtual Boy development community at
the time was cutting their teeth on their
first round of games. It tekes a few years
1o start figuring out trcks that allow you to

Despite the negative reputation that
the machine has, its surprising to find
that those who have had the chance to
‘work with it have positive things to say.
“The Virtual Boy was a fantastic piece of
technology,” says Woita. “We just started
10 scratch the surface of what could

might expect,
the Japan and US effectively destroyed
any chance of a European release. It was
a disaster of truly epic proportions and the
impect it had on Nintendo's status i the
derabl

be done and
creating games in what | wou!d call closer
10 real 3D then we ‘s

Over the years Nioiaridos st
towards its unwanted chid has wsrmed

Of course, someone had 1o take the.
blame and that person was Gunpe Yoko.
The man who had generated untold wealth
!or Nintndo thanks 1o an stonihing ik

slightly; the
e
series (Virtual Boy title Mario Clash is
ne of the mini-games in the Garme:
Boy Advance version, for example). The.

Game &Wach series and the Game Bw)

ow a highly valued
collector's tem amongst dedicated

b found that his repu in tatters and
| fumours suggest that he was treated fike
 an outcast within the walls of Nintendo's

Japanese HQ. He t0ok the failure of the
- console incredibly personally and left the
August 1995 o

form hi

i owning
one grants you entry 10 the Upper echelon
of fandom, It may have been a non-starter’
but there is one thing you simply cannot

deny when taking about the Virtual Boy: t
was a ruly Unique experienice, the fikes of

caused nervous traders to offioad N\n\er\do
shares 0 Vigorously that the Tokyo Stock.

never see again.
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Incredibly, the Virtual Boy has
been emulated by industrious

hoso croations actually
offer a fairly good impression
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