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			To MRH, who never lets me forget that music is magic

			J.F.

			To S and J, the ones who give me hope for the future

			J.D.

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Steph: I mean

			DDR isn’t exactly a video game

			It

			Isn’t exactly you know

			A dance class

			 

			Joan: It isn’t exactly an exercise machine

			 

			Steph: I know

			It isn’t exactly an aerobics video you would watch at home

			But it’s this nice little merging of all three of those

			As well as some other things

			Into this little package that is brightly colored and very noisy and very reassuring

			 

			—Two friends in a DDR focus group, 
as quoted by Bryan G. Behrenshausen
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			Select Stage

			Celebrated game designer Yu Suzuki once said: “Home console games are like novels, arcade games are like poems.”

			In the wake of the Nintendo Entertainment System’s market dominance of the late 1980s, home console gaming steadily widened the scope of its storytelling, and narratives grew more refined and immersive. Even games with crude narratives—Are you a bad enough dude to rescue the president?—came with levels of enough length and variety to justify the price tag. Conversely, arcade games were designed for shorter, explosive bursts of entertainment. There are no sidequests in arcade games. They exist wholly in the space between coin drops and card swipes, yet rarely offer all their pleasures on a single play. They entice players into continually adding credits, whether they’re defending the planet from titular Space Invaders or fighting two-minute martial-arts matches in Tekken.

			The industry of the 1980s was akin to the motion-picture industry: Games would make splashy debuts in the arcades on more sophisticated hardware before being scaled down for an 8-bit or 16-bit home console that could deliver only a decidedly inferior experience. But as console gaming rolled from one generation to the next, it steadily closed the gap with its arcade siblings, eroding their market share in gamers’ attention spans in the process. By 1998, Final Fantasy VII and Metal Gear Solid were broadening interactive storytelling to truly cinematic levels, and Super Mario 64, with its free-rotating camera and a game mechanism that allowed the player to move in all directions, had brought a third dimension to gaming.

			By the late 1990s, the arcade industry in North America had been in decline for over a decade. The fighting game boom of the early 1990s had prevented a complete collapse, but the industry had never returned to the glory days of 1982, when annual revenue was estimated to be as high as $8 billion. The losses from the infamous 1983 crash may have been as much as $5 billion in that year alone; Bally Amusement, one of the biggest arcade operators, saw its annual revenue fall from $327 million in 1983 to just $109 million in 1988.

			Japanese game centers, too, saw shrinking profits year over year, but stayed afloat by embracing trends like purikura photo booths, as well as benefiting from concerted efforts by game publishers (who often also owned the arcades) to offer experiences that couldn’t be replicated on a home console. But these experiences were increasingly rare: As the twentieth century neared its end, gaming had fully made itself at home. As the journalist Laura June wrote for The Verge in 2013, “It’s fair to concede that the arcade, already dying, was allowed to stay dead because we were all happily gaming at home by the time anybody noticed that all of the actual arcades were disappearing, and fast.”

			Then, on September 26, 1998, everything changed. A video game made its debut in Japanese game centers that was over seven feet (2.1 m) tall and weighed just over 900 pounds (408.2 kg). One play lasted ten minutes, at most. It had no characters, no story, no quests to fulfill, and no bosses to beat. But it did have a soundtrack featuring some of the biggest hits of the day—as long as you were following Japan’s Oricon charts, that is. If you were more used to American top-40, the music was as baffling as the rest of it: eleven songs drawing from Eurobeat, disco, drum & bass, and… ska?!

			The conceit of the game itself was audaciously simple. Stand on a metal platform divided into four squares, select a song, and then stomp on the squares as dictated by a set of arrows scrolling up the screen: up, down, left, right, and sometimes multiple squares at once. It felt like tapping out near-randomized iterations of an infamous “cheat code” from Konami, the game’s manufacturer. Repeatedly. With your feet.

			It was dancing.

			In front of friends, strangers, God and everybody.

			It was weird.

			It was Dance Dance Revolution (DDR), and a quarter-century later its music, hardware, and those arrow patterns, called “step charts,” are still drawing eyes (not to mention feet) at arcades around the world. It was the biggest, and is still the best-known, of an entire industry of rhythm games. In its lifetime, DDR has appeared on a dozen different consoles and been adapted for mobile devices; been lauded as a way of providing exercise in schools; spawned memes before we even referred to them as “memes”; attracted multiple lawsuits; prompted would-be dancers to write their own songs, step charts, and, occasionally, software; and provided the setting for a series of creative and competitive communities whose dedication to the game, and ideas for it, would inspire them to operate separately from—and often in outright defiance of—Konami.

			This book is both a celebration of and an interrogation of DDR. How did a video game that was arguably little more than an oversized gimmick create such a lasting legacy? How does a game with no plot, no memorable characters, and no real quests—a game that most people remember more as a fad than an actual playing experience—somehow inspire so much affection?

			The game’s success is indisputable and ongoing. The most recent version, 2024’s Dance Dance Revolution World, is the eighteenth official arcade release. That count doesn’t include console versions developed for the PlayStation, PS2, Xbox, and Wii; or the offshoots, including a Disney-themed version and two mixes created specifically for the Korean market. It has also inspired rivals such as the Just Dance line, the short-lived In the Groove and the longer-lived Pump It Up, or the open-source replicant StepMania. And then there are the many rhythm games that followed in DDR’s wake, such as the long-running beatmania series, the satisfyingly drum-pounding Taiko no Tatsujin, the abstract-to-the-point-of-surreal jubeat, the whole-body experiences Dance Evolution and Dance Around, or the supremely glittery, LED-laced Dancerush Stardom, which made its debut in 2018, a full two decades after the DDR wave began and more than a decade after it supposedly ended.

			To love DDR is to be bewildered by it. DDR is a video game, but it’s also a music game whose library includes hundreds of composers and thousands of songs. It’s a dance game, drawing from some very specific—and disconnected—dance trends, and possibly making some contributions to dance history on its own. It’s a story of a specific arrangement of bulky hardware and wires that has influenced both corporate battles and the buying decisions of individual arcades and players. And it’s also the story of the long-running tensions between DDR’s owner and its players. In its two-decade history, players have repeatedly taken the game in directions Konami never anticipated—from finding new ways to play, to modding their machines, to organizing tournaments, self-adopted ranking systems, and gray markets.

			In the end, the story of DDR is an unwieldy collection of millions of individual tales of love, self-consciousness, noise, movement, and sweat—including ours, the authors’. Both of us leaped at the chance to write about DDR despite not having played it in years. Jordan, fascinated by the sounds of techno and other dance music he heard being broadcast in Detroit and sent across the river to his home in small-town Canada, bought a pad and Playstation 2 port of DDRMAX in an attempt to approximate the energy of the warehouse raves he’d never be able to attend. Jessica, meanwhile, discovered DDR with a friend in a now-long-gone Times Square arcade in 2001. She acquired a home pad and copies of MAX2 and EXTREME as soon as she had an apartment with enough room. Jogging was boring, folk dancing was a little sedate, and every other kind of sport promised nothing but potential humiliation—but full-speed stepping with no company but a cheerful monitor? Now that was a way to exercise. To this day she still has the CDs of the MAX and MAX2 soundtracks in her minivan’s glove compartment and tries not to think about how hard they’d be to replace if she scratched them. Suffice to say that both of us, years on, associate DDR with a sensation of bright colors, heightened energy, and previously unimagined potential: exhausting in a good way. DDR feels vital even now, and we’re still trying to figure out why.

			But before we go further, we need to lay a bit of authorial groundwork about what this book is and is not. We have not written a granular drill-down of every song mix, chart adjustment, and gameplay mode. This is a book about the vast, glowy DDR forest, and might not have as much to offer to those who have already cataloged each tree in detail. Put it this way: If you can pull an A-rank or better on “ENDYMION (Challenge)” (or if that sentence even makes sense to you), there might not be many new facts for you to learn here. What we hope to offer instead are some new ideas about the game: ways of thinking about what it means and how it fits in the spheres of art, culture, and, of course, games.

			Four arrows, a metal platform with a few sensors, and some music. That’s all it is. Enough to support a franchise for closing in on three decades, inspire a devoted and diverse user base, and embody cross-cultural exchange at its best, as players around the world move to the same music, one planet under the same groove.

			It’s almost poetry.

		

	
		
			Are You Ready? Let’s Step!

			In 1990, Masaya Matsuura was ready for a career change. As a co-founder and primary composer of the Japanese prog-pop band PSY•S, he’d released eleven albums in eight years, while also doing soundtrack work for popular anime franchises such as City Hunter. But having just entered his thirties, he found himself growing uncomfortable with the shifting demands of being a pop star in Japan in the 1990s. “It was a time when MTV started becoming popular. It was a time when people didn’t just listen to music, but enjoyed the visuals that went with it,” he said in a 2017 interview with PlayStation.Blog. “There are musicians who are suited for this, and musicians who are not…”

			Searching for ways to stop being the public face of the music he made, Matsuura began working on point-and-click CD-ROM games, writing the music while his collaborators crafted the visuals. “I thought to myself, ‘This is it! With this, I can avoid having to be in music videos.’” He founded a software production company called NanaOn-Sha in 1993 and began development the next year on a title for Sony’s upcoming PlayStation console. What Matsuura and his team delivered would set the standard for an entire genre, courtesy of a rapping dog in a wool beanie.

			PaRappa the Rapper debuted in Japan on December 6, 1996, and is now frequently regarded as the first modern rhythm game. Featuring designs from American artist Rodney Greenblat, the game took two-dimensional characters and positioned them in a three-dimensional world bursting with color and whimsy. Humans, anthropomorphized animals, and an onion-headed martial arts instructor all aid PaRappa the dog in his quest to win the heart of a flower girl named Sunny Funny. PaRappa was a refreshing anomaly in the mid-1990s console gaming landscape, a joy-filled counterbalance to the likes of Twisted Metal and Resident Evil. Even the creators didn’t quite know what to make of it. According to Matsuura, the staff told him what he’d made was not actually a game. “Even for me,” he added, “it was not clear to me either if this was a game or not.”

			“Sony just wanted games,” Greenblat told Game Developer in 2005. “[T]he PlayStation was new and they wanted a variety. And they already had tons of people working on [first-person shooters], racing games, flying games, role-playing games. […] So they had another division, we were called Division Zero, and we just did whatever.” The freewheeling approach worked: PaRappa sold over 750,000 copies the first year of its release and spawned a spin-off (UmJammer Lammy), a proper sequel, a mountain of merchandise, and an anime series.

			PaRappa didn’t just look like no other game—it played like no other game. While the game maintained expected conventions like progressing difficulty, boss fights, and button inputs, PaRappa innovated by requiring players to do so in rhythm with the accompanying music, on beat. As the song continued, the game would rank the player’s performance as either “Awful,” “Bad,” or “Good.” That simple emphasis on player action within a timing window laid the foundation for every rhythm game that followed. No matter the musical genre or input method—fingers, feet, or a plastic guitar—that core mechanic hasn’t changed much in the subsequent quarter-century.

			Innovative as it was, the game mechanic didn’t satisfy all of Matsuura’s ambitions. He liked the idea of using the game to encourage player creativity, so he included a fourth ranking to PaRappa’s scoring system, one that could be unlocked only when the player deviated from the game’s prompts. By improvising their button presses but remaining rhythmically consistent, the player would earn a “U Rappin’ Cool!” rank, causing the other characters to exit the level and leave PaRappa to rock the stage on his own. “What we came to realize,” Matsuura said in a 1996 interview with Japan’s The PlayStation magazine, “is that what we really wanted was for people to bring their own energy and enthusiasm to their performance, so we adopted the improvisational system.” The following twenty years did little to change his philosophy. In 2017, he said, “In particular, it is important that music be a freedom of expression. It is a little unfortunate that there were music games that came out after PaRappa that focused on getting 100 out of 100 points.”

			Dance Dance Revolution, which followed less than two years after PaRappa, had an entirely conventional scoring system. Yet the tensions that Matsuura identified—between scoring perfection and creative expression, between the game’s demands and the player’s desires—would become part of its story from the first plays to this day.
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			Although Konami Computer Entertainment started out in 1969 as a jukebox rental and repair company, none of its early games were based on music. The company broke through as a video game publisher in the 1980s with titles such as Frogger and Super Cobra, and then built up a successful console inventory with the likes of Contra and the Castlevania and Metal Gear series. Yet in 1997, it debuted a game decidedly out of step with the fighting games, racing cabinets, and light-gun shooters that then filled most Japanese game centers.

			Designed by Konami’s Games and Music Division and released in December 1997, beatmania took PaRappa’s sequential button-tapping and emphasis on musical rhythm and placed it against the backdrop of the underground nightclubs of Tokyo’s back alleys. Players assumed the role of a DJ tasked with rocking the crowd, using a custom interface of five buttons arranged like piano keys and a spinning jogwheel designed to resemble a turntable. When the game begins, rectangular notes descend from the top of the screen, requiring players to press a corresponding key or spin the turntable. A “groove gauge” fills or empties depending on successful button presses. If the gauge drops below a certain level, the player fails the song and the game ends.

			By contemporary rhythm game standards, the original beatmania is disastrous. Not only did it premiere with just seven songs to tap along to, there just isn’t much that’s musical about it. Later games in the series would incorporate more musicality, but in the original, the keys triggered sound effects, kicks, and snares at most. The flashing screens featured swirling colors or abrasive visuals that rarely matched anything about the music they accompanied. The whole package was headache-inducing. Yet, for all its apparent flaws, beatmania tapped into a certain sense of cool that resonated with Japanese gamers. It was an arcade sensation, selling one million units and spawning eighteen versions over the next five years (not including the seven-keyed variant beatmania IIDX, which may now be better known than the original). The Games & Music Division rebranded itself in honor of its newly successful title, taking on a name that would become shorthand for every game that would fall under its umbrella: Bemani.

			The next game to carry the Bemani label, also a success, did little to upend the model set by its predecessor. Released in September 1998, the deliberately cute, colorful, anime-inflected pop’n music was simpler and more abstract than beatmania. While its gameplay is similar to beatmania’s, pop’n music does away with any pretense of musicality. The interface, featuring nine large buttons, isn’t meant to represent any particular instrument, nor does it trigger any particular sound; the goal is only to “pop” the notes as they scroll down the screen.

			While pop’n music was making its debut, a frustrated game producer at Konami named Yoshihiko Ota decided to pursue a novel idea. He was well into the creation of a combat-style game when he decided to hit the reboot switch. “It was the kind of thing that had sold well from long ago,” he told Japan Close-Up in 2000, “but at the time the game centers market was on a highly downward course… I felt that we had to produce items that were highly novel.” Ota recognized that the way to attract players to arcades was to offer them an experience they couldn’t replicate in their living rooms.

			A particular sorcery of music—something it does that no other medium can—is how it entices the body toward motion: to dance. The impulse to dance relies on a complex collection of traits and abilities. To spontaneously dance, observed the neuroscientist Aniruddh Patel, you must connect sound and movement, recognize and memorize the movements of others, and imitate those movements—and be a social enough creature to care about others’ non-threatening movements in the first place. Almost no other species on the planet shares all these qualities with humans, save one: parrots. A cockatoo named Snowball went viral in 2007 after being filmed bopping around to the Backstreet Boys. As his keepers exposed him to new music, he started coming up with a greater variety of moves. Snowball wasn’t imitating his keepers, Patel and his research team found, but he danced more when they danced with him. He was dancing for attention and social bonding, just like we do. “In our own evolution,” Patel said, “we were primed to become dancers.”

			Yoshihiko Ota’s idea was to capture that primal impulse in a game. Instead of tapping buttons, he wanted to pull the entire interface to the ground level, using pressure-sensitive panels that players would hit with their feet. Instead of rectangular notes coming down the display, onscreen arrow prompts would scroll up the monitor and over a stationary target, telling players which panel to press.

			Playing a game with one’s feet wasn’t a completely new idea. In the early 1980s, the Atari 2600 offered both the Joyboard balance controller and the five-button Foot Craz pad. Later, the NES’s Power Pad, arguably a spiritual predecessor to the soft pads that would make DDR playable on home consoles, made a bit of a splash in its 1987 debut. But most games designed for the foot pads of the 80s were sports tie-ins designed to simulate running and little else.

			Dance Aerobics, released in Japan in 1987 and North America in 1989, was an early attempt to make foot-gaming less monotonous. The game required the player to repeat, in sequence, steps assigned by a leotard-wearing instructor. (It could be seen as an early prototype for future exercise-focused games such as Wii Fit.) While the main game mode did little to differentiate it from most Power Pad offerings, hidden in the main menu were some more unexpected options. By choosing “Pad Antics,” players would uncover a series of secondary modes, including “Mat Melodies,” which assigned each sensor a corresponding musical note and challenged players to step out simple tunes such as “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star” or “London Bridge” in time with the game. A box in the lower corner of the screen displayed a score of 100 that decreased with every mistake. The mode itself has little graphical flair, but the core DDR mechanic is still surprisingly recognizable. Until the likes of PaRappa and beatmania came along, “Mat Melodies” was the closest thing to a rhythm game available.

			But by 1998, the Power Pad had long faded away, and some felt Ota’s idea lacked sufficient marketability. He immediately encountered resistance from others at Konami, who felt that the potential for embarrassment and a cultural aversion to becoming a spectacle would drive potential players away. As one unnamed Konami staffer told Brian Ashcraft in his book Arcade Mania!, “Japanese [people] do not like to stand out, and they tend to be shy […] So we were worried if people would accept this game style.” Ota remained undeterred, however, citing karaoke as a precedent: “At karaoke bars, for example, when asked to sing, people go, ‘No, I’m too embarrassed!’ at first, but often they end up singing their heads off once they get going.”

			He assembled a team of just 35 and gave them four months to design a prototype—a punishing schedule even in an industry known for crushing workloads. Further complicating matters was the fact that no one on the team knew how to dance. PaRappa and beatmania might have established the core play mechanic, but step charts were an order of magnitude more complicated than button presses. The team brought in professional dancers for motion-capture sessions to try to analyze their movements, but ultimately decided on a more low-tech solution. “[W]e really decided on the basic steps by having an engineer look at a dance book,” said Ota. “The first thing we used was cardboard with arrows drawn on it in thick ink. We always made sure that it was placed beside the developers’ desks, so that if they became confused they could try out the actual steps on it for themselves.”

			Even with the grueling turnaround time and internal doubts, the team dispatched a prototype in early fall 1998 to the St. Tropez arcade in Tokyo’s Ikebukuro district for a location test. It’s a testament to either Ota’s vision or Bemani management’s willingness to go along with that vision that the idea even got to the testing stage. As a seven-foot-tall cabinet tricked out with flashing lights and bass-pounding speakers, fused onto a raised metal platform with four pressure-sensitive panels for the player to step on, the game certainly fit its creator’s idea of a “highly novel” item: There was little danger of anyone recreating the experience in their living room. Who had the space to install this 900-pound behemoth, especially in Tokyo?

			From the first playtests, though, it was obvious Ota’s gambit had worked. “In the end we took it away after about two days,” he told Japan Close-Up, “but the sales we made during that period were unbelievable at the time! Well after that the attitudes of people around me changed completely.”

			With good reason. Released to arcades officially on September 26, 1998, Dance Dance Revolution quickly established itself as the breakout of the Bemani games. Lines grew, crowds formed, and everywhere you looked, DDR cabinets popped up—even in laundromats. Even with its imposing physical size, its ¥1,260,000 price tag (a cost of almost $15,000 USD by contemporary estimates), and the vulnerability required to play it, DDR quickly became not just a game but an attraction. Whether the designers intended it to or not, DDR put players at the center of the experience: It literally put them on a pedestal. Spectators flocked to it like nothing else in arcades, often transforming from curious onlookers to mortified flame-outs to enthusiastic participants—the audience became the stars who became the audience. It was a multiplayer experience regardless of whether everyone present was actually playing.

			In retrospect, the game’s success seems obvious. Wherever it’s found, dance is a communal, binding experience. Whether in the nightclub or among the ceremonial traditions of indigenous peoples, dancing is a social activity. As the neuroscientist Oliver Sacks wrote, “Just as rapid neural oscillations bind together different functional parts within the brain and nervous system, so rhythm binds together the individual nervous systems of a human community.”

			Moreover, Dance Dance Revolution was simply more welcoming to spectators than most of the machines it competed with in arcades. Unlike fighting games such as Street Fighter II or the popular side-scrolling action games of the mid-1990s like Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, The Simpsons, or X-Men, where the better players usually hunch close to the console, a DDR machine provides enough space between the player and the screen that the onlooker can get information from both. The game—and, more importantly, the feedback loop between the player’s actions and what happens on-screen—is fairly easy to comprehend. Skill makes a visible difference: Even someone who’s never played before can distinguish between a beginner carefully stepping out a song on middling difficulty and a master moving through a high-level step chart in a blur. Finally, DDR maintains a relatively static playtime. A game like Mortal Kombat may have seven stages or more before the final boss fight, which means that if a very good player gets the controls, everyone else may be waiting awhile for their turn. By contrast, bonus stages in Dance Dance Revolution were rare, with most songs clocking in around 90 seconds, keeping down the duration of any one player’s turn. The people waiting around DDR would have more opportunities to observe, judge, and play.

			According to the Japan Close-Up interview, Ota and his team intended for this fluidity of experience: “DDR is a machine that was invented with a lot of thought put into communication. Playing it surrounded by onlookers is really a special feature.”

			Within a few short months of the first playtest, it was clear how special DDR was. Success was quick enough that 2ndMIX, the first sequel, debuted in January 1999 and 3rdMIX in November of that year. In the first six months of 1999 alone, Konami sold 3,500 DDR machines—an astonishing figure for a market that had previously endured years of contraction. The Japanese arcade industry magazine Game Machine eventually named DDR the highest-grossing dedicated arcade game of 1999, with over 10,000 cabinets sold. And as the world would soon see, Bemani was only getting started.

		

	
		
			This Is a Game Where You Use Your Feet!

			The arrival of DDR in Japanese game centers lit a fuse, and Konami was happy to keep adding fuel to the fire it had created. DDR debuted on consoles and PCs in April 1999 with Dance Dance Revolution CS, a direct port of the arcade version. An expanded home release, 2ndReMIX, followed in August. Bemani even designed a single pad cabinet for solo players, although after Solo BASS MIX in 1999 and Solo 2000 the following year, they abandoned that concept and quietly added the content to full-fledged subsequent DDR releases.

			While it’s difficult to imagine, sales in 2000 actually surpassed those of the year before. Amidst a flood of mixes and home versions, Bemani took their first steps toward international expansion, releasing the first region-specific mix of DDR with 3rdMIX VER. KOREA, which added seven Korean songs to a selection of tracks from 3rdMIX. Those Korean machines had a much further reach than the company intended.

			By the turn of the millennium, DDR was still little more than a whisper in North America, but that whisper was finding receptive ears. Konami officially released the first cabinets to American arcades in 1999, to attentive and adventurous arcade owners willing to take a risk on the large (and expensive to ship) machines. DDR’s initial reach remained limited to major metropolitan areas, most often along the West Coast.

			The Airtight Garage arcade at San Francisco’s Metreon shopping center was one of DDR’s more fabled early U.S. locations. Marlene Saritzky, then the Metreon’s director of communications, told the San Francisco Examiner in 2000, “We didn’t exactly know what to expect as far as plays-per-day when DDR arrived, especially as we were the first in the city to get it.… We projected a minimum of at least 30 plays per day. What we got in the first month was 4,000 plays”—a 300% increase over initial estimates.

			For an industry and market on a downward slide ever since the arrival of the Nintendo Entertainment System, any opportunity to draw bodies and dollars back into an arcade was worth a look. The Playdium gaming center in Toronto, Canada even created an entire “Music Zone” featuring all the Bemani franchises available, plus an oddity from American company Devecka called Drumscape that actually predated beatmania. Ian Moorehead, Playdium’s senior director of concept development at the time, celebrated not only these games’ proven money-making potential but also the way they drew a diverse customer base to the arcade. He explained to the industry paper Vending Times, “Every arcade owner-operator is looking for game content that doesn’t necessarily appeal to the demographic of a 14-year-old boy.”

			Not everyone in the industry felt as confident. Some thought the genre could only work in areas with a high Asian-American population. Others thought it was too niche to break the chokehold that fighting, driving, and shooting games had on players’ attention. As one VP in the American offices of Japanese gaming company Namco put it, “Operators don’t buy the machines because there isn’t a sufficient player base, and there isn’t a sufficient player base because not enough people have been exposed to the games.” Even PaRappa’s total global sales were a third of what they had moved in Japan, and that game had the advantage of being in people’s homes.

			Less anxious were Konami’s executives themselves, riding high on the success in Japan, where Bemani games took up six slots on the list of top ten performing games of 2000, with DDR and beatmania frequently alternating for the top spot every month. Konami piloted just under 50 Bemani machines in California alone and another 30 in Canada, and DDR was the most popular among them. In Europe, Dancing Stage EuroMIX debuted in August 2000, and in 2001, North America and Europe got their first taste of DDR at home, with the debuts of Dance Dance Revolution CS in March and Dancing Stage EuroMIX CS in June.

			That said, Konami was not expecting to duplicate DDR’s runaway Japanese success overseas. The company printed only 5,000 initial copies of Dance Dance Revolution CS, expecting to sell 2,000 of them. But by mid–2002, the combined sales of the various DDR versions (including a Disney-themed mix) had reached over 150,000 copies. Soft pads akin to the Nintendo Power Pad began appearing in thousands of homes. Nonetheless, for many fans, playing at home would never come close to replicating the arcade environment. DDR was an experience meant to be shared with others, and that experience was best delivered in the controlled chaos of the arcade.

			[image: ]

			The world outside of arcades met DDR with patronizing bemusement. Many in the media were downright stunned that the video game industry would dare to defy its public image as a distraction for dormant indoor kids. Just as the release of sophisticated superhero comic books in the late 1980s led to a flood of newspapers with a million “Bang! Pow! Comics Aren’t Just for Kids!” headlines, the immediate take on DDR seemed to be, “A Videogame that Gets Teens… Off the Couch?!”

			“The video game begins, yet no one here has that glazed-over Night of the Living Dead look that plagues teens the world over when they mainline a joystick-and-monitor fix,” wrote USA Today. “Forget the image of paunchy video gamers holed up in a dark room, surrounded by sticky Twinkie wrappers and empty soda cans,” said the Associated Press.

			DDR’s full-body requirement changed the way many thought about video games and their potential extra-game benefits. The physical endurance required to play the game at anything other than the most casual level didn’t go unnoticed in media reports, which often included mentions of weight loss success stories. DDR caught the attention of many in the media, the academy, and most notably, some American public school districts. For schools with limited outdoor or gym space, getting kids moving within the confines of a dance pad was a welcome innovation; schools began buying consoles with grant money aimed at supporting student health. In 2006, the state of West Virginia became the first to adopt the game as part of its physical-education curriculum, outfitting 106 schools with an Xbox and two dance mats. For its part, Konami later released a PC-based version of the game, networking up to 48 wireless mats into a single game and allowing students to store fitness data on smart cards. DDR is no longer widespread on school campuses, but the idea has lived on in physical-activity-focused apps such as GoNoodle, which (admittedly frustrated) PE teachers deployed en masse during the pandemic.

			For the people actually playing the game, though, the opinions of the world outside, good or bad, were largely irrelevant. The players were on a journey of their own, pushing the game and themselves to the limits of what was possible, on both sides of the Pacific.

			Aaron Tokunaga, who was working in Japan as a translator in the 1990s (and would eventually go on to work for Konami), witnessed the rise of the DDR Japanese fan community and eventually self-published a book about it called Counting Combos. According to the book, groups of like-minded players were forming teams as early as 1999, and Konami sponsored the largest DDR tournament at that point, King of Freestyle Dancers, the same year. By 2001, as the Bemani craze was softening in Japan, many remaining players were hardcore enthusiasts who devoted hours to refining their skills, leaving more casual players feeling disillusioned. According to an entry in an “arcade journal” (think: pen-and-paper guestbook), quoted by Tokunaga, “It is very hard to play in the environment that these ‘expert’ players create when they play. They get the maximum score or very close on every song and then afterwards they celebrate among themselves. How are you supposed to follow that?” It’s a fair question.

			As a bilingual Canadian living in Japan, Tokunaga was curious to see if the game had any presence across the water in North America and was surprised to discover a passionate community growing around the game. He’d already been documenting player scores on a website he started in 1999, and as word of his archives spread to the West, American players were exposed for the first time to the highest level of Japanese play. Early top-tier Japanese players like “Yasu,” his brother “Take,” and even Tokunaga-Chmieolowiec himself were racking up piles of AAAs, the highest possible rank the game offered. Not only had the game’s scoring ceiling been shattered, but suddenly documenting one’s scores became a much higher priority than it once was, with all the attendant skepticism that accompanied it.

			Bemani had to adjust. DDR went through some notable modifications with 5thMIX, released in March 2001. They refreshed the song catalog, redesigned the interface, and upgraded the displays to 60 frames per second. The higher framerate reduced the input lag, allowing for more visual precision when players timed their steps. More precision meant a better chance of scoring a perfect step, and more perfect steps meant a better chance of achieving the coveted PFC (Perfect Full Combo). The improved display was a welcome addition to most, but it also marked a shift in the player base and how Konami responded to them: with a greater focus on physical challenges at the expense of more casual play.

			The rapid collective improvement in DDR players’ capability was further acknowledged when DDRMAX released in late 2001. MAX removed the previous difficulty rating of 1–10 “feet” in favor of the more granular “Groove Radar” (which graphed things like overall step density and the number of steps that fell off-beat), increased overall difficulty at the higher levels, and added freeze arrows that required the player to put continuous pressure on a pad. (The freeze arrows had been pioneered in Pump It Up, a Korean-made alternative to DDR.) MAX also unleashed the song “MAX300” onto the world, so-named for its 300 beats per minute (BPM), a hidden “boss song” meant to push players to their absolute limits. Just clearing the song at all became a mark of pride and accomplishment for most players.

			And then Yasu pulled a AAA on it.

			It’s hard to think of a moment in DDR’s history more consequential to its culture than Yasu’s accomplishment. Getting a perfect score on a song built by design to be the boss of all boss songs stunned the community locally and abroad. The skepticism was so rampant that Yasu embarked on an informal tour of area arcades, repeating the achievement for anyone who doubted him, like a battle MC putting haters in their place. Not only had he tamed the hardest song in the franchise’s history, but he was doing it on demand. The entire community was on notice: A rank that shouldn’t be possible was now within reach. Score and rank became the primary currencies of DDR. As Tokunaga writes in Counting Combos, “the mindset of how good someone could be at the game was shaken, and the ‘fun factor’ from the old days was gradually being replaced with raw skill at the game, regardless of whether or not players enjoyed the music or the steps.”

			Yasu’s triumph had seismic repercussions. Not just because he’d done it, but because of how he’d done it: by making use of the support bar. “The bar” was a U-shaped padded pipe at the rear end of the machine—a safety precaution present from the first iteration of the game, meant to keep players from falling off the back of the platform. Some players developed a preference for gripping the bar behind them to gain stability and redistribute their weight, allowing them to be literally lighter on their feet. Using the bar did nothing to improve timing, coordination, or stamina, but online discussions at the time often dismissed scores achieved by using it, a practice referred to by the grossly unfortunate (and now thankfully defunct) term “bar raping.” Many players in the West considered it a form of cheating because using it made the game “easier” (“easier” being a relative concept when tapping out steps at 300 BPM). Conversely, Japanese players never considered it problematic since it was a feature of the game, and nothing in the game said that it couldn’t be used.

			Contentious as it was for many years, the bar debate is a dead issue today. Every high-level player uses the technique, and Konami staff have even admitted to designing step charts with full knowledge that players would use the bar. But at the time, it highlighted a schism forming between players, with a stronger focus on competition—especially in the West, where success was predicated on grueling physical achievement.

			It also pointed to a question about the relationship between the players, the game, and the audience. Yasuhiro Ota had designed DDR to have an audience, after all. (Even in the home console versions, failing a level would bring on a chorus of tracked booing, as if to simulate a crowd of disappointed onlookers.) Although watching top players hang on to the bar for dear life while their feet flew all over the mat could be impressive, it wasn’t nearly as visually enticing as someone using their whole body to finish a less technically demanding set of combos. Wasn’t the point of Dance Dance Revolution to dance? And what kind of dancing was this supposed to be, anyway?

		

	
		
			Can I Call You a Dancing Master?

			From the beginning, DDR prompted the question of what dancing in the middle of an arcade (or a laundromat, or on a foam pad in the middle of a living room) might look like. The early editions of DDR featured songs popular in Tokyo’s nightclubs, but people usually seek different kinds of fun from nightclubs than from arcades. Then there was the artificial restraint posed by the machine itself: Any dancing had to take place within the area covered by the machine’s sensors. There was a high risk that the “dance” part of Dance Dance Revolution would look less like dancing and more like awkward shuffling: more a parody of fun than actual fun. But, in fact, DDR drew from Japanese dance traditions, both new and old, that had given people an excuse to have fun in public for centuries.

			To understand what traditional Japanese dance meant for DDR, it helps to look at one of the many rhythm games released in the wake of DDR’s success: Rhythm Tengoku, a Nintendo-made Game Boy Advance title from 2006. One of its stages was called “The Bon Odori.” To a cheerful tune (the lyrics can be translated as “It’s a festival, yay! / All Japan says hooray!”) the player’s character, a girl wearing a yukata, would dance in place, clapping in rhythm and occasionally turning around or bowing.

			A bon odori is a dance performed during the annual bon (sometimes obon) festival, whose history in Japan dates back five centuries. The original story behind this dance is that Monkoren, a disciple of Buddha, went on a quest to free his late mother from the Realm of Hungry Ghosts. When he succeeded and her suffering ended, he danced with joy. A bon odori is supposed to be light-hearted and relatively simple, so that everyone can do it to honor the spirits of their ancestors. The dances vary by region and tradition—some involve forming circles, some proceed in lines—but usually consist of specific, deliberate hand motions performed while the dancer is standing straight up, and requiring very little athleticism and vertical movement.

			Rhythm Tengoku underscores the link between DDR (as well as its descendants) and Japanese dance traditions. DDR was partly born from longstanding Japanese interest in Western music and dance traditions, especially hip-hop and breakdancing, but it also descended from dances like the bon odori, taken out of its original Buddhist context and given a late-twentieth-century injection of speed. As it turns out, DDR only looked like it came out of nowhere.
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			DDR’s true public performance grandparent was born in the late 1970s, in the not-yet-widely known Tokyo neighborhood of Harajuku. In those days, it was a municipal custom to close a stretch of road near Yoyogi Park to car traffic every Sunday. The resulting wide boulevard became known as “Pedestrian Heaven,” which provided a good space for groups to gather—including clusters of primary-color-swathed, hairsprayed, and beslippered teenagers gathered around a boombox.

			These brightly colored partiers, absolutely nothing like the gray-suited salaryman stereotype that was becoming many Westerners’ default view of Japanese people, were called the Takenokozoku. The use of the word takenoko was less for its literal translation (“bamboo sprout”) than for a clothing boutique of the same name that opened in Harajuku in 1978, and -zoku for “group” or “tribe.” In late twentieth-century Japan, the -zoku suffix was usually used to denote mainstream disapproval. Motorcycle gangs were derisively called (and later proudly called themselves) bosozoku. To describe a young woman as a mihaazoku was to call her money-grubbing and superficial. “Zoku,” writes the author W. David Marx, “feels like ‘tribe’ in the sense that ‘good society’ spied into the wilderness and discovered them in the midst of some jaw-dropping primitive behavior.”

			And what was the primitive behavior of the takenokozoku? Coordinated group dancing. Since their heyday was a quarter-century before the rise of social media, it’s hard to find video of the takenokozoku in action, but old clips can still be found on YouTube. One such clip, dating back to 1980, starts with an aerial view of the crowds on Pedestrian Heaven before zooming in to find its dancers. They’re hard to miss in their bright, billowy, flowing polyester clothes; feathers or ribbons (for women) or headbands (for men) in teased hair; and simple slippers, bright red or pink or yellow to match the outfit. The clip even shows one young woman with a pacifier in her mouth, anticipating the rave scene by a decade and a half. Finally, for contrast, the camera points to groups of spectators, dressed more soberly in white button-down shirts and watching the show with expressions of bewilderment.

			The dancing itself varied from group to group and performance to performance. Sometimes the group formed a circle around the boombox and faced the center. Sometimes they formed two lines. Sometimes they made a moving line. (The subset of takenokozoku who drew their stylistic inspiration from 1950s rock ‘n’ roll included period-appropriate dance moves such as the Twist.) The moves were relatively simple and more bouncy than strenuous, with the emphasis on sweeping hand gestures rather than fancy footwork. A great deal of skill wasn’t required, so long as a participant could follow in sync. The point was to all do it together.

			The takenokozoku fad was not long-lived: By 1984 or so, it had dwindled to a few small but dedicated groups (although a hardy, enviable cohort of rockabillies could be found dancing in Yoyogi Park as late as 2023). Even with the internet’s fondness for creating rabbit holes out of long-ago fads, it’s hard to find much information about the former Harajuku dancers, especially in English. There’s also no hard evidence that Yoshihiko Ota and his hardworking engineers were thinking of the takenokozoku when they started putting together the first prototype DDR cabinets. But in their marriage of bright colors, pop music, shared public performance, and dancing that anyone who was willing to practice could do, the takenokozoku tapped into the same vein of glorious silliness that DDR players would discover for themselves two decades later.
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			More than one dance movement got its start in Yoyogi Park during the 1980s. One day in October 1983, a yellow minivan covered in swirls of pink and green pulled to a stop along one of the boulevards, emptying members of New York’s Rock Steady Crew out among the pompadoured rockers and two-stepping takenokozoku dancers. They were there to promote the Japanese premiere of Wild Style, the seminal independent hip-hop film from director Charlie Ahearn that shined a spotlight on New York’s bubbling hip-hop culture.

			Film producer Kaz Kazui had seen Wild Style on a trip abroad, and despite concerns over how it would be received, he booked the film for screenings at the Milanoza Theatre in Shinjuku. Not only that, he also flew more than thirty people involved with the film to Japan on a promotional tour that included club shows, TV appearances, and the impromptu park jam in Yoyogi. “Rock Steady Crew put a boombox down and we formed a cypher,” Ahearn recalled for the Japan Times thirty years later. “They started hitting windmills and headspins, and it completely freaked people out.” Speaking to a different interviewer in 2010, Ahearn noted, “It was a real collision of cultures and as much as the Wild Style crew was totally unprepared for how different Japan was going to be, the Japanese were also equally unprepared for what we were bringing to Japan.”

			It’s hard to overstate how important Wild Style was to the development of Japanese hip-hop. Many Japanese musical pioneers, such as turntable legend and ambient-music producer DJ Krush, can trace their origins back to those Shinjuku screenings. But the Rock Steady Crew’s dancing may have been even more inspirational than their rapping. Of the four classical elements associated with early and Golden Era hip-hop of the late 1970s and 80s, (MCing, DJing, graffiti, and breakdancing), breakdancing was the early standout among many Japanese fans, simply because it eliminated the language barrier. Said Takagi Kan, one half of 80s rap duo Tinnie Punx, “I couldn’t tell what was what with the rap and the deejaying […] but with the breakdancing and graffiti you could understand it visually.”

			Not long after Wild Style debuted in Tokyo, rumors of breakdancers in Yoyogi Park caught the ear of a nineteen-year-old aspiring b-boy (breakdancer) from the San’ya area of Tokyo named Crazy-A. After Crazy-A saw the Rock Steady Crew gliding across squares of linoleum rolled across park lane asphalt, he started teaching himself to backspin and searching for community.

			“After seeing the film in 1983, I started looking for dancing and, at the time, here in Harajuku, it was where all the young people got together and, here, they closed the street and made it only for pedestrians,” Crazy-A told journalist Chuck Clenney in 2022. “There were rock and rollers and takenozoku groups were here, so I thought, if I come here, there’ll be someone doing it, but there was no one doing it, so I started it myself.”

			Speaking with author Ian Condry in 1996, Crazy-A described being one of a handful of intrigued fans hanging out in Yoyogi Park, listening to rap music piping out of a single boombox. “More people would come by, and I’d ask if anyone knew where there was dancing going on, but no one was doing it. Then I suggested that we start. From the next week on, four of us started dancing… It was like a block party, a natural phenomenon.” He called his crew the Tokyo B-Boys until Crazy Legs of the original Rock Steady Crew invited them to become affiliates as Rock Steady Crew Japan. By 1998, Crazy-A was throwing a four-day festival in Yoyogi called B-Boy Park that featured concerts, exhibitions, and, most importantly, battles.

			The core of breaking was, and remains, the cypher: a circle formed by a crowd of spectators. Dancers play to the audience and often call out other dancers for a battle, a (mostly) friendly display of skills to assert dominance, all while the crowd shouts their approval. As Crazy-A said in a 2010 interview, “B-boying was revolutionary. The audiences were really surprised. It was usually the same dancers every week. We were always surrounded by passers-by.” Like DDR, breaking excels as public performance in the presence of onlookers.

			Physically, there’s little similarity between hip-hop and DDR. A 2006 study by Joanna Demers suggested many players didn’t think the genre worked well with the game. Furthermore, DDR’s nods to its possible roots in Black music and connections to Blackness in general have often come off as awkward: the inclusion of a dark-skinned dancing character named “Afro,” for example, or “Blues,” as in “rhythm and,” in the console version of Extreme.

			But whatever DDR and breaking lack in shared style, they recoup in shared philosophy. In his work on the development of hip-hop in Japan, cultural anthropologist Ian Condry emphasizes the importance of the concept of the genba, best translated as “the real place” or “the place where the thing happened.” Literally, a genba could be a crime scene, a construction site, or the floor of a machine shop. In the parlance of hip-hop, according to Condry, a genba is anywhere hip-hop was played or performed, be it nightclubs or cyphers in the park—sites of complex cultural flows between the national and international. “The place to be,” in the vernacular of the time. By those metrics, the arcade experience of DDR is also a genba: a Japanese company using Western music as the soundtrack to a Japanese game for Japanese players, exported back to players in the West who then perform in front of crowds of onlookers.

			“I’d see an arcade as a genba,” Condry wrote via email. “Any place where people come together to create something bigger than themselves, to me, is a genba.”
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			In the 1990s, another dance craze appeared, faded, then reappeared in Tokyo’s famous clubs. In form it resembled the careful, paced movements of the takenokozoku more than the vertical movements of breakdancing. And unlike breakdancing, it was meant to be danced in a group, with synchronization as close to perfect as possible. But it shared with breakdancing the idea of practicing on your own so that you could show off your moves later at the club. This was the dance craze that would have the most direct influence on DDR: para para.

			When para para started is hard to pinpoint. According to Tokyo Schoolgirl Inferno, a 2007 survey of movements in Tokyo popular culture and fashion, the name comes from a Japanese word roughly meaning “moving in a wave pattern.” A 2013 history by John Bohne, a self-described para para fan, claims that routines were taught as far back as 1987 at Tokyo clubs such as King & Queen in Aoyama. A different source pinpoints the beginning of the initial para para boom to the 1994 hit song “Tora Tora Tora,” by MAX, a J-pop group whose four members had previously been in a group with Namie Amuro. At this point, Avex Trax, a growing Japanese record label (with MAX among its signees), started publishing CDs of popular songs to para para to and videos of the routines for future club-goers to study and practice at home.

			It does take practice. Para para looks easy at first, since the footwork is only repeated stepping from side to side, but the dancer’s hands and arms are engaged in near-constant motion. Precision is the key: Since there’s a limited space for the hands and arms to move, differences between moves can be subtle, and each dancer wants to put their hand in exactly the same place relative to their body as all the other dancers. (The movements are faster and wider, but para para strongly resembles bon odori in its emphasis on hand movements above the waist.) Making it even more difficult, para para dancers usually don’t face each other or form a circle the way the takenokozoku dancers did, but rather all face outward in a line, giving less opportunity for dancers to observe one another.

			This doesn’t mean that para para wasn’t a social activity. As with the takenokozoku, social groups formed to practice and perform para para routines. Some of the best-known groups choreographing para para routines, such as T-RREX, became sought-after performers in their own right. High-level choreographer groups were often featured at official scheduled para para club events, some of which continued well into the 2010s.

			Para para lost some popularity in the late 1990s until it got a boost from the most popular celebrity in Japan—the “King of Ratings”—Takuya Kimura, a member of the then-omnipresent pop group SMAP. In one performance on SMAPxSMAP, the group’s variety show, a very determined Kimura led a para para routine in which, after pausing to strip to the waist, he lifted a woman’s skirt using only his mind. In another para para performance, he was joined on stage by dancers in full Disney mascot outfits. Given how popular SMAP was—one count had them in more than 500 commercials in an eight-year period—Kimura’s endorsement of para para may not have by itself spawned a new para para boom, but it sure didn’t hurt.

			Avex supplemented the revival by making a new series of videos called ParaPara Paradise, organized around a specific group of smiling dancers, the Para Para AllStars. These dancers, with their lightened, teased-out hair, tanned skin, and bare midriffs, resembled the fashionable “Gals” partying in Tokyo nightclubs at the time. “Gals” organized themselves into social clubs called “Gal circles,” whose rules for membership might include being able to do para para. There was even a 2006 TV drama called Gal Circle, whose characters, amidst the various plot twists, met to dance para para.

			Given that Konami was already producing dance games by the time of the para para revival, it made perfect sense for it, too, to try to capitalize on the craze. The unimaginatively named Bemani arcade game ParaPara Paradise made its debut in 2000. It included a layout of sensors that detected whether the player’s arm movement matched the moves being asked for onscreen. Unfortunately, the sensors’ accuracy was limited. “If you like (and I do), you can simply flail away like a maniac, with no rhythm or pattern whatsoever,” wrote an early tester of the game. A second mix appeared a year later, but the game was discontinued after that.

			A follow-up to ParaPara Paradise called Dance Evolution (Dance Masters in North America) was created for the Xbox Kinect in 2010. It was the rare Bemani game to have a console release first and an arcade release only two years later. Almost all the music was pulled from previous DDR soundtracks (an exception being “Night of Fire,” Takuya Kimura’s favorite song to para para to). Like Para Para Paradise before it, Dance Evolution failed to make much of an impression after its initial release, possibly because by the time of its release even the 2000s para para trend had died out, and para para’s popularity outside Japan was limited. For example, a survey of Singaporean students taken in October 2001, at the height of the para para boom, showed that while more than 30% read manga or listened to Japanese music “always” or “often,” and almost 40% said the same of watching Japanese animation, only 5% said they always or often did para para dancing. In the North American market, Dance Masters also suffered from direct competition with Dance Central, a Harmonix-released Kinect game whose soundtrack leaned on recent American hits.

			Still, para para is inextricable from DDR history. Not just because some of DDR’s songs, like Judy Crystal’s “Nori Nori Nori,” reference the dance directly (“para para deep in my heart / I must be Tokyo superstar”), but because para para took the idea of coordinated public dancing, which had been relatively small during the takenokozoku era, nationwide. It’s not a great leap to go from impressing your friends by dancing para para in sync to impressing your friends by hitting DDR’s step arrows at the right time. But para para, with its emphasis on arm instead of leg movements, turned out to be less adaptable to video-game form—and not all DDR play would be as beholden to accuracy and predictability as para para required. At least, not at first.

			DDR may have ostensibly abandoned the “dance” portion of its name, but it remains part of traditions, both domestic and international, of cultural exchange through the universally understood language of movement.

		

	
		
			Feelings Won’t Fade

			For a game with “Dance” in its title twice for emphasis, there’s arguably very little dancing left at the highest levels of DDR gameplay. The early simplification of movement, for efficiency’s sake, practiced by Yasu and his peers—hanging onto the bar to keep the upper half of the body still, concentrating on moving the lower half—caught on quickly. As the player base improved and Konami responded with more intense step charts, the priority for most dedicated players became “tech,” or what was once called “score attack” or “perfect attack,” a quest to acquire the highest score possible on any given song. Higher difficulty meant more arrows in the chart and more chances to score, resulting in higher totals, tournament wins, and leaderboard records. Watching footage of world-class caliber players is like watching Super Saiyans spar on an episode of Dragon Ball Z: their feet tapping out ballistic rhythms at speeds hard to track with the naked eye. They are marvels of physical stamina, endurance, and mind/body coordination working in concert, with the competitive drive of a b-boy cypher. But is it dancing?

			DDR gameplay is a throwback to the early arcade gaming of the 1970s and 80s: It’s all about timing, points, and pattern recognition. The “story” of DDR is the story of whoever’s playing it: what songs they struggle to clear and what skills they’re working on, thousands of personalized narratives unique to each player. This isn’t to say the game never attempted to graft storytelling onto its gameplay. Onscreen characters have dated back to the original release, and “Quest” modes have featured in home versions. But despite a cast list of humans, robots, and aliens, their stories are thinly sketched, typically involving little more than moving from point to point on a map searching for parties and challenging opponents to dance-offs. There’s also no connection between the movements of the player and those of the avatars on the screen. The characters, when they do appear, are essentially wallpaper, following their preprogrammed spins and steps the same way each time, regardless of the song selected or how proficient or poor the player is at hitting the pad. DDR is about gameplay first and foremost, less concerned about what happens on the screen, and instead prioritizes the experience that occurs in real space.

			And in that real space, the only thing the game cares about is timing and accuracy. All that matters is hitting the panels within the appropriate timing window, and the game doesn’t care how that happens. This fact created an opportunity for some players to tell a new story with DDR, a story about how well they can tap those arrows and rock a crowd at the same time.

			In the language of DDR, as in the language of hip-hop, freestyle is exactly what it says it is: freedom of style. In rap, that could mean a rhyme completely off the top of the head, or a written verse with no specific subject, deemed unsuitable for commercial release. In DDR, it means passing the song however a player can, often in a performative fashion. This might incorporate choreography, improvised comedy, both, or neither. Just hit the steps and clear the song.

			In the old days (the 1st through 3rdMIX days), freestyle was the yin to tech’s yang—looser and with a focus on creativity instead of just raw score data. There were never any contentious arguments about using the support bar among freestylers. The bar was an essential tool for putting on a memorable performance, whether players were swinging their legs over it or shooting themselves under it and off the dancing stage. If tech was Olympic speed skating, freestyle was figure skating—athleticism blended with performance.

			Videos of Japanese players incorporating breakdance elements or facing away from the screen and playing to the crowd had already made their way overseas via FTP servers and file-sharing programs. However, it wasn’t until clips of a team from Korea known as A-Team made it to the U.S. that many players began to understand the possibilities. In one clip, an A-Team member playing doubles on “Afronova” from 3rdMIX looks like he’s levitating two inches above the stage as he effortlessly glides and spins over the panels, rarely looking at the screen. In another pairs routine, a duo shuffles and turns in perfect synchronicity. They tap the panels with feet, hands, and knees before one of them steps vertically up the front of the cabinet to make space for the other to do a “Matrix Walk” horizontally across the screen (a move later informally banned due to the tendency of less sure-footed players to damage machines while attempting it). The A-Team’s performances were to freestyle what Yasu’s AAAs were to tech: the innovative displays that served notice on the entire community and raised the ceiling for what was possible.

			Tech exemplifies what DDR is: precision, stamina, and endurance. Freestyle exemplifies what the game could be: tragedy and comedy, pulling in the rapt audience, then busting out a well-timed backflip or six-step. Both play styles were recognized by players as viable, often sharing time in the same tournaments. “[Freestyle] was your entertainment for the night after watching people step on arrows for six hours,” said John De Guzman Sydiongco, a longtime DDR player who enjoys both tech and freestyle playing.

			If you watch a highlight reel of performances from the boom era of the early 2000s, the variety of performances is striking. A player named Bruce Leroy pantomimes Spider-Man’s origin story as a b-boy: He steps across the stage taking photos when something bites him. He drops his camera, falls to the ground, and then rises to discover he no longer needs his glasses as people in the crowd yell out narration. By the time he removes his jacket, revealing the uniform underneath, the crowd is roaring in approval. Another memorable example is DJ 8-Ball and Samantha’s performance to “Synchronized Love,” recognized by many as one of the best of the era, which delivers the plot of a romantic comedy in a minute and a half. In freestyle, multiple races, genders, and body types are represented, including a player from Florida who performed with one leg and crutches.

			Yet for all of freestyle’s eye-catching performances, tech quickly emerged as the preferred style among the fanbase. So what happened? How does a scene bursting with such creativity fizzle away? What killed freestyle?

			The easy answer is to pin it on the four-year DDR hiatus between Extreme and SuperNOVA from 2002 to 2006. In the Groove, a competing game built with an identical game mechanic, rushed in to fill the space left by Konami in Western arcades. It would not get much time to do so, but while it lasted, ITG heavily influenced the direction of American DDR players. ITG’s priority was ratcheting up the difficulty: DDR’s charts and music didn’t provide the breathing room necessary to perform a compelling freestyle.

			“It was very tech-heavy,” said Mel Baltazar, a.k.a “Mel B,” one of the best-known freestyle players in California during the peak. “That’s when the [tech] tournaments had their renaissance. With [tech] going up, freestyle kind of took the dive, because In the Groove was not made for freestyle performances.”

			“In the Groove gave the community something new to play. The problem was, it had very little disco, hip-hop, funk… stuff you could actually get down to,” added James Gowdey, another longtime player from California. The market had spoken, and freestyle was out of fashion. Not even a new release in the DDR franchise could reinvigorate the scene: “When SuperNOVA came out, we only had one tournament for it,” said Sydiongco.

			Baltazar has also suggested that the lack of objective criteria in the judging of freestyle might put off some tech-minded players. In a tech tournament, the results are laid out on the screen as a numerical result: cold, fixed, and indisputable. The winners are the winners. In freestyle, the routine that wins one tournament might place fifth at the next. Some factors were easy to judge—the song must be cleared, players must face away from the screen—but much about evaluating a freestyle performance is the prerogative of the judges. A player focused on scoring might not be comfortable with the fluid evaluation methods of freestyle. (If freestyle is DDR’s equivalent of figure skating, then it might well be vulnerable to Olympic-level figure skating’s many, many scoring controversies.)

			There’s another hypothesis on the disappearance of freestyle, proposed in 2004 by Jacob Smith of Indiana University in a paper published in the Journal of Popular Music Studies. Smith’s was one of the first thorough examinations of the meaning and culture of DDR, and laid much groundwork for how academics would come to think about the game. The paper includes a revealing passage about the gendering of dance in both Western culture and DDR:

			Since dance […] tends to be gendered female, male players can feel that their masculinity is threatened. Again and again, internal and external policing of DDR fan culture is in terms of masculinity. This is demonstrated by the pervasive fear expressed both by enemies of DDR and from its anxious proponents, that there is something gay about this game. For male players, a way must be found to organize DDR play so as to minimize these tensions.

			Smith argues that the focus on tech play is a way for the fan community to take something “feminine” like dance and recontextualize it as a “masculine” sport. “While tournaments help form social connections among players and provide the opportunity to show off one’s skill,” Smith writes, “they also help athleticize and hence masculinize the dancing of DDR.”

			Twenty years after Smith’s analysis, DDR’s player base is very different from the one he described. And while his portrait of the scene squares with the homophobic straight male culture of the early 00s, the scene in DDR’s peak was home to plenty of straight men perfectly comfortable to be part of dance culture. Since the game was always dominated by male players, many of its top freestylers were also men—men who didn’t feel any discomfort in the more performative aspects of the play style.

			Meanwhile in 2018, a player named Brittany Scott founded Valkyrie Dimension, a tech tournament exclusively for female, nonbinary, and non-cis male players. Scott says she started running tournaments to introduce more women to competitive play. “When you have a tournament, you have a reason to push yourself, try new things, and actually improve your game,” said Scott via email. “The girls’ dance game community is actually really amazing. We all try to be supportive of each other, regardless of skill level. Rivalries will form, but [we] still manage to be supportive.” Emily “emcat” Auten, a tech player who travels frequently to compete in tournaments, says that Valkyrie Dimension provides a more welcoming environment: no worries about being catcalled while playing or having the game condescendingly explained to you.

			For Scott, the whole rationale of the tournament was never to exclude men, but to include more women. “Someone asked what I wanted for the future of Valkyrie Dimension, and honestly, I want it to not be needed,” she said. “If you went to any given tournament and half of the participants were women, we wouldn’t really need to hold a Valkyrie Dimension any longer.”

			No matter the player’s gender, tech is still considered the gold standard of play. But freestyle may have been more vulnerable to shifting trends than tech play. In the pre-YouTube era, it was harder to impress faraway players with a freestyle routine, which had to be witnessed, than with a score. Also contributing to freestyle’s decline was the fading of the DDR trend as a whole, the lack of new Bemani machines, the brief reign of In the Groove, and the aging out of original freestyle masters.

			Competitive freestyle may have fallen out of fashion, but those who loved it never forgot. In Japan, where the style shrank but didn’t disappear, groups like Panda-san Team continued to wow audiences with theatrical and laser-precise mixed doubles routines. In addition, every livestream of Konami’s 2023 Bemani Pro League tournament began with an exhibition by “Dance Actors” playing the game in a looser and freer fashion more akin to classic freestyle. And in 2017, Baltazar, Gowdey, and their friends Paolo Sambrano and Ryan Godinez sat in the hotel bar after a gaming convention and wondered how the freestyle scene might have developed if things like streaming video and social media had been available at DDR’s peak. Someone eventually asked why they couldn’t try throwing a tournament. So they did, forming Freestyle Takeover in partnership with Sydiongco. They held their first event in January 2018 and continued to host a number of in-person tournaments at game conventions and online “cyber cyphers” throughout that year. As of this writing, Freestyle Takeover has a dedicated YouTube channel and Discord.

			The spirit of freestyle also lives elsewhere. On one of the many machines at the MomoCon convention in Atlanta in May 2023, Harvey “Buck” Vallangca energetically freestyled on a DDR machine—all the more impressive for completing it in a full check-patterned suit, cosplaying as the Pacesetter from Toontown: Corporate Clash. Harvey had flown in all the way from Seattle, where he was in college studying music and sound design for game audio. “When I was little,” he said a bit bashfully, “the only [DDR song] I could do was ‘BREAK DOWN!’ on Light.” But as he grew more confident in DDR, his inner freestyler came out. “I like freestyling to improve my flexibility,” he said. “A lot of what I do is just on the spot… There’s a lot in my heart and mind that I can’t really speak out, but the motions do it for me.”

			The creation of freestyle, and the tenacity of those who loved it even after its mid-2000s exile, exemplifies the power in blending the rigid structure of a music game with the fluid creativity of the player—the incorporation of personal enthusiasm into performance that Masaya Matsuura spoke of in 1996.

		

	
		
			Make the Colors in the Sky

			In July 1998, a pair of Swedish singers, Veronica Almquist and Nina Boquist, released their first album. It was called Smile, and the group was known as Smile.dk. (URL suffixes were still pretty novel in 1998, and the group hoped the name Smile.dk would attract more attention in Denmark.) You might not remember the video for their first single, “Butterfly,” in which Almquist and Boquist, wearing cropped tank tops and (rather awesome) cargo pants and smiling like flight attendants on Tank Girl Airlines, wander through an only vaguely animated green field, climb atop a cartoon Mount Fuji, and finally take off in a bubbly spaceship with their newly discovered samurai lovers. But if you played even a little bit of Dance Dance Revolution during its heyday, the song itself may still reside in a groove of your brain: Ay-yi-yi, I’m your little butterfly / Green, black, and blue make the colors in the sky.

			For many players, “Butterfly” is the DDR song. It appeared in every single arcade version from 1st to 6th mix, and a longer version is available on DDR X. There are even remixes of “Butterfly” available on 2018’s Dancerush Stardom and 2019’s Dance Dance Revolution A20. Some of this is simple first-mover advantage: There were only eleven songs available on the first version of DDR. Of those, two were remixes of 1970s disco hits (“Have You Never Been Mellow” and “Kung Fu Fighting”) and one was just a 1970s disco hit untouched (“That’s The Way (I Like It)” by K.C. and the Sunshine Band). The step chart may also have played a role: “Butterfly” was no “PARANOiA,” but it wasn’t the easiest song available, either. It was the first song many early DDR players had to practice—and therefore, play over and over—to master.

			But “Butterfly” is also representative of DDR music in that, for American players especially, it seemed to have emerged from its own parallel musical universe. The week Smile was released, the top songs in the United States were mostly hip-hop, R&B, and adult contemporary pop. Nothing in that list sounded even close to a too-chipper Bubblegum Dance track relying heavily on the most cartoonish stereotypes of Japan. (Almquist and Boquist sing about wanting to find a samurai, “someone who is strong, but still a little shy.”) Compared to American pop at the time, “Butterfly” sounds like a song aimed at kids, or a Eurovision entry sung in an arena pumped full of helium.

			That bouncy weirdness would turn out to be not a weakness but a strength. “Butterfly” was the signal, however unofficial and unintended, that DDR’s music choices were not driven by the American market. Eventually songs by American stalwarts such as Britney Spears would get their own step charts, but they were simply additions to a playlist of in-house-produced tracks that would get their own fame, along with other Euro Bubblegum like Barbie Young’s cover of Aqua’s “Cartoon Heroes.” The DDR musical world pandered, especially at first, to Japanese tastes, which meant it didn’t pander to dominant American ones. And that difference, sustained over time, helped make DDR more compelling and more distinct than rivals that relied exclusively on standard top-40 music, such as the Just Dance series of console games.

			DDR’s music can be divided roughly into three eras. Early on, the music was Eurodance-heavy. Later came a period dominated by Bemani composer and music director Naoki Maeda. This was followed by the post-Maeda era, when the number of songs—and number of potential contributors—exploded. All the way through, though, DDR’s music has remained a mix of bonkers collisions of singers, composers, sources, and languages, from the hottest nightclubs of 1990s Tokyo to a small network of dedicated expatriate artists to a larger network of dedicated fan-creators. The story of DDR’s music is as serendipity-fueled and unpredictable as that of DDR itself.
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			To explain how “Butterfly,” a bouncy work by a pair of rookie Swedes, went gold in Japan in the first place, we have to go way back to 1974 when Italian producer Giorgio Moroder co-produced the debut studio album of then-unknown singer Donna Summer. Their collaborations, “Love to Love You Baby” and “I Feel Love,” became huge hits, establishing Moroder’s reputation. He would go on to have a five-decade-long (and counting) career that included winning three Academy Awards, composing theme songs for two different Olympics, and being inducted into the Dance Music Hall of Fame.

			Moroder and Summer collaborated to simultaneously ride and shape a new trend: disco. In 1973, Rolling Stone published a report on the “discotheque rock” playing in New York clubs. “At the time, disco didn’t describe a specific sound or a unified scene,” wrote critic and music historian Hua Hsu. “It didn’t matter whether a song was soul, funk, or rock—whether it was a hit or a total obscurity. All that mattered was that a d.j. could get a crowd to dance to it.” Eventually disco became disco as we think of it now: four-on-the-floor rhythms dominated by synthesizers and strings. But it remained a genre focused on making people dance.

			Disco’s heyday in the United States was relatively short-lived. “Love to Love You Baby” reached #2 on the Billboard Hot 100 in February 1976, and just three years later, a Chicago-area DJ staged the infamous “Disco Demolition Night” at a packed baseball stadium, blowing up thousands of disco records to a chorus of jeers from the crowd—and provoking a riot. But in Europe, disco followed a different trajectory. Summer’s “I Feel Love” is now considered the first song in the Hi-NRG subgenre: a faster, blippier descendent of disco. And thanks to Italian producers inspired by the success of Moroder, a related offshoot of disco called Italodisco emerged.

			There’s not much consensus on what makes a record “Italodisco,” but think synths, synths, synths over drum machines—and layered over that is usually isolated vocals paced slightly behind the music. As with disco, the lyrics are not the point. Although they are typically sung in English, they sometimes read in ways that don’t make sense to native English speakers. But these songs came from a continent where English-as-a-second-language was the norm. With a couple of exceptions, such as Laura Branigan’s 1984 hit cover of Raf’s “Self Control” (“Raf” being short for Raffale Rivoli), the whole phenomenon carried on largely out of sight of the American pop market.

			Fast forward to the early 1990s: Italodisco and hi-NRG, aided by more sophisticated production technologies and influenced by hip-hop, birthed a new genre now referred to as Eurodance. The Eurodance formula—lyrics selected for rhythm over meaning, voiced alternately by a female singer and male rapper, over an in-your-face drum machine beat—inspired hits for the better part of a decade. By now the centers of production had shifted. Whereas Italodisco came from Italy and Hi-NRG originated in the United Kingdom, Eurodance emerged mostly from Germany, Belgium, and the Netherlands.

			Each of these scenes gave rise to the next class of DDR artists. 2 Unlimited, founded in 1991 by Belgian producers and fronted by Dutch performers, released “Get Ready for This,” a song ubiquitous in stadiums well into the 2000s. Meanwhile, LaBouche, Real McCoy, the double-entendre-reliant E-Rotic, and Captain Jack were all founded in Germany. Yet even within some of these groups, trans-national collaboration reigned. Captain Jack, for example, was a project between two German producers and Francisco “Franky Gee” Gutierrez, an American who’d been born in Cuba and settled in Germany after serving there in the U.S. Army. Franky Gee’s co-singer on several of the songs best known to DDR players, such as “Dream a Dream,” was the Philippine-born Maloy Lozañes.

			Production shifted further north with the advent of Bubblegum Dance, which was Eurodance but faster and more deliberately cartoony. The novelty hit “Cotton Eye Joe,” by a Swedish group named Rednex, set the stage in 1994, and was followed in 1995 by “Dub-I-Dub,” a dance hit by Danish duo Me & My. Then the immortal “Barbie Girl,” by Danish-Norwegian group Aqua, spent 1997 hitting #1 in nearly every country in western and central Europe. Aqua inspired Sweden’s Smile.dk, Denmark’s Papaya, and Norway’s Bambee.

			How did Bemani learn about Eurodance and Bubblegum Dance in the first place? The late-1990s shift in pop-hit production from southern to northern Europe meant fewer opportunities for the Italian producers who had gotten their start during the Italodisco and Eurodisco periods. That meant they stood to benefit from finding new markets. Which may be why, in 1990, producer Giancarlo Pasquale took a meeting with a pair of Japanese visitors who had traveled to Italy to pitch the idea of releasing a compilation CD of European hits. Their company mostly distributed import CDs but had just opened its own record label. Its name was Avex.
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			Avex grew rapidly throughout the 1990s, and by 2002 the label controlled more than a tenth of the Japanese music market. Part of that fast growth can be attributed to the company’s shrewdness in signing and promoting artists who quickly became stars: Namie Amuro, Ayumi Hamasaki, Do As Infinity, and Gackt. But a lot of Avex’s growth stems from an early partnership with Tetsuya Komuro, who would himself become an oversized influence on Japanese pop music.

			Komuro, born in 1958, got his start in the early 1980s in a three-person group called TM Network, which had early success with theme songs for anime productions Vampire Hunter D and City Hunter (the same anime for which PaRappa the Rapper creator Masaya Matsuura wrote songs). By the early 1990s, Komuro was in demand as a producer, and in 1992 he started working with the ambitious team at Avex.

			Also starting at Avex in 1992 was a British engineer named Pete Hammond. Hammond had been working at PWL (Pete Waterman Limited) in London. Pete Waterman of PWL was the same Pete Waterman from the production team Stock Aitken Waterman, one of the most successful European production houses during the 1980s. They drew copiously from the Eurodisco and Hi-NRG traditions to produce hits such as Dead or Alive’s “You Spin Me Round (Like a Record)” and “Brand New Lover,” Bananarama’s cover of Shocking Blue’s “Venus,” Rick Astley’s “Never Gonna Give You Up,” and Kylie Minogue’s “I Should Be So Lucky.” Avex paired Hammond, the European dance-dop engineer, with Komuro, the up-and-coming Japanese pop producer.

			The result was a series of hits. In the first half of 1997 alone, Komuro had the three biggest-selling singles in Japan. He also produced other Avex artists, including Namie Amuro, Ami Suzuki, and hitomi, all of whom topped the Oricon Albums Chart multiple times in the late 1990s and early 2000s. And all this success was mainly driven by up-tempo, dance-friendly pop. The first song (and smash hit) Komuro wrote for Namie Amuro, 1995’s “Body Feels Exit,” created the model. In the video, topless men writhe in minimalist silver cages as Namie Amuro, in an outfit of bright stars and even brighter red vinyl, sings over a mostly-keyboard beat that seems to be raining down upon her. “Body Feels Exit” is a brisk 135 beats per minute, right in line with contemporary Eurodance songs—and future DDR stages—such as 2 Unlimited’s “Twilight Zone” (129 BPM), E-Rotic’s “Oh Nick Please Not So Quick” (132 BPM), and Me & My’s “Dub-I-Dub” (137 BPM).

			Throughout the decade, original Eurodance and Bubblegum Dance artists were finding success in Japan—which is how Smile.dk saw its debut album go gold before they ever appeared on a DDR soundtrack. In line with this trend, Avex sold dance music made by European producers alongside its homegrown roster: specifically, a sped-up, shouty, brittle-synth-heavy version of Eurodance called “Eurobeat.” The first in a series of compilation albums written largely by Italian composers, Super Eurobeat entered the Japanese market in January 1990, and by the end of the year, Avex had taken over the Super Eurobeat series from the original distributor. The company also recruited Giancarlo Pasquale, who would soon move to Japan, adopt the stage name Dave Rodgers, and become one of Eurobeat’s best-known performers. From there, Super Eurobeat kicked into overdrive: In 1993 alone, there were eleven different releases.

			Later in the decade, rival record label Toshiba/EMI began its own compilation series called Dancemania. Unlike Super Eurobeat, the Dancemania series presented remixes of artists throughout Europe, with a heavy emphasis on German Eurodance artists such as E-Rotic, Me & My, and Captain Jack. Upon its release in April 1996, Dancemania #1 promptly topped the Oricon records chart. More than 50 Dancemania-branded compilations followed over the next four years.

			When Bemani needed music for its dance game, it made perfect sense to make license deals with both Avex and Toshiba/EMI. Whereas all the music for bemani had been written in-house, only three of the first Dance Dance Revolution songs were Konami originals. And thus Bemani introduced Eurodance artists such as Smile.dk to audiences beyond Europe and Japan—to DDR players around the world.
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			Although it remains a niche outside Japan, the Super Eurobeat series has had an extraordinarily long shelf life. After putting out Super Eurobeat 250—yes, 250—in 2018, Avex switched to annual releases. The most recent compilation as of this writing is That’s Super Eurobeat in August 2023. Dancemania releases trickled into the mid-2000s when the series burned out, although a Dancemania Let’s Party album was released in 2015 by Universal Music Japan (which by then controlled EMI). Both compilation series left their mark on DDR’s collective soundtrack. 2006’s Dance Dance Revolution SuperNOVA relied heavily on the Dancemania series in particular.

			By then, Bemani had already stopped using Avex-licensed songs for DDR and the beatmania IIDX games. The end came when Konami decided it was spending too much on Avex’s license fees and switched to more in-house music. But several musicians and producers remained, working for both Bemani and Avex. BeForU, a group created by Naoki Maeda in 2001 and featured on multiple DDR releases, signed a contract with an Avex subsidiary in 2006. BeForU member Riyu Kosaka recorded solo works for multiple Bemani series, including DDR, and later released solo albums as an Avex artist. The members of the group Y&Co. have composed for both Bemani games and Avex artists.

			Even before Bemani stopped licensing Dancemania songs, each subsequent DDR release featured more original music, often by Bemani composers. The founders of beatmania, Reo Naguro, Tomomi Ohta, and Hiroshi Takeyasu, all have multiple songs credited on 1999’s 2ndMIX Club Version. However, setting a precedent that would last over a decade, the first three original DDR songs—“Make It Better,” “PARANOiA,” and “Trip Machine”—listed three different artist names, but were actually the work of one man: Naoki Maeda.

			From the first Dance Dance Revolution until his departure from Bemani in 2013, Maeda came closer than anyone else to personally defining the music of DDR. He was sound director for thirteen straight versions of DDR (2ndMIX to X), and when not composing for DDR, he composed for other Bemani games. Eventually he oversaw the entire DDR franchise as sound producer.

			Originally trained as a classical pianist, Maeda emerged from Osaka University of the Arts in the mid-1980s hoping to become a pop star, but ended up composing for games instead. In a 2014 interview, he said that shifting from writing background music to writing for a game like DDR, where the music was front and center, allowed him to feel that he was reaching a bigger audience. It also allowed him to adapt traditional video game concepts for DDR, such as pioneering the concept of a “boss song” with Dance Dance Revolution’s “PARANOiA.”

			Maeda’s eclectic style benefited the series. Meada wrote every original song in the initial 4thMIX game, not counting unlockables. The songs range from R&B (“Baby Baby Gimme Your Love”) to uplifting (“Higher”) to tropicalia layered on top of Ace of Base (“My Summer Love”) to guitar-driven Prodigy-esque electronica (“Hypnotic Crisis”) to piano-driven, ambient pop (“Wild Rush”) to Eurodance (“Love Again Tonight”). Maeda has called this set his favorite of all the DDR games he worked on.

			Each of Maeda’s 4thMIX songs was performed under a different pseudonym: He amassed more than 50 by the time he was done. Maeda was best known as NM, NAOKI, NAOKI underground, and N.M.R, but he was also 180, 190, 200, and 270: Each song in the “PARANOiA” series was given artist names that corresponded to the song’s BPM. His other aliases included MR DOG, kTz, Reven-G, mitsu-O!, DE-SIRE, Freeman, and trance star. Maeda’s work thrived as the game allowed him so many musical costume changes.

			Other composers followed suit. Takayuki Ishikawa, best known as dj TAKA, is also credited on DDR songs as OutPhase and Captain KING. Sota Fujimori usually goes by SOTA but also uses the names System S.F., Vision F, Funk Kid, and OKUYATOS (which is “Sota” and “Yuko” spelled backwards, Yuko reportedly being the name of a long-ago crush).

			Frequent name-switching makes it hard to spot the actual artists behind the songs. Maeda was too omnipresent to overlook, especially as he rose within Konami and began representing DDR publicly. But he didn’t always work alone, and the contributions of others often went uncredited—particularly, the vocalists who appeared as soon as Bemani had the budget to hire them, which wasn’t until 3rdMIX. Paula Terry, an Australian, was Maeda’s most frequent vocalist and lyricist. Her name does appear on songs such as “Can’t Stop Falling in Love,” “Destiny,” and “Love Again Tonight.” But Argie Phine-Martin, singer and co-lyricist on “Dynamite Rave,” and Robbie Danzie, who sang and wrote lyrics for “Baby Baby Gimme Your Love” and “Burnin’ the Floor,” weren’t credited at all.

			In this respect, the production of DDR’s music, even the music composed in-house, is reminiscent of the arrangements that resulted in the Italodisco records of the early 1980s. The pressures of the market—the BPM and 90-second limit, in this case—shaped the song. The lyrics came last, and sometimes awkwardly. Technology was the composer’s friend, and genres were up for grabs. The songs were secondary to the goal of getting people moving.
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			The music was never supposed to be the point, exactly, and yet how do you sell a dance game without danceable music? As befits its all-sizes-fit-one approach to genre, early DDR music runs the gamut from the genuinely sublime to the gleefully ridiculous.

			Many songs are good enough to listen to on repeat outside of the game. They include “Flowers,” a lovely J-pop composition from Maeda for his group TERRA; “Tsugaru,” Maeda’s rapid-fire take on Japanese folk music; TaQ’s “era (nostalmix),” of which fellow Bemani artist dj TAKA wrote, “This track always makes me feel some sort of maddening, incredibly overwhelming energy”; and your authors’ favorites: the jazzy, sleek “Kind Lady” and the wistful “Look to the Sky,” both by Sota Fujimori.

			There are also clunkers. Dan Dickinson, longtime player and co-founder of the DDR knowledge repository RemyWiki, singled out the Yuichi Asami/Scott Dolph/Ebony Fay collaboration “Midnite Blaze” as particularly awful: It’s one of the few songs where the vocal awkwardness overwhelms the track. The DDR version of “Sobakasu FRECKLES” takes the opening to the anime Rurouni Kensin, strips out the guitars, and substitutes an unpleasant backdrop of fire alarms. The biggest clunker of all may be DDRMAX2’s “Living in America,” by Rose & John (who, in classic Eurobeat form, were the pseudonyms for two Italian men). It’s catchy enough, until you realize that the background music is actually “Dixie.” Originally written as a blackface minstrel song, “Dixie” is indelibly associated with a years-long, bloody, enslaver-led revolt to not be living in America. It’s about as tasteful as shoving an atom-bomb reference into a happy song about Japan.

			Alongside both the good compositions and the clunkers lie the so-bad-they’re-actually-terrific songs. “Dream a Dream,” Captain Jack’s take on Edvard Greig’s “In the Hall of the Mountain King,” belongs in this category. So does “Butterfly.” And so does Flashman’s vapid, shimmery, delightful epitome of Eurobeat, “Flash in the Night”—sorry, “FLASH! in the NIGHT!”—which sadly only made it onto one mix, DDRMAX.

			The absolute apex of glorious ridiculousness is “Hot Limit,” which first appeared on 5thMIX. The original “Hot Limit,” performed by T.M.Revolution, first came out independently of DDR and hit number-one in Japan in 1998. (Taskanori Nishikawa chose the name T.M.Revolution as a deliberate nod to TM Network and Tastuya Komuro.) The original “Hot Limit” is fun Japanese pop. It’s fast-paced, but Nishikawa, while singing energetically and forcefully, doesn’t sound rushed. The DDR version of “Hot Limit” is a Eurobeat mix of the original. And Eurobeat means faster. T.M.Revolution’s original is already a healthy 138 BPM; the remake clocks in at 156 BPM. Eurobeat also means synths, so the original’s propulsive guitars have been stripped out and replaced with layer upon layer of buzzy synths, with an additional hi-hat filling in gaps where someone might otherwise have a chance, conceivably, to breathe.

			Since the Eurobeat genre demands songs be sung in English by Italian performers, Nishikawa’s original Japanese vocals have been replaced. The new singer is “John Desire,” a pseudonym for Davide di Marcantonio, a longtime Eurobeat producer already working under multiple names. (He currently works most frequently as David Dima, but he’s also the “John” of “Rose & John.”) The new lyrics are by Johnnie Fingers—the co-founder of Irish new wave band the Boomtown Rats, who had gone on to a second career in Japan as a producer, music writer, and festival organizer. Here is a taste of what Johnnie Fingers came up with:

			Summer love will stimulate my heart tonight

			Mysterious mermaid barefoot all alone

			Wishing revealing it’s the fruit I want to eat

			Precious love is always eating up my heart

			…Barefoot mermaids? The song doesn’t make any more sense as it goes along, culminating in the most underrated English lyric in the entire DDR canon: Don’t wanna hear a boring joke in my open mind.

			To make matters worse (or more amazing), di Marcantonio’s pronunciation often doesn’t match up with standard English: “Fantasies’’ is pronounced more like “fantasize,” for example. And his vocals seem to have been sped up after recording, giving the general impression of him not so much singing each syllable as punching it in the face. The result is a song, in the tradition of the Kingsmen’s “Louie Louie,” whose power comes from its absolute incomprehensibility. “Hot Limit” was so widely misunderstood and misquoted that in 2002 it spawned a meme-drunk, you-had-to-be-there Flash cartoon in which “wishing, revealing” was transformed into “We Drink Ritalin.”

			But meme culture was just getting started in the late 1990s and early 2000s. (Part of why videos such as “We Drink Ritalin” got any traction at all was that there was much less competition.) At no point was Bemani, as we would say now, shitposting. Songs weren’t created to poke a thumb in the eye of conventional top-40 tastes. They came from a combination of in-house experimentation and a desire to appeal to a small but active market. The DDR composers worked quickly, and with varying results, but never with contempt for the audience. The results were alternately good, bad, and wild—but never boring.
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			Naoki Maeda left Konami in 2013, first going to Capcom, where he worked on the mobile rhythm game CROSSxBEATS before founding his own game company, Unlimited Studios, in 2018. His departure leaves only a few senior DDR composers who have been with Bemani since the 1998–2004 heyday. Sota Fujimori, one of the most prolific contributors, has been with Konami since 1998 and has composed for Bemani series DDR, beatmania IIDX, jubeat, and REFLEC BEAT, as well as other Konami games such as Castlevania Chronicles and several Contra titles. Takayuki Ishikawa (dj TAKA) first worked on the 1998 Konami console game Dolphin’s Dream, made his DDR debut with Extreme, and has since been the sound director of multiple Bemani game series. Yuichi Asami, who usually composes under the name U1, has been with Bemani since early 1999 and became the sound director of DDR upon the release of Dance Dance Revolution A (usually referred to as “Ace”) in 2016.

			Over time, the falling cost of data storage allowed Konami to expand the number of songs available with each successive DDR release. As a result, almost every single DDR game has both more original songs and more total songs than its predecessor. The original Dance Dance Revolution has just eleven songs; Ace has more than 800. A3, the most recent release as of this writing, added 167 new songs to the collective total.

			One reason for the tracklist’s growth was Bemani’s need to make sure players of new machines didn’t lose all their hard work mastering step charts on old machines. (The one time Bemani refused to carry over songs—nothing from 5thMIX showed up on DDRMAX—they reversed course quickly, and the 5thMIX songs reappeared on DDRMAX2.) But it was also necessary to make sure each new cabinet offered variety and novelty to stand up to the existing musical library.

			The in-house staff still creates a lot of DDR’s new music. Sota Fujimori wrote two new songs for Ace. Yuichi Asami contributed seven new songs to Ace (under six different aliases) and one song to A3. Yasuhiro Taguchi, who has been with Bemani since 2006 working under the name TAG, contributed five songs to Ace.

			It is harder than it should be to tell who wrote what songs in later DDR releases, even accounting for multiple pen names. Starting in 2017, Bemani changed its composers’ in-game credits to “Bemani Sound Team,” took artist information off Bemani’s web pages, and let beatnation Records, the in-house label set up by Takayuki Ishikawa in 2006, go dormant. Eventually some credits were added back, leading to confusing credit listings like “Bemani Sound Team ‘Sota F.’” It’s not clear why Bemani stopped crediting artists, and the company hasn’t publicly commented on the matter, but the change may be the decision of Bemani’s parent, Konami. The credit changes occurred after the ugly severance of the relationship between Konami and Metal Gear creator Hideo Kojima. Around that time, a report from the Nikkei Asia Review alleged that Konami regularly randomized employees’ email addresses, monitored employees’ social-media postings, and bad-mouthed employees who left the company in an effort to keep them from gaining employment elsewhere.

			But even an in-house team that isn’t at risk of being demoralized by its corporate overlords would have trouble coming up with the sheer amount of content newer DDR games required. Fortunately, by the time planning began for SuperNOVA, which would end up with more than 100 new songs, there already existed groups outside Bemani making their own DDR-appropriate music. And Bemani knew it.
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			“I started off as just another fan of the game. Still am,” says Bill Shillito, better known to DDR players as DM Ashura. “And I also just happened to already like making music—I used to try to make, like, Sonic the Hedgehog music for fun when I was little. So when I got into DDR, I was like, ‘Oh, this is great!’” Shillito was also learning to use FL Studio, digital audio production and editing software that, like DDR, made its debut in the late 1990s and is still in use today. “So I figured, okay, I should start trying to make some music in this style.”

			Shillito began making music in the early 2000s, during the crest of the DDR wave in the United States. And he wasn’t the only one experimenting with making DDR-style music on his own. “The really cool thing was,” he says, “there was a whole community doing the same thing.” Players circulated original songs, remixes, and new step charts to use with DDR-inspired free software projects, such as Dance with Intensity, Flash Flash Revolution, and StepMania. Many of the sites that hosted downloadable songs are still active or have kept their archives up, including StepManiaOnline.net, Zenius-I-Vanisher, and DivinElegy. To poke around those sites is to enter an alternate universe of DDR music many times bigger than the original, sanctioned song lists.

			The audience for these sites was largely outside Japan, but the Japanese DDR community was rapidly developing its own remix culture as well. DDR was one of many media titles to spawn a scene for doujin artists—doujin, which roughly translates as “same people,” a term for a like-minded group sharing work and collaborating with one another. (American manga fans may be more familiar with the term doujinshi, which refers specifically to self-published comics that are often inspired by the artists’ favorite works.) Japanese doujin culture dates back to the postwar era, and while remixes of existing music walk a fine legal line, it’s not unusual for the original copyright holders to look the other way or even encourage production. And that’s how it went with DDR doujin remixers. Konami held its first fan contest to contribute DDR music, grandly titled the 5thMIX Artist Audition 2001, in November and December 2000. Takeshi Matsumoto won with his remix of “PARANOiA,” titled “PARANOiA ETERNAL.”

			Later, Bemani paired with Broadjam, a company that specializes in offering connections and resources for independent musicians, to sponsor a contest to get a song into ULTRAMIX4, a 2006 DDR release for the Xbox. Shillito, as DM Ashura, was among the winners of the contest. He went on to contribute multiple songs to DDR Xbox releases, working with Jason “Stillwind” Borenstein, who served as sound director for the DDR ports for the Xbox.

			Borenstein’s death in 2009, and the subsequent withdrawal of Bemani from the American market, kept Shillito’s run of writing for the DDR series brief. (He has since written for the Pump It Up series, and took pride when one of the competitors in the DDR portion of the 8th Konami Arcade Championships chose one of his songs.)

			Bemani continued to draw from doujin artists outside the company to add to DDR’s library. By the 2010s, there were enough Bemani games to continue cross-pollination: SOUND VOLTEX contest winners’ songs frequently showed up in beatmania IIDX and DDR games.

			The (extremely catchy) song “Bad Apple!!,” which originally premiered in the 2014 version of Dance Dance Revolution, is an example of doujin culture in action. The original “Bad Apple!!” was written in 1998 by the doujin video game developer ZUN, who has been releasing the Touhou Project series of games since 1996. “Bad Apple!!” was the background music to a boss battle in the fourth Touhou game, Lotus Land Story. ZUN composes the background music for his games himself, but his works are often remixed into new genres (including Eurobeat) by groups known as doujin circles. One such circle, Alstroemeria Records, released an album in 2007 containing a version of “Bad Apple!!” with vocals by nomico, a singer who had gotten her start with a different circle. Then a third independent doujin artist by the name of Anira created a striking animated video for the nomico remix. That video, first popular on the Japanese video-sharing site NicoNico and now on YouTube, has attracted a remix culture all its own as people have recreated it in Minecraft and on 3D printers. Thus, just as Bemani in 1998 tried to reflect popular tastes by loading the original Dance Dance Revolution song list with Eurodance, Bemani in 2014 reflected fans’ tastes by creating a step chart for nomico’s “Bad Apple!!” And the song wasn’t alone: Touhou-inspired songs also appear in subsequent DDR releases Ace and A3.

			DDR music now resembles the smörgåsbord of the Dancemania era, with its variety of contributors, more than it does the early- to mid-2000s era, when only a few Bemani composers were switching genres and personae. For those not literate in Japanese, it can be harder to follow the careers of particular contributors now than it was when Bemani was releasing official soundtracks. Fortunately, respected current contributors such as Camellia (Masaya Oya) and kors k (Kosuke Saito) have released albums on their own, and doujin circles such as Alstroemeria and IOSYS continue to publish music independently of Bemani. Like DDR itself, the world of DDR music has declined in accessibility but not in quality.
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			There is a persistent theory that people tend to favor the music that was popular when they were teenagers, regardless of the quality of the music in question. If you were a teenager at the time of the original Dance Dance Revolution, the soundtrack may offer fond, nostalgic feelings that newer songs can’t hope to match. That seems to be happening to Eurodance music in general: Clubs in Europe are hosting “I Love the 90s” parties, keeping acts like Captain Jack on tour. In turn, teenagers today might carry the likes of “Bad Apple!!” with them deep into adulthood.

			But DDR music wasn’t designed to be heard years later through a nostalgic filter—DDR music wasn’t designed to be heard years later at all. The Euro Bubblegum and speedy Eurobeat of the late 1990s was meant to get people dancing, first in clubs and then on dance pads. Its composers didn’t set out to inspire new generations of musicians—and yet, somehow, they did. For all its speed and silliness, DDR music still manages to impress in the aggregate, simply because there’s nothing like it. Not in video game soundtracks and not among pop compilations. The hundreds of songs under the DDR umbrella don’t add up to a cohesive or coherent whole. Instead, they represent experiments with all sorts of genres, sub-genres, audio software programs, vocals, rhythms, tones, and moods. The chaos and creativity, all in devotion to stepping to the beat, is itself inspiring. “Butterfly”—in which Smile.dk not only see the colors in the sky but make them—may represent DDR music better than anyone realized.

		

	
		
			Pocketful of Green, Green Dollars

			The initial success of Dance Dance Revolution in 1998 inspired Konami to authorize one new version after another in the early 2000s, including versions for home consoles and both the European and Korean markets. It also inspired Konami to bombard arcades with every variation of the rhythm-game mechanic its engineers could think of. In the first six months of 1999 alone, Konami released over ten Bemani games across arcades, home and portable consoles, including the debut of GuitarFreaks (and its guitar-shaped controller) and DDR 2ndMIX.

			Bemani released DrumMania and pop’n stage in 1999, and three more franchises the following year: KeyboardMania, Dance Maniax, and ParaPara Paradise. The latter two games might have incorporated dancing as a play mechanic, but they shared more in common with each other than with DDR, as they both used sensors to detect full-body movement, rather than buttons under floor panels.

			Success begets imitators, and it didn’t take long for other game companies to introduce their own signature spin on the genre Bemani had created. Sega’s 1999 offering, Samba de Amigo, used maraca controllers for players to shake, not only in time with the music, but at corresponding heights and sides, using sensors to triangulate their position relative to the arcade cabinet. In 2001, Namco released the first edition of Taiko no Tatsujin (Taiko Drum Master), a blend of J-Pop sounds, colorful mascots, and traditional taiko drumming (a format the company later adapted into Donkey Konga for Ninetendo’s GameCube in 2004).

			But the most notable contender for the rhythm game crown didn’t come from Japan at all. In October 1999, a South Korean company called Andamiro debuted a dancing game called Pump It Up in Korean arcades. While clearly lifting the play mechanic from DDR, Pump tried to distinguish itself in a few ways, most notably by positioning its arrow panels diagonally in the corners of the stage and adding a fifth button in the center. Such tweaks might seem inconsequential, but they would require a diehard DDR player to entirely rethink how to play the game. Pump was also the first game to require players to hold down specific arrows for a set period of time, a game mechanic DDR wouldn’t incorporate for another two years.

			The changes were, in Konami’s eyes, not enough. In 2000, Konami sued Andamiro, and Andamiro counter-sued (in American courts, no less). Millions were at stake for both companies, as Pump was capturing market share not just in Korea but also in Latin and South America (particularly Brazil and Mexico, where the 2007 World Pump Festival was held). By 2002, both suits had been settled and Andamiro continued to produce Pump machines. The next DDR alternative to capture Konami’s attention was not so fortunate.
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			The arcade wave crested as the millennium turned. As dominant a market force as it had been, Konami made some calculated retreats in 2001: The company retired all of the previous year’s offerings (KeyboardMania, Dance Maniax, and ParaPara Paradise) and debuted only the Latin-tinged Mamba A Go Go, which never got a second edition.

			By this point, even as console releases were raising DDR’s profile stateside, the weaknesses in the American arcade market were becoming apparent. Facing expanding competition from home consoles, the $11,000 price tag for a DDR cabinet was too steep for most arcade owners; the return on investment simply required too much time. “It takes at least two years to pay for these higher-end games,” said Marcus Webb, an editor at Vending Times, “if they pay for themselves at all.”

			A noticeable schism also developed between what Japanese companies produced for the domestic market and what they exported internationally. More and more, video game companies kept many of their most exciting and esoteric titles for the Japanese and Asian markets. As one industry executive told Vending Times in 2001, “Some of the overseas companies show lots of video game titles at American trade shows, but fewer and fewer of those games seem to ever actually make it to the U.S.”

			Nonetheless, in many of the American coastal regions filled with early adopters, the demand was still there. If anything, the release of the home versions actually increased interest in the arcade game as more people played. The rapidly developing communities around the game gave many a sense of belonging they couldn’t find anywhere else. The website DDRFreak, active from 2000 to 2011, was originally intended to service just the local community in Southern California, but it rapidly became the central hub connecting players around the country, racking up a user base of almost 40,000. DDRFreak posted up-to-date information on tournaments and machine locations, and it hosted gameplay videos and lively discussion boards that gave players a forum to discuss step charts, song selection, the merits of high-end home peripherals, and the top players at any given time.

			Still, for many of the most active players, the game lived offline, in arcades, mini golf courses, shopping centers, and wherever machines could be found, immediately giving players a chance to connect with one another in person. For many, discovering others who shared their interests was a bonding experience. Here were competitors to challenge, friends to play with, and fellow obsessives with a mutual understanding of the activity they chose to devote free time and income to. Roger Clark, a software engineer and longtime DDR player, speaking on The Arrow Panel podcast, “If you haven’t played at the arcade, just go do it, it’s going to change your life. It changed my life. I wouldn’t be where I am today [without it]. Most of my good friends are from dance games.”

			With demand still higher than (Konami’s official) supply, enterprising arcade owners were left to devise creative, if legally blurry, solutions. For many, that meant hitting the gray market to acquire machines, often engaging in what was known as “parallel imports,” by purchasing used cabinets directly from the previous owner rather than from the manufacturer or a licensed distributor. Many of those machines were older 3rdMIX Ver.KOREA cabinets abandoned by Konami.

			According to Clark, himself a prominent member of the San Francisco community, “Once the Koreans got the 3rdMIX machines and they got tired of them because [Konami] never really updated the Korean version after that, they sold all their machines to America. That’s where a lot of our machines came from. They were the Korean 3rdMIXes.”

			Parallel imports were a problem for many gaming companies during the early 2000s, but DDR was the clear frontrunner in gray-market sales. Jim Belt, a sales manager at Konami of America, was surprisingly candid on the matter, speaking with Vending Times in 2001: “The reason that various versions of Dance Dance Revolution have been targeted by certain distributors is that they could not get them directly from Konami of America. The weakening of music-themed games in the Far East made used games more readily available.” Konami wasn’t exactly thrilled with the practice (they even took out an ad in a trade magazine cautioning against it), but arcade owners and amusement distributors felt they had little recourse. As one anonymous distributor told the San Francisco Chronicle, “I don’t think they want us to do it, but if they’re not producing [games for the U.S. market themselves], how much of a conflict could you have?”

			The parallel importing of used game machines is an early example of what would become a signature characteristic of the DDR community: When Konami makes things difficult, the fans always find a way.
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			On Christmas Day, 2002, Konami released DDR Extreme to Japanese arcades. As the eighth mainline release in the series, it arrived with a sense of finality. Many of the songs had an air of nostalgia to them, like “Graduation,” “1998,” and “Memories.” After its release, many of the game’s core staff were shuffled to other departments within Konami. A screen ran after the credits on the 2003 home version of the mix, thanking players and then declaring, “We are starting over!” Players had a lot of time to mull over that message: DDR didn’t return to arcades for another four years.

			Four years is a lifetime for any video game franchise, but the fans of DDR didn’t evaporate just because Konami seemed to be cashing out of the genre. The supply of new machines dried up, and the ones still in use became difficult to maintain. If the fanbase wanted to keep playing the game they loved, they would need to do it on their own, using available tools and developing new ones.

			The open-source DDR simulator StepMania, built by fans, had already been available for free download since 2001. StepMania retained the core mechanic of most dance games, but allowed players features and levels of customization never seen in any official release. There were “mines,” a penalty that reduced the dance gauge if they were stepped on; rolls, which required players to repeatedly tap an arrow in quick succession; and sequences that required three arrows to be held down simultaneously, sometimes more. Most notably, the software let players not only play charts from various DDR releases but also create their own charts to any song of their choosing.

			StepMania’s creator, Chris Danford, then linked up with Texas-based Roxor Games, a game studio focused on partnering with open-source game developers and marketing their work to arcades and console makers. Together they cut a deal with RedOctane, a California-based manufacturer of mid-range and premium pads for dance games, to develop and release a new title called In the Groove, first as an upgrade kit to existing dance game machines in 2004, and then ported to the PlayStation 2 in 2005. It was a natural fit for all involved. The StepMania team got to reinvigorate the dance game community, Roxor got to tap a passionate but underserved market, and RedOctane got to move peripherals on their own terms, free from the release schedules of other companies.

			Kyle Ward, who worked with the StepMania team, told the Arrow Panel podcast in 2018:

			There was a rumor that Extreme was going to be the last mix… so some of the community members down in Portland wrote a letter. And the interesting part was… [Konami] actually wrote back, and they said they didn’t intend to release another arcade Dance Dance Revolution after Extreme. We started thinking to ourselves, you know what, we need to do something to keep this going. Because we love this game, we love this concept, and we don’t want to see it die.

			Konami didn’t share the StepMania team’s romantic vision, however. They sued Roxor and RedOctane in 2005 for patent infringement. The problem was that as far as arcades were concerned, In the Groove was not a standalone hardware system of its own, like Pump It Up, but rather a kit that could be plugged into existing machines—including DDR machines. A Texas court ruled in favor of Konami, and when the lawsuit was settled in 2006, Konami ended up with ITG’s intellectual property. ITG’s developers, including Ward, eventually moved on to work with Andamiro on a Pump spinoff, Pump It Up Pro.

			RedOctane made out okay, though. They teamed up with another developer on a new rhythm game in 2005. It was called Guitar Hero.

		

	
		
			There’s Always a Tomorrow

			In an industry filled with as much rapid change as video gaming, a winning streak can be hard to sustain. Even if Konami had poured resources into DDR for decades, the company would have been hard-pressed to sustain the enthusiasm of the early 2000s. Instead, they made a series of business decisions that hastened the fall of DDR in its second-biggest market.

			The four-year gap between the releases of Extreme in 2002 and SuperNOVA in 2006 was the first such decision. SuperNOVA was actually released in North American arcades two months before it came to Japan, with 120 new songs and an upgraded display, but that was the only good news for American fans. With console versions still selling well, Konami opted not to ship Japanese cabinets to the States, instead working with American game distributor Betson to manufacture SuperNOVA. Unfortunately, the Betson cabinets, outfitted with inferior footpads that easily became loose and unresponsive, remain the stuff of nightmares for hardcore players.

			Adding insult to injury, Konami declined to offer upgrade kits to arcade owners, which would have let them run SuperNOVA on older machines for a fraction of the cost—or, in turn, upgrade their SuperNOVA cabinets when X came out in 2009. Hudson Felker, a veteran top American player, broke it down for Polygon in 2017: “Even though there were 1,000 machines in the country, none of those could become SuperNova. You had to buy a new […] machine. In Japan, they offered kits. That alone segmented 90 percent of arcades. [Then] arcades had just spent close to $20,000 on these brand new SuperNova machines and the new version comes out and they say ‘you have to buy a brand new machine to play this.’ At this point, everyone just gave up on the game.”

			And so for many DDR players, the mid-2000s proved the end of an era. However, the problems that followed the introduction of SuperNOVA were not the end of DDR’s American presence, official or otherwise. Given how influential DDR proved to be—both with its core mechanic and with the way it presented dance performance to audiences outside Japan—the DDR era is still very much ongoing.
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			One Bemani game series that never got a wide push outside Japan was GuitarFreaks, which made its debut in 1999 and is still releasing updates in 2024. Its interface will sound familiar: Players push buttons on a guitar-shaped controller to match the notes being played. If they play well enough to fill a gauge, they can tilt the guitar to release energy and gain a scoring bonus. GuitarFreaks was further enhanced by the addition of DrumMania, played on a drum kit, complete with foot pedal. The two cabinets could also be linked to each other, allowing two players to play the same song simultaneously as a unit (the short-lived KeyboardMania could also be connected to both games.) The two games have been inseparable ever since, to the point that most players refer to them by a portmanteau of their Japanese names: Gitadora.

			Some developers in America, watching the half-hearted SuperNOVA introduction, believed Konami was leaving money on the table. The most ambitious among these developers was RedOctane. In addition to releasing In the Groove with Roxor, the company, founded by brothers Charles and Kai Huang, also operated an online game rental service. They’d already had success selling dance mats for DDR and In the Groove, and believed they could do the same thing with GuitarFreaks, but only if it came to America. Charles Huang told a VICE interviewer in 2021, “We actually met a Konami executive on the U.S. side, and we said, ‘Hey, are you guys ever going to bring Dance Dance Revolution to the U.S.?’ His response was, ‘Eh, I don’t think there’s much of a market for that in the U.S.’” (This was in 1999, before Konami changed course and released DDR for the Playstation in March 2001.) “My brother and I looked at each other and said: ‘If they don’t bring the game to the U.S., we don’t have a way to grow our dance pad business. And even worse yet, if they just decide to stop making DDR then we’re out of business.”

			So RedOctane reached out to Massachusetts-based Harmonix Music Systems. Co-founded by engineer Eran Egozy and musician/programmer Alex Rigopulos, Harmonix had struggled for years pitching joystick-controlled music software to sell to karaoke bars. They were doing the trade show circuit in Japan in 1999 when everything changed for the pair. “[W]e saw this form of music game play—in games like beatmania and PaRappa and Dance Dance Revolution—that was really compelling and addictive,” said Egozy in 2009. “We thought that maybe we should be the music company that takes these types of ideas—more simple music-making ideas—and bring them to the U.S.” They released a pair of titles for the PlayStation 2, Frequency and Amplitude, both critical but not commercial successes, before getting a call from Konami to develop Karaoke Revolution for arcades in the United States, ultimately released for the PlayStation 2 under the Bemani banner in 2003.

			Inverting the typical development cycle, RedOctane came to their potential partners with nothing but the idea of a guitar controller, leaving everything else to Harmonix. “Konami hadn’t released GuitarFreaks in the U.S.,” said Rob Kay, design lead on Guitar Hero, “and I don’t think RedOctane had any particularly grand ambitions other than needing a game.” With the deal signed, a development cycle of just nine months, and a budget of $2 million, Harmonix and RedOctane shipped the first edition of Guitar Hero in November 2005, just in time for that year’s holiday buying season.

			It was only a matter of time before an enterprising company took the Bemani format, tossed out the Eurobeat, trance, and happy hardcore, filled it with recognizable classic rock, and aimed it straight at America. The aggressive licensing of familiar music was like catnip to casual gamers, the controller providing tactile gratification to anyone who had ever air guitared in their bedroom. “I’m sure that 90% of what draws people into Guitar Hero is that plastic guitar,” said Kay. “They instantly say, ‘I get it! I pretend to be a guitarist!’” Packed with 47 songs from artists such as David Bowie, the Ramones, Queens of the Stone Age, and more, Guitar Hero was immediately celebrated upon release, earning $45 million in 2005. The 2006 sequel, also by Harmonix, more than quadrupled that figure.

			GuitarFreaks had an identical gimmick and was six years older, but it was never going to appeal to the casual-gaming market that Guitar Hero took by storm. Looking at the song list to GuitarFreaks V2 & DrumMania V2, released in Japan the same year as Guitar Hero, half of the selections are original songs by members of the Bemani sound team. Many artists under that umbrella had built up a loyal base among franchise fans, but didn’t carry much cachet outside the walled garden Konami had built around them. Chris Larkin, a RedOctane employee, concurred. “We were renting import games at the time,” he told VICE, “and a bunch of us liked playing some of the Bemani-style games like Guitar Freaks and stuff like that. We enjoyed [it], but it is not a rock game. At all. Like, it has no rock sensibility.”

			Aside from the occasional unlockable, Guitar Hero predominantly featured music previously released by a major commercial artist. Namco’s Taiko no Tatsujin (Taiko Drum Master) adopted a similar philosophy: Original song offerings were dwarfed by the number of better-known selections from J-Pop, anime, and popular video game soundtracks. Licenses were essential to draw in casual gamers who pumped money into the genre at a dizzying pace. Music businesses, desperate for untapped revenue streams after being decimated by the advent of online file sharing, happily licensed out their hits. The head of Activision claimed in 2014 that the band Aerosmith made more money from their edition of Guitar Hero than from any album released during their career, both from the game itself and from the surge in back catalog sales it inspired.

			Then came Rock Band. Now absorbed by larger corporate entities, RedOctane and Harmonix were no longer legally allowed to produce Guitar Hero games. So Harmonix set out to elevate the rhythm game genre, expanding the Gitadora concept of linked guitar-based and drum-based play even further, adding bass guitar and a microphone for vocals. Released in 2007, Rock Band hit the home-gaming world like a thunderbolt, racking up critical accolades and earning $600 million. Activision responded in kind with Guitar Hero World Tour in 2008, kicking off an arms race between the two games that resulted in a slew of releases reminiscent of the Bemani flood of 2000. The boom generated billions of dollars in revenue.

			Harmonix teased plans to export Rock Band to Japan in 2008, announcing via press release that they would partner with Q Entertainment, a company founded by Tetstuya Mizuguchi, creator of the much-celebrated synesthetic shooter game Rez. Plans for the project ultimately fizzled, with Harmonix’s Rigopulos citing the difficulty in clearing Japanese music rights and the country’s smaller living rooms as the primary reasons for shelving the game.

			Not everyone greeted the rhythm-game cash cow with champagne flutes and noisemakers. Edgar Bronfman, CEO of Warner Music Group, criticized the game studios for not giving the music industry a large enough cut. Another criticism came from an unexpected source. At the 2008 Design Innovate Communicate Entertain (D.I.C.E.) Summit, PaRappa creator Masaya Matsuura told an audience that Western music games relied too much on familiar licenses, to their detriment. “It is time to move beyond this,” he said. “We are wasting our use of music.” He later elaborated to Wired that he’d prefer for games like Rock Band to allow for players to edit and share their own song courses, features that had always been present in StepMania and In the Groove.

			But a boom of such magnitude was destined to bust. Activision flooded the market with titles, both mainline series and band-specific spin-offs, as well as Guitar Hero versions for the Nintendo DS and mobile phones. One analyst told Eurogamer, “It is relatively easy to prepare iterative versions of a music and rhythm game once the formula has been set, and this dynamic facilitated the brand’s over-exposure. In 2009 Activision released five separate SKUs of Guitar Hero and the brand essentially lost its relevance.”

			Harmonix opted for a slower release schedule, using Rock Band as a platform for the sale of downloadable content and building a library of over 2,000 songs, with new releases every week through 2023. In a four-year span, Harmonix produced three mainline versions of the game plus two band-specific releases and Lego Rock Band. Ultimately, the series suffered from the same aftereffects of overexposure as its competitor. While new songs continued to be released as downloadable content through January 2024, the last installment in the franchise, Rock Band 4, shipped in 2015. The rise and fall of the rhythm-game genre in America had left such a stain on the industry that when asked about a potential purchase of Harmonix, Electronic Arts CEO John Riccitiello told Bloomberg News in 2010 it would be akin to “doubling down on yesterday” and compared the company to a falling knife: “More people have been cut trying to catch falling knives than have benefited from getting the timing exactly right.”

			None of the studios at the center of the rhythm game boom came through the bust unscathed. Activision shuttered RedOctane completely in 2010. Harmonix fared better, buying the company back from MTV’s parent company and rebounding with a game series for Microsoft’s Kinect motion sensor, Dance Central. A DJ simulator called Fuser, released to critical praise in 2020, was taken offline in 2022.

			The American rhythm game boom is now synonymous with corporate overreach and piles of plastic instruments gathering dust in crawl spaces across America, so it’s easy to forget just how dominant it was from 2005 to 2008—a dominance owed to Bemani. Guitar Hero, Rock Band, and the subsequent games they inspired were DDR and Bemani’s direct descendants, reaching levels of success their predecessors never could.

			The shutdown of Fuser may have caused a Kotaku writer to throw up their hands and declare that “the age of rhythm games is officially over,” but a full version of indie hit Friday Night Funkin’ still generated over $2 million in Kickstarter funding in 2021. And despite EA’s dismissal of the idea ten years earlier, in 2021 Epic Games, publisher of Fortnite, arguably the biggest video game in the world, acquired Harmonix and tasked it with developing the Rock Band-esque “Fortnite Festival” mode. The audience for rhythm games might have shrunk, but it still remains, waiting for the right company, with the right franchise and expectations, to bring the beat back.
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			While DDR’s presence in American arcades faded, Bemani continued to experiment for its Japanese audience. The idea of following a rhythm using button presses proved infinitely adaptable: Vary the screen, the buttons, the music, the theme, or all of the above, and presto! An instant new game. (Releasing new rhythm games also allowed Bemani to make further use of its existing music library. Songs frequently hop from game to game, sometimes remixed along the way, sometimes not.) Many of these games never received official translations, and they can be difficult (though not impossible) to find outside Japan. But they’re worth trying out: Their variations on the rhythm game theme make DDR look fairly simple and standard by contrast.

			Two of the original rhythm games are still going strong. beatmania IIDX, the successor to the original beatmania, is in its thirty-first edition as of this writing. IIDX cabinets are not officially sold to vendors outside Asia, and only once has the game been released to the American console market (in 2006, as beatmania). But a networked PC version, called Infinitas, has been available since 2015 for players willing to navigate Japanese-language menus. Meanwhile, pop’n music, featuring less intimidating hardware—all you need is the special nine-button controller—and a more kawaii aesthetic, has had more than twenty different releases. Like DDR, it got a special twentieth-anniversary release in 2018.

			Bemani has been modifying the rhythm-game format ever since, with varying degrees of success. Jubeat (pronounced “you-beat”), first released in 2008, had players touching squares on a 4x4 grid that lights up in time to the music. Reflec Beat, best described as a rhythm-game take on air hockey, had six arcade releases between 2010 and 2016. It has since been discontinued, as has Beatstream, which was a touchscreen-based rhythm-game take on Fruit Ninja.

			The more ambitious Múseca (2015) went back to using a separate panel, this one comprising five discs that could either be tapped or rotated. “Múseca” was a portmanteau of “music” and “graphica,” the term for the in-game illustrations Bemani had commissioned for players to collect. (Most of the illustrations were of attractive female characters, but not all of them: Múseca had its own—very buff—male idol group called MukiPara.) While the illustration-unlocking system was complicated, the five-disc panel looked similar to Neon FM, an American-made game that by 2016 was receiving support from Andamiro and entering Asian markets. Múseca may not have stood out enough against the competition: In 2018, Bemani quietly discontinued support.

			A more successful Bemani series is Sound Voltex (SDVX), which debuted in 2012. The player proceeds through an onscreen tunnel, pressing buttons to match lines coming down the screen. SVDX differs from other Bemani games in that it has two dials, one on each side, that you turn to create new sound effects. It is thus a variation on the beatmania games, albeit less explicitly a deejaying simulation and more grounded in Bemani remix culture. The company sponsors regular competitions through Sound Voltex Floor, in which Japanese participants can submit new songs or remixes of existing Bemani songs to be included in future versions of the game.

			Two more recent additions are 2017’s Nostalgia, built around a simplified keyboard and a quasi-steampunk aesthetic, and 2018’s Dancerush Stardom. Instead of DDR’s pressure-sensitive arrows, Dancerush Stardom uses infrared receivers to detect the players’ movement across an entire pad subtly divided into five columns. The game then requires you to put either your right or left foot into one of the columns. The seemingly looser design, and the ability of Dancerush’s equivalent of freeze arrows to span columns, makes gameplay more akin to a shuffling dance than high-level DDR play. It is the rare cabinet Konami was willing to ship overseas: Dancerush machines showed up in American locations of the Japan-based Round1 arcade chain only a few months after the game debuted in Japan.

			With each new game, Bemani tinkers with the rhythm game formula to attract new audiences. (To this day, there are players who mourn Reflec Beat and Múseca, and will be happy to tell you about it.) But strangely, the company hasn’t pushed very far into the fastest-growing gaming platform: mobile. The official mobile version of jubeat, named jukebeat, hasn’t been updated in the American iOS app store in over half a decade. A number of attempts to port DDR to mobile have come and gone, such as Dance Dance Revolution DANCE WARS, which was available for purchase for all of six months in 2013. There is a mobile version of beatmaniaIIDX—but for the Japanese market only.

			In late 2023, Konami announced a partnership with ZUIKI to make the “Dance Dance Revolution Classic Mini,” a tiny, USB-powered, 1:5 scale replica of an original machine, complete with two dance pads featuring tiny removable bars. The software would contain songs up through 3rdMIX and would even ship with different mini-marquees for customization. Players should be able to hold the pad and press with their fingers, or even possibly connect the Mini to a larger screen and a floor dance pad. The catch? ZUIKI funded the Mini on Kibidango, a Japanese equivalent of Kickstarter, and offered shipping to Japan alone.
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			Given that “press buttons in time to a rhythm” is hard to copyright, companies around the world have been eager to adapt the rhythm-game mechanic for mobile platforms. Rayark, the developer of the popular mobile rhythm game Cytus, is Taiwanese. One of the first successful, let’s say, homages to DDR was Tap Tap Revenge, first released for iOS in 2007. It was developed by a Palo Alto-based startup subsequently acquired by Disney.

			Many of the most successful Japanese mobile rhythm games, meanwhile, often revolve around idol groups, usually as one component of a multi-level media property that can include manga, soundtrack releases, anime shows, and live concerts by the voice actors. These games reinstall narrative back into the genre, retelling stories from the anime via cutscenes similar to Japanese “visual novels.” They also often take some of the onus for success off of the players. While tapping notes at the right time is still the goal, the player builds a team from “cards” of the characters, with perks including scoring boosts, stamina recovery, or easier timing windows. The team-building element allows for even less skilled players to achieve the highest ranks on a given song, unlike in Bemani games where success and failure is solely determined by the player. While the games are technically free-to-play, they’re designed to entice players to pick favorites from the cast and spend actual money to roll for gacha (loot) boxes offering rarer costumes or better skills.

			And the gamble pays off. Games like Hatsune Miku: Colorful Stage and Ensemble Stars Music each grossed over 80 million yen (approx $580,000 USD) in the first five months of 2023 alone. A constant stream of limited events, new costumes, story chapters, and ultra-rare cards have kept players hooked and spending, while extending the relevance of the games long past the typical half-life of most mobile games. For many, bringing home a waifu or husbando is more motivating than a high score alone.

			Such games might feature virtual idols or real ones. The famous Japanese idol group AKB48 got its first mobile game in 2014. Rival group Nogizaka46 got its Rhythm Festival game in 2017. At some point, the idea hopped across the Sea of Japan, and there are now multiple mobile rhythm games featuring K-pop groups, including SuperStar SMTown and SuperStar BTS, the latter of which reached ten million downloads within eight months of becoming available. Unlike Bemani’s approach with its various rhythm games, keeping songs constant but changing the form, these games differ in visual theme and content but offer similar play mechanics. Bright and compelling as idol games are, as rhythm games they are worlds away from the initial weirdness and challenge of DDR.
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			If DDR popularized the rhythm-game mechanic enough to make it widespread, what did it do for dance? At first glance, very little. The para para craze died out in Japan, freestyle remains a niche part of gameplay, and newer, harder step charts require more brute memorization and speedy stomping than actual dancing. But it’s worth remembering that DDR premiered at what may have been the nadir of prescribed popular dance in the United States. Social dancing in groups remains a hobby for some, but is largely described as “folk” dancing, well apart from the mainstream. Partner dancing survived into the 1970s—think the routines of Saturday Night Fever—but had few places to be practiced in the post-disco era. By the 1990s, popular dancing was largely an individual affair, whether to be seen by others (as in freestyle) or simply to be absorbed in the larger crowd, at a mosh pit or a rave. Doing the same moves at the same time in a line was reserved for tipsy wedding guests and a subset of country-music fans. Prescribed group dancing wasn’t simply uncool—it went against the spirit of individuality that the American popular music industry had been selling hard since the beginning of the rock ‘n’ roll era.

			This spirit can be found in the writings of American newspaper columnist Dave Barry, who traveled to Japan in the mid-1980s, glimpsed some of the post-takenokozoku crowds in Harajuku, and found what he saw ridiculous enough to comment on at length:

			Playing loudly on both sides of the street, for a hundred yards or so, were twenty or so rock bands… But what was really pathetic about them was their desperately misguided effort to be different. For example, you don’t see a lot of tie-dyed T-shirts in Japan, and there was one band whose members all wore tie-dyed T-shirts, which I guess made them different by Japanese standards, but they all wore virtually the same tie-dyed T-shirt. And dancing in front of them was a crowd of groupies—and they all wore the same shirt, on top of which they were all doing the same dance step, which I assume they thought was cool, but which I swear looked exactly like the “Hokey-Pokey.”

			Barry’s humor may be Orientalist and closed-minded, but it’s also outdated. A group of fans doing the same dance steps as their favorite band today wouldn’t be an object of ridicule; they’d be proudly sharing videos of their dance covers on YouTube and TikTok. K-pop flash dance mobs have become so common that in 2019, Lincoln Center, the staid art performance space in New York City, invited the studio I LOVE DANCE to perform a seven-minute dance medley. On YouTube are many technically amateur, but well-rehearsed, performances recorded everywhere from Spain to Vietnam to Turkey.

			Doing a dance that’s been done before, and being judged for precision and accuracy rather than originality, has become acceptable again in American popular culture and globally. It’s hard to imagine the rise of K-pop, where groups do the same precise choreography in half a dozen or more different videos for each song’s release, without this shift in attitudes towards choreographed dance. It’s similarly hard to imagine the rise of short but memorable dance steps such as the Floss and the Electro Shuffle. These get shared on social media, performed by new dancers on their own, and then spread further with an appearance in Fortnite, which has grown so notorious for its dance-move-grabbing as to inspire lawsuits.

			DDR cannot take all the credit for this shift in popular culture. But the fact remains that DDR, with its emphasis on accuracy over originality and its step charts ranging from the simplest to the most challenging, offered a different approach to public dance than was the norm in the United States in the late 1990s and early 2000s. By emphasizing prescribed dance steps, DDR opened up a new space for would-be dancers—and people who didn’t think of themselves as dancers—to express themselves. Some of them never lost the taste for it.

		

	
		
			The Ones Who Give Us Hope for the Future

			For a game that had a lively competitive scene from its first playtests, DDR took a while to get an official, parent-company-sanctioned tournament. The first annual Konami Arcade Championships (KAC) were held in 2011, long after DDR’s international heyday, and have been held every year since except for 2014 and 2022. The lineup of games available for competition has varied depending on which titles Konami was supporting at the time, but the tournament has always included DDR.

			KAC has also served as an appropriately hype-filled venue for new release announcements. At the 2016 KAC, Konami announced the new Dance Dance Revolution A, trumpeted with the slogan “The Rise of a New Era.” For the Japanese and southeast Asian audiences, this was only mildly true. The graphic theming had changed, becoming more metallic and “futuristic,” and some adjustments had been made to scoring, grading, and timing. Otherwise, Ace was not a shocking departure from previous versions released in the 2010s: Dance Dance Revolution X2 (2010), X3 VS 2ndMIX (2011), and a new cabinet simply called Dance Dance Revolution (2013), which later received a wholesale revision via electronic update (2014).

			But those previous versions weren’t available to American and European players. Konami did not release X2, X3 VS 2ndMIX, or the 2013 cabinet outside Asia. The company did try to discern demand for DDR in the American market. The updated 2014 cabinet got a brief location test at a California arcade in August 2015. But by the time of Ace’s release, six years had passed since the last full-fledged exporting of DDR machines to American or European arcades.

			Meanwhile, existing machines in the United States only got worse, especially by comparison. In 2006, Konami introduced a smart-card system called “e-amusement” that enabled players to save their progress and upload scores. Having an e-amusement card allowed you to swipe at any machine and gain access to songs you’d already unlocked. The e-amusement system also allowed Konami to update games wirelessly. But e-amusement access remained exclusive to cabinets in Asia, depriving American and European players of downloadable updates and the ability to post official scores—and thereby compete.

			Six years is a long time in the life of a machine designed to be stomped and sweated on. (Especially if that machine was made by Betson.) During the decade between 2006 and 2016, DDR rapidly lost popularity in North America. The game fell into a self-defeating cycle: Since a market wasn’t perceived to exist, arcade operators didn’t spend time and energy cleaning the existing cabinets, which degenerated, frustrating players and leading to less play, which could be interpreted as more evidence that there wasn’t a viable DDR market. Players interested in other Bemani games had even less support: beatmania IIDX arcade players couldn’t share their scores with each other, but they didn’t have an at-home alternative because Konami had stopped releasing console versions of IIDX in 2009.

			What support remained for rhythm game play in the United States during this time was almost exclusively fan-created, and not entirely legal. The pirate site now known as Bemaniso.ws launched in 2005. Programmed World, a server network facilitating updates and score-sharing for American arcade machines, operated from 2011 until receiving official cease-and-desist letters from Konami in 2015. The only people willing to engage in subterfuge and on-the-fly programming to play their rhythm games were, by definition, extremely dedicated players. That was the audience that greeted the 2016 release of Ace (complete, finally, with e-amusement support): devoted to rhythm games, skeptical of Konami, and used to getting things done for themselves.

			But there were also players who had drifted away from DDR since its heyday, only to renew their love for the game once Ace became available. One such player was Minnesota native Chris Chike (pronounced “chayk”). Introduced to the game on a neighbor’s console in 2005, Chike’s dedication soared once he acquired his own copy. He became so engrossed that he left sweat marks on the couch he used as a makeshift bar and persuaded his mother to endure three-hour round-trip visits to the nearest Extreme arcade cabinet. Chike eventually stopped playing the game in favor of Guitar Hero, and he excelled enough at that to be profiled by the New York Times in 2008 as a “Guitar Hero wunderkind.” At one point he missed DDR enough to buy his own used Extreme cabinet, but he didn’t begin playing consistently again until Ace.

			With Ace’s e-amusement access, American players were eligible to appear in Konami’s official player rankings for the first time. In 2017, Americans were invited to compete at the KAC, the closest thing DDR has to an officially recognized world championship. Among the finalists that year were three Americans: Chike, (whose player name is “iamchris4life”), Jeff “fungah” Lloyd, and Hudson “KAZE:573” Felker. When Chike won the championship, it was a huge achievement for the American DDR community. He won again in 2020, one of only two repeat winners in KAC history.
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			Chike’s triumph was a symbol of how the American DDR player community was able to gain worldwide legitimacy once it had access to Ace and e-amusement. But it didn’t ignite a second mainstream rhythm-dance boom on par with the size of the first. Ace wasn’t followed by any home console releases, and the much-maligned soft pads once available at every GameStop are no longer widely available. Ace’s arrival in the United States returned the game to Ota’s original vision: a game played in front of a crowd. But the lack of official home options made it difficult for curious players less skilled than Chike to return to regular play.

			For dedicated players, the main bottleneck now is no longer e-amusement access, but access to the machines themselves. “We can’t scale up setups,” “Ranatalus,” a prominent member of the Ohio DDR community and head of the annual Mistake on the Lake tournament northeast of Cleveland, explained to the YouTube channel HoldBacktoBlock. “If you’re hosting a fighting game [tournament] and suddenly thirty more people are going to show up than you expect, you bring a couple more PS5s, you bring a couple more TVs, you’re good. We have two machines. Two. We cannot get more.”

			For Ace and its follow-up, 2019’s A20, Konami struck exclusive deals with two (and only two) arcade chains in the American market: Dave & Buster’s, which has its headquarters in Texas and roughly 200 locations nationwide, and Round1, a Japanese-owned chain with about 50 locations, existing or planned, scattered across the United States. To the north the situation is more dire, with just five A20 cabinets in all of Canada, two of those at the only Dave & Buster’s locations in the country, both an hour’s drive from downtown Toronto on a good day. For most players in Canada’s largest metropolis, the only options are a handful of older machines in movie theaters, independent game centers, and arcade bars catering to nostalgia.

			A20 came in two editions: the online updates to the existing Ace cabinets, otherwise known as “white cabs,” and the glitzy special-anniversary-edition “gold cabs,” released in July 2020. In 2022, Konami began shipping upgrade kits so that the gold cabs could be updated to the newest edition, A3. But as of this writing, only Round1 locations have received A3 upgrades; Dave & Buster’s have not. None of the companies involved have been willing to make an official comment, but it is widely assumed in player chatter that Dave & Buster’s and Konami fell out—and thus that e-amusement support to D&B-hosted cabinets may eventually be discontinued.

			That would be confusing enough for players, especially casual ones, to follow, without the issue of e-amusement card capability. Once a player uploads their data on a machine running A3, they no longer have A20-specific data. Those who play regularly on A20 cabinets thus have to choose between losing all their records at their most accessible machine or being shut out of the newest competitions. “Some people are getting really burnt out and frustrated on DDR right now,” admitted Michigan-based competitive player Emily “emcat” Auten in a summer 2023 interview. “It’s been so long since A3 came out and we still don’t have a lot of information.”

			Meanwhile, Konami made the 2022 edition of the KAC open to Japanese players only. The ban was lifted the following year for North American players—if they were willing to pay all expenses, including travel and lodging, and were fluent in Japanese, as the official instructions would be given in no other language. The Bemani Pro League, an esports league that Konami began in 2021 with a beatmania IIDX competition, has shown a smidgen more interest in non-Japanese audiences, as the DDR matches in its second season featured bilingual announcers. But so far, Konami has shown no indication of opening the league to players outside of East Asia.

			In short, there are a lot of actions Konami could take to encourage interest in DDR in North America (let alone South America, Europe, or Africa) that the company chooses to eschew. Why, in the absence of official commentary, is hard to say. Presumably Konami doesn’t think it’s leaving money on the table. (In fiscal years 2021 through 2023 Round1’s American stores reported that 74–80% of their sales came from “amusement,” meaning video games.) But the contrast between the officially sanctioned East Asian market and the neglected American one is hard to miss. Even after seemingly being welcomed back into the fold with the expansive distribution of Ace, American players still have to do things for themselves.
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			Everyone who has their own DDR cabinet has a story. “I got a very friendly discount,” laughs Marlon Harmon, a resident of Macon, Georgia, and a regular at events hosted by StormxLeague, the biggest rhythm-games group that covers Georgia and northern Florida. His personal machine is a SuperNOVA2 cabinet, manufactured sometime in 2007 and purchased around 2018. Harmon won’t admit the actual price his friend gave him but says it’s much lower than what cabinets go for now. COVID sent demand skyrocketing, and it’s not unusual now to have to pay $4,000 or more. (As of this writing, Vintage Arcade Superstore had an older machine available for sale for $9,995.) But the money was only part of the cost. He and his friend had to disassemble the machine, the pads, and the marquee, load all 1,000 pounds (about 454 kg) of video game into a truck, drive it to Harmon’s mother’s house, and unload and reassemble everything. (Harmon’s mother was very understanding.)

			Buying a DDR cabinet is a daunting undertaking. First, you have to find one. “You have to know somebody,” says Auten, or be privy to one of the private Facebook groups in which machines and parts are swapped. In part because of the COVID-inspired inflation in cabinet prices, and also because of the threat of eager resellers sniping pieces in search of a bargain, our interviewees were remarkably reluctant to give us any actual info on said Facebook groups. Non-DDR Bemani games can be even more difficult to find. When Cecilia D’Anastasio, a veteran video-games and digital-culture journalist who currently works for Bloomberg News, decided during the pandemic to purchase a Múseca machine, she described the process as “a quest multi-tiered enough to befit a Final Fantasy NPC.” It involved whispered-of shipments from Osaka and cross-country drives by shadowy figures, plus “an international network of hackers and modders” that help the games work once they’ve been removed from their original Japanese context. (Remember how American machines didn’t have e-amusement access in the early 2010s? That applies to home machines now: Konami limits e-amusement to certain designated IP addresses.)

			Once you’ve managed to haul the cabinet into the space designated for it, you have to take care of it. Auten’s home dance pads are from an original, very-first-mix, three-decade-old machine: “It still holds up,” she says happily. “It just requires maintenance. And the sensors themselves will die.” Although it is nearly impossible to buy entire cabinets on eBay, you can find a thriving market in parts: light bulbs, neon tubes, even individual screws. It is not at all uncommon to see screwdrivers come out and emergency repair work happen in the middle of a tournament, especially since higher-level players are more sensitive to any discrepancy in the sensors. Nobody gets into rhythm games with the end goal of learning how to read wiring diagrams, and yet many dedicated DDR players have picked up the skill out of necessity. Marlon Harmon started by taking complaints from fellow players about faulty sensors at the Round1 where he was working, became impatient, learned to repair the machines himself, and ended up becoming a certified technician.

			If this sounds too intimidating, there is an alternate way to acquire a home set-up where you step on arrows to a beat, or to possibly join in on the fun at your local non-Round1 arcade. All those lawsuits Konami filed in the 2000s almost made it impossible. But not quite.
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			Remember how Konami won the intellectual property rights to In the Groove, thereby dooming that franchise? The lawsuit did not extend to StepMania, which lived on. In 2014, Kyle Ward, who had previously worked on In the Groove and Pump It Up, formed the company Step Revolution, and three years later Step Revolution announced the creation of StepManiaX (hereafter SMX): a dedicated StepMania console. SMX differs from DDR in a few legally crucial ways. Freeze arrows are referred to as “hold notes,” and, like In the Groove, SMX has a center button in addition to the four directional arrows. SMX also has “roll notes,” in which the player must continually step on an arrow for a set number of presses in a given time, and continues StepMania’s tradition of having “mines” for players to avoid as well as “mine pits” that combine the mine and freeze concepts.

			As Ward tells it, he wasn’t originally planning to build a whole cabinet. Step Revolution initially specialized in making stages (dance pads integrated into a dedicated, unfoldable frame) that were more durable and sophisticated than the soft pads: a way to give the home player more of the arcade-cabinet experience. Business boomed quickly enough that Ward was able to get meetings with Konami in 2016, right as Ace was about to appear in American arcades, in hopes of reviving interest in the DDR home market as well. Ward and Konami ended up not working with each other. (He’s under a legal agreement not to give too many details.) That left Ward free to build his own machine while taking inspiration from the original game. “I have a love-hate relationship with DDR,” he admits. “I love the way the game was… The best thing I hear from people [about SMX] is, it reminds them of how simple DDR used to be.”

			Step Revolution’s attitude towards DIY maintenance differs significantly from Konami’s, as evidenced by the extensive downloadable manuals on its website describing everything from full machine assembly to how to install riser frames and rubber brackets. Step Revolution also offers a YouTube channel that features similar step-by-step maintenance videos. SMX is sold in several different formats, including StepManiaX Stage, a pair of high-end dance pads (complete with bars) that can be rewired and retrofitted to work with existing cabinets; two versions of an all-in-one home dance machine; and a deluxe version designed for arcades. (One irony many older DDR players can appreciate is that Betson, manufacturer of the much-maligned mid-2000s DDR machines, now acts as an SMX distributor.) Although arcade players can’t add in the thousands of songs available through the original StepMania software, SMX does have more than 400 songs available as of this writing, including many former DDR hits—including, in a move that warmed one of your co-authors’ hearts immensely, Flashman’s “Flash in the Night.”

			Even SMX’s user interface is designed to be an improvement on the current DDR machines. Every new DDR machine, in its songs and step charts, has to strike a balance between allowing veterans to play their favorite songs and offering variety. To that end, A3 offers nearly 1,200 songs, many of which players once had to unlock by competing in DDR leagues or adding subscriptions to their e-amusement cards. Just choosing a song on an A3 cabinet is much more complicated than the simple spinning wheel mechanism of early-2000s editions: Players can order the song list in any of a dozen different ways before even starting to search for their preferred song. By contrast, SMX has a touchscreen interface—no more stomping on the arrows to choose your song—and no subscription packs. “I’ve always been put off by that,” Ward says of song subscriptions, though eschewing that strategy cuts off a potential revenue source for Step Revolution.

			Not surprisingly, SMX has picked up its share of fans. Ward reports that more than 3,000 stages have been sold so far. Arcades are buying the full cabinets in large enough numbers that he’s having trouble also accommodating demand from home players. (SMX has also picked up steam in the United Kingdom, with more than 30 cabinets placed so far.) “The thing that I love about SMX,” says Auten, “is that they’re making dance games much more accessible.” One high-profile SMX fan is Naoki Maeda, DDR’s former music director. Ward contacted him in 2021 to ask him to write songs for the new game. “I have a deep, inalterable feeling towards dancing games which is still running through my body,” Maeda explained in a 2022 video for Step Revolution. “I was so moved by their enthusiasm that I wanted for sure to provide tunes for the game… From the content I have seen so far [of SMX], I can say that everyone’s passion and feelings about dancing games have manifested themselves.”

			Although Ward is careful to specify that SMX is meant as a complement to DDR, not a successor or a replacement, SMX fans (especially in markets where new DDR cabs are harder to find) are happy to predict that SMX might someday help restore rhythm-game play to something like its 2000s levels of popularity. But the new game’s long-term success is far from assured. Now that dance games (and arcade play in general) are more of a niche activity than they were in DDR’s heyday, finding larger markets for the touch-sensitive, LED-laden arcade machines—and getting those machines manufactured in the first place—can be challenging. Step Revolution only releases batches of new machines periodically, and when they do, the machines sell out in a matter of minutes. Ward freely admits there are bottlenecks, largely in manufacturing and shipping: SMX machines are assembled in China, and it can take 30 to 40 days for a container full of new cabinets to reach its destination.

			Step Revolution itself may ultimately end up in a bottleneck. Ward has contractors and dedicated volunteers, but is himself the company’s founder, CEO, and sole employee. On top of the administration of the company and the music licensing, Ward does a lot of the quality control and tech support for SMX machines, and he masters all the music for the game in his home studio. (Asked what happens if he gets sick, he chuckled and replied, “Fortunately, I don’t.”) This workload is actually a scaling back for Ward: He used to assemble every stage in his garage. “I love what I do,” he says, “so I’m constantly working around the clock.”

			The rise of SMX may say less about today’s dance-game market and more about the dance game community. Kevin Turner, another StormxLeague member, says he discovered DDR through a 3rdMIX machine in, of all places, SeaWorld. “I was immediately hooked. That was my personality in elementary school.” That’s a pretty common DDR origin story: what’s less common is Turner’s current devotion to rhythm games. He began volunteering for Step Revolution, where he is now an official content creator, and learning Blender, the 3D animation software package, to make the background graphics for songs. While he enjoys the work itself—“In some way, it’s communicating how you feel about music to some other person”—it’s the SMX and rhythm-games communities that keep him coming back. He was the friend who sold Marlon Harmon that Extreme cabinet at an unquotably low price, by the way.

			Someone who hasn’t stepped on a DDR machine since its heyday twenty years ago might find it strange to learn that there still is a DDR community—a multifaceted, thriving, sometimes frustrating, and resilient community. That is, until you stumble upon a heated tournament, or experience the joy of a con gathering, and realize it’s not strange at all.

		

	
		
			Everyone Dance With Me, Everyone

			Getting to the video games section of MomoCon, an “all-ages Geek Culture Convention” held in Atlanta the last weekend of May 2023, was an eerie experience. The con took place in the multi-story Georgia World Congress Center, and most of the panels, cosplay events, and other fan gatherings were held on upper floors, with sunlight shining through hallway windows. But the video games were all located in an airplane-hangar-sized ballroom on the bottommost floor. To get there, you had to take three separate escalators down, losing light with every automatic turn of the gears. On the ground floor, most of the light seemed to be coming not from amidst the exposed support beams overhead but from the games themselves, their LED panels providing just enough light to distract the eye without illuminating anything other than the cabinet itself and the player on it.

			The PC and console section was relatively quiet. Headphones and earplugs offered players concentration as they chose from a wide variety of games and chairs. A separate section for watching Twitch streams usually had more chairs than people. It wasn’t until you rounded the corner to the dedicated rhythm-games section that the sensory overload truly began.

			There were so many rhythm games. Gitadora and beatmania IIDX, and Sound Voltex and SMX. There was Taiko no Tatsujin, usually occupied by kids unselfconsciously relishing the opportunity to bang on a drum. There were non-Konami entries like Wacca, a game that arose from a collaboration between a small developer and Japanese indie record label HARDCORE TANO*C, and Groove Coaster, which began as a mobile game in 2011. There was an imposing-looking line of half a dozen jubeat machines, all glowing different colors. There were retired rarities such as Múseca and Dance Evolution. And there was, of course, DDR: half a dozen machines, more than one of which needed a quick touch-up with a screwdriver and a reboot over the course of the weekend.

			And there were players. On Saturday morning, a crowd large enough to require stealing chairs from the Twitch stream audience section gathered around the DDR cabinets as Atlanta-based group StormxLeague hosted a tournament. Separate tournaments for Taiko, SMX, and IIDX were held throughout the weekend. Each of the tournaments required not only players but organizers, scorers, and referees—not to mention the work it took to get the machines to the basement hangar, set them up, and keep them going. The true wonder of DDR is that it, and the games it spawned, have created an environment where people can meet each other, keep meeting, and agree that the work is worth it.
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			The COVID pandemic was uniquely rough on DDR communities. Unlike most other video games, which can be enjoyed in isolation, DDR encourages players to interact face-to-face—and not just to interact, but to work up a sweat and breathe heavily, thus potentially putting themselves at greater risk of both contracting and spreading a respiratory infection. Mitigation measures existed for the truly committed, but, as Kevin Turner explains, “playing DDR in a mask is awful.”

			Not surprisingly, the North American DDR community emerged into the post-vaccine world a little smaller. Some groups, such as Ohio’s Tokyo Attack Gaming and Texas’s The Big Deal, either closed up shop altogether or went on indefinite hiatus. Super Extra Exclusive, a top-tier tournament organized by KAC alumnus Hudson Felkner, hasn’t been held since February 2020. And as we’ve covered, the progress North American players made at KAC (and in getting recognition from Konami in general) ended with the pandemic. It doesn’t look like Bemani Pro League will expand outside East Asia any time soon.

			But DDR communities proved surprisingly resilient even in the face of a global pandemic. Technology helped: Even if you were stuck at home, you could still play StepMania and upload screenshots of your high scores to your favorite Discord server. Kyle Ward reports that the pandemic led to increased console sales. Besides, by that point, American DDR communities had already weathered years upon years of deteriorating cabinets, a lack of e-amusement access, and Konami’s indifference. To this dedicated bunch, the pandemic was just one more obstacle to overcome.

			Now, if you approach a group gathered around a DDR machine, you’ll likely find players who have a number of PFCs (Perfect Full Combos) and MFCs (Marvelous Full Combos) to their credit. For a brand-new or returning player, the sheer amount of accumulated knowledge, including the accompanying jargon and acronyms, can be intimidating. (But in fairness, new Japanese players were complaining about being intimidated by the likes of Yasu way back in the early 2000s.)

			The general level of play quality has also increased. Some of this is simply because, unlike in 1998, DDR has players who have accumulated years or even decades of experience, and aspiring competitors can draw quickly upon that knowledge base. Longtime player Milo234, for example, has shared online his extensive training guide for new players to reach competitive level. (“A player who is able to PFC 18s is likely to require 15 hours a week of focused play time to see significant improvement,” Milo234 writes. “This would require at least 150,000–200,000 stomps per week.”)

			Players’ rising skill level has been matched by step chart options. With the 2008 release of Dance Dance Revolution X, Bemani changed the standard song difficulty rating, from a scale of 1 to 10 to a scale of 1 to 20, and older songs were re-rated. “PARANOiA,” the first “boss song” of the original Dance Dance Revolution, was rated, at its hardest, an 11 on the new scale. The Extreme boss song, “PARANOiA survivor MAX,” played on Challenge or Oni mode (often abbreviated as “PSMO” among players), was re-rated a 16. No original Ace song on Expert mode is rated lower than an 11, and on A3 there are multiple songs available, including “Valkyrie Dimension” and “Endymion,” whose hardest charts are rated 19. The “skill ceiling” may be rising as the existence of harder charts motivates players to get better.

			In 2018, Ben Madsen, a Kentucky-based player, created LIFE4, an online DDR ranking system. Players submit their scores to be certified as having reached one of LIFE4’s seven ranking tiers, each with its own requirements. To get the easiest rank, Copper I, a player must show proof of having met three of five requirements, such as burning 300 calories in a single session or scoring at least 850,000 points on an easy song. The ranks get progressively more demanding: To reach Diamond III, for example, the player has to show proof of clearing 80 songs rated 16 and 22 songs rated 17. “The whole system was really made to encourage people to work on everything,” Madsen said during an Arrow Panel appearance, “which I think is really important for pushing people to the highest level. I’m a firm believer in, play what you don’t wanna play, ‘cause that’s what’s going to make you better.” Players have taken him up on the challenge. When LIFE4 was first created, the highest possible rank was Amethyst III; Madsen has since created Emerald and Onyx tiers. (The LIFE4 ranking system is reminiscent of, but not exactly the same as, Duolingo’s leagues.) As of this writing, LIFE4 has more than 1,200 ranked players, but only five at the highest rank, Onyx V—and yes, Chris Chike is one of those five.

			The DDR scene contracted but didn’t perish. Now, with the return to cons and arcades (and the rise of SMX), it’s opening up again, which will allow new players to join and contribute their own energies to the community. And DDR takes quite a lot of energy.
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			“All the pandemic did,” says Dave Zuchora, “was send the prices for the machines way up, because people wanted to get one for their garage.”

			Zuchora should know. As with many people we interviewed for this book, his DDR involvement goes back decades: in his case, to a friend’s house party, complete with soft pads, which led him to seek out Extreme and In the Groove. Zuchora bought his first cabinet in 2017 and has gradually built up his collection to the point that he now works full-time running PsychicDrive, a company that rents out machines to conventions. His inventory includes an Extreme cabinet, as well as Sound Voltex, pop ‘n music, Taiko, and SMX machines, in addition to non-rhythm arcade games.

			“By sheer force of will, we alter reality,” says Psychic Drive’s website, which sounds like overkill until you hear precisely what is required to get its machines from their home base near Detroit, Michigan, to cons elsewhere in North America. Zuchora and his helpers carefully disassemble and load the machines into a 26-foot truck, chosen because it’s the largest size available without requiring a special commercial driver’s license. “It’s like Tetris in there,” he says. Upon arrival, the machines must be unloaded, reassembled, and arranged so that every machine is accessible and connected to electricity. Then comes several days’ worth of being stomped on by eager con-goers. That sequence, repeated multiple times a year, takes its inevitable toll on the machines, and Zuchora, like other players-turned-machine-providers, has to worry about repairs: “I’m really curious to see what my spending on parts was last year.”

			Zuchora’s helpers are almost always volunteers. He got his own start volunteering to help set up and take down at cons such as Maryland’s MAGFest (where SMX made its official debut, in 2017) and now wants to teach other potential distributors how to get into the business. “I worked a lot of overtime,” he says, of assembling his inventory and starting his business. “It didn’t necessarily make money, but people appreciated it.”

			Zuchora is making enough to pay himself now, but his story is typical of the DDR scene. The line between personal gaming hobby, volunteer work, and community development gets blurred. Brittney Scott, the founder of Valkyrie Dimension, is another example of someone who puts in hour after hour to make the communal rhythm-game magic happen, as is Vincent Kim, who runs the event schedule, the Discord server, and tournaments for StormxLeague. Rare is the metro Atlanta rhythm game gathering that doesn’t feature Kim and his trademark pink golf cap. In a 2018 survey of StormxLeague (then known as Georgia Music Gamers) members, when asked, “What do you like best about the community?” one member responded, “Vincent, obviously. Anyone who says otherwise is a liar.”

			Social community organization tends to follow a Pareto principle of time contribution: A small percentage of the people involved will end up doing most of the work. In addition to tournament organizers, there are people like Kevin Turner, who contributes graphic design and animation for SMX, and Marlon Harmon, who became a mechanic to be able to fix his favorite arcade machines. Even while Harmon was employed by an Atlanta-area Round1, his fellow players treated him as a volunteer. “I would get requests on my days off,” he laughs, because he had a reputation for caring about the rhythm games more than other Round1 employees did. (Zuchora says: “I have seen, more times than I can count, people who don’t work at the arcade ask if they can go in and open up the machine and look at the sensors.”)

			Relying on volunteers isn’t entirely sustainable, in part because volunteers can burn out or change priorities. Scott curtailed some of her Valkyrie Dimension activities when her first child was born. And as Harmon’s story illustrates, other participants can take volunteer time for granted. In the long run, rhythm game scenes, like any social activities, will need a regular influx of new players, from the dedicated to the casuals. But DDR somehow manages to generate enough reward in itself to keep players going under especially unfriendly conditions.
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			As unsupported as North American DDR players feel, they’ve been relatively blessed compared with much of the world. According to the crowdsourced map hosted by longtime resource site Zenius-i-Vanisher, there are a grand total of three A3 cabinets in the entirety of South America: two in Bogotá, Colombia, and one in Santiago, Chile. Australia has four A20 cabinets. Southern Europe has one Ace, in Attika, Greece. And, the map says, Africa has none of these. The most recent cabinet available on the entire continent is X2, released in 2010.

			Access to any rhythm game machines in Africa can be spotty. Some arcades have imported older European machines: In Abuja, Nigeria, for example, there’s one arcade that as of 2021 sported a Dancing Stage EuroMIX2, which came out in 2002. A Funscapes in Nairobi may still have an Extreme cabinet. A couple places, including in Abidjan, Ghana, reported having Super Dance Section, a Chinese game with a striking resemblance to Pump It Up. Should you wish to show off your stuff, your best bet is to head to South Africa, where there are multiple Extreme cabinets in Cape Town, an X2 in Durban, and more than half a dozen machines in metropolitan Johannesburg. There you will also find Malikhoa “TC19” Shikwane, who got started dancing in northern South Africa and is now not only playing but running DDR and In the Groove tournaments while a university student at Cape Town. (ITG, she says, is more popular than DDR among the Capetonians.) Shikwane also runs the YouTube channel Simply African EVOLVED 1949, which documents the tournaments and experiences of players in other African countries, spanning the continent from Angola to Algeria to Tanzania.

			Like many of her peers in North America, Shikwane discovered DDR while still a child, via a 5thMIX cabinet. “Growing up with dance games, the music, and the increasing complexity,” she wrote over email, “made me constantly want to interrogate how to understand the fundamentals of the game and enjoy myself. It was my way to relax.” (She noted that rhythm games other than dance games were hard to access: “We used to have jubeat in Johannesburg, but the arcade has been shut down.”) Since she was a couple-hour drive from newer and more challenging DDR setups, she practiced mostly at home alone. Another disadvantage African players have relative to their American and European counterparts has to do with global economics: Shipping costs are higher, and the lack of a domestic manufacturer of hard pads makes them expensive. Shikwane nevertheless developed enough of a reputation to be invited to international tournaments. In 2024 she started her own business assembling pads from scratch to sell to local home players.

			For Shikwane, as for her most dedicated counterparts in the US, playing DDR goes well beyond the experience of actually stepping onto the pads. (Especially since arcade operators in Cape Town, like their counterparts elsewhere, tend not to treat their machines as carefully as players-turned-technicians would. The Simply African EVOLVED 1949 YouTube channel features horrifying footage of pads getting mopped.) Shikwane speaks warmly of how seeing and coaching other players has improved her own play. But she also is determined to make sure Africa has a place on the rhythm-gaming map. “People may think that these stories don’t exist,” she says of her fellow African players’ experiences. “They do exist. They just need to find a way to be told.”

		

	
		
			You Showed Us Your Ultimate Dance

			Dance Dance Revolution is not dead.

			When we first came up with the idea of this book, we expected to write it almost completely in the past tense. Neither of us had laid eyes on a DDR machine in years. Neither of us knew about the arrival of Ace cabinets, or the booming trade in semi-legal retired cabinets, or the continued vibrancy of an international competitive DDR community. The book’s original driving question was: Why does this game continue to endure after 25 years?

			That premise proved to be woefully, wonderfully outdated. What we’d failed to recognize was how malleable DDR is. Those big clunky machines that started appearing in Japan in late 1998 certainly didn’t look malleable. But DDR created space for all kinds of players: the casual and the dedicated, the music fans and the score attackers, the tech-obsessed and the freestylers.

			That spaciousness is all the more remarkable when you think about the unusual, and frequently contentious, relationships between the game’s players, its form, and the company that brought it to life. DDR literally took up space, making its home in arcades at a time when the shift from arcades to home consoles was already well under way. Moreover, it was dependent on hardware in a way that has long gone out of fashion. It’s easier to spread crucial word-of-mouth for a game, whether it’s a much-hyped AAA release or a more humble indie, if it can be ported to Steam or itch.io or consoles or phones without much of a change in the players’ experience. The simplicity of DDR’s concept helped spawn variations such as Pump It Up, In the Groove, and StepMania, not to mention mobile successors. But DDR is tactile in a way that most video games never will be. DDR without pads—metal or foam, expensive or cheap, reliable or sliding all over the place—is not DDR. (The American DDR community may owe its survival to the fact that American players are likely to have enough space at home to plunk down a machine, or at least a pair of Polish-made L-TEK pads.) What has long made the game expensive and hard to find is also what makes it irreplaceable.

			The expensive hardware fostered a mutual wariness between Konami and non-Japanese players. Players understandably point the finger at Konami for failing to nurture the culture around DDR on both sides of the Pacific, but nothing in the company’s history ever suggested they would have done otherwise. In an episode of his podcast They Create Worlds, historian Alex Smith comments on Konami’s tendency to pull up stakes when the return on investment starts to dip: “Konami is an opportunistic company… they find a place where they have enough knowledge to pivot into what is a good moneymaker, and then they stay with that until that’s no longer as good a moneymaker, and then they pivot.”

			Through this lens, every decision Konami made during the early 2000s makes more sense. Upgrade kits on existing cabinets are a better deal for the arcade owners, but they generate less profit than entirely new machines. Inviting non-Japanese players to the KAC tournament every year might encourage the twin spirits of competition and camaraderie in the gaikokujin player base, but hosting international players is more expensive. “When it became clear that game centers weren’t going to be the profit centers they used to be, boom!” said Smith. “Maybe not a hundred percent gone, but drastically reduced. And this is a company that made its name in arcade video games with everything from Frogger to Dance Dance Revolution, but no sentimentality there. If it’s not performing, [it’s left behind].”

			If Konami eventually became unsentimental about DDR’s players, those players were arguably undeferential to Konami from the start. Players were pushing the boundaries of what they could do almost as soon as the game got released. Ota, for all his emphasis on players cutting loose, never foresaw freestyle. In the United States, the game’s culture has grown up orthogonal to the parent company, and what information Konami might have collected to develop future DDR iterations has gone elsewhere, into DIY cabinet assembly and maintenance or into open-source variants such as StepMania. It’s made for a hardier, but likely smaller and more insular, community. Kyle Ward has publicly made it his goal to make StepManiaX the cornerstone of a more vibrant dance-game scene. It’s too early to tell whether he’ll succeed.

			And what if he doesn’t? As resilient as DDR communities are, the pandemic did visible damage, and the general unavailability of A3 and A20 cabinets outside of East Asia doesn’t help. As much as the heroic efforts of players-slash-community facilitators such as Malikhoa Shikwane have mattered, such players will eventually need successors. The pool of potential successors is smaller now, many current gamers having been born after the early-2000s heyday. DDR is not dead, but there is a potential future path where it gently winds down and within ten years is essentially extinct outside Japan, remembered fondly as the predecessor to mobile rhythm games and headset-based games such as Beat Saber.

			That would be a real loss. What DDR meant to many people, the two of us included, was not just a chance to step in a pattern as dictated by arrows scrolling up a screen, but an opportunity to shake loose our own self-consciousness and try something new, physical, and grounded. To lose ourselves briefly in the illogical rush of music and dance. DDR, like all the best video games, immerses the player in a new, thrilling world—but in this case, the world is the player’s own body. And once you’ve opened yourself up to that world, and suffered nothing worse than an initial flush of embarrassment, a great deal becomes possible.

			Let us tell you one more story.

			[image: ]

			We had been at MomoCon only a short time when we met Nancy. With young kids at home, she asked us not to print her last name. In pigtails and a (demure) black-and-white maid’s outfit, flushed but grinning, she looked as if she had simply materialized that morning in a shower of sparkles to take her rightful place in front of the Dance Evolution screen. Admittedly, she did not match our preconception of a mom of young kids, nor of someone who had driven seven hours from central North Carolina to Atlanta for MomoCon.

			Unlike most of our interviewees, Nancy didn’t discover rhythm games when DDR was at its peak. She started playing Just Dance seven years ago but stopped after being sexually assaulted during a session at a friend’s house. Then in 2020, at home during the pandemic with two little kids, she searched online for “fun dance games.” When Dance Evolution popped up, she recognized the title from past anime cons. Unable to access a machine, she spent the rest of the year learning routines in ten-second increments from YouTube videos.

			Finally, nearby arcades reopened. “Nearby,” in this case, meant an hour and a half away. Nancy began making the trip every Friday, when she had childcare. Unlike for many players, Dance Evolution wasn’t a social experience for Nancy. She didn’t have friends who played. Instead, it was a refuge. “I really enjoy the ambience of the arcade,” she said. “It’s loud, but to me it’s peaceful and quiet. I get to be alone… it makes me so happy, even just talking about it.”

			The MomoCon trip was a chance for Nancy to be reunited with an old friend. Her Round1 had removed Dance Evolution—she’d cried, she said—and replaced it with Dance Around, the more beginner-friendly successor. Since then she’d been playing Dance Evolution at cons, even if she had to drive all day to get to them. She also played lots of Dance Around and SMX, but Dance Evolution remained special.

			If Nancy doesn’t seem like a prototypical mom, her experience doesn’t seem like that of a prototypical 2020s-era rhythm game player, either. She’s not in a position to buy her own cabinet (which would be even more difficult with Dance Evolution, with its multiple tiers of sensors, than with DDR). She’s not competitive. (“I’m too scared [to try]!” she said, laughing.) She doesn’t have a social group to reinforce her commitment, and she doesn’t have much of an opinion on Konami’s business strategies. She just needs something to make her life richer and freer, and a dance game is it.

			Eventually we had to stop talking. It seemed wrong to keep Nancy away from Dance Evolution for much longer. She found an online friend who’d also come to MomoCon, and the two of them got into place for the next song. Dance Evolution doesn’t have DDR’s rapid foot-stomping, but it does require twisting and turning and stretching both arms and legs in different directions, such that even the para para dancers of the late 1990s would find it exhausting. Con-goers stopped to watch as the pair began their dance. Little kids, in particular, were fascinated. Nancy didn’t seem to notice. She was in the flow of the song, insulated from self-consciousness or stress. She could just as easily have been in another world. She was concentrating on the beat, smiling, and dancing.

		

	
		
			Notes

			This book is based in part on original interviews conducted in person, over email, via Discord, and over the phone between 2018 and 2023, with the following people: Mel Baltazar, James Gowdey, Jon de Guzman Sydiongco, Paolo Sambrano, Ian Condry, Brittney Scott, Dr. Serkan Toto, Alexander Smith, Kevin Turner, Emily “emcat” Auten, Marlon Harmon, Bill Shillito, Kyle Ward, Malikhoa “TC19” Shikwane, Dave Sekora, Kyle “Buck” Vallangca, and Nancy. In addition, Jessica conducted an online survey of StormxLeague members in 2018 and did in-person observations at MomoCon (2023) and Anime Weekend Atlanta (2018, 2019, 2023).

			Three fan-made archives and knowledge repositories were valuable resources and referred to frequently: (1) DDRFreak, originally begun by a group of DDR players in the Bay Area in 2000. (2) Zenius-i-Vanisher, which hosts news, forums, and crowd-sourced information about which arcades host which rhythm games. (3) RemyWiki, a Bemani-focused wiki created by Aaron “rmz” Ramsey and later maintained for several years by Dan Dickinson.

			Epigraph

			The epigraph is taken from Bryan G. Behrenhausen’s October 2007 article, “Toward a (Kin)Aesthetic of Video Gaming: The Case of Dance Dance Revolution,” published in Volume 2, No. 4 of Games and Culture. “Joan” and “Steph” are pseudonyms.

			Select Stage

			The chapter title (as well as “Are You Ready? Let’s Step!,” “This Is a Game Where You Use Your Feet!,” “Can I Call You a Dancing Master?,” “There’s Always a Tomorrow,” “The Ones Who Give Us Hope for the Future,” and “You Showed Us Your Ultimate Dance”) is taken from sayings of the DDRMAX and DDRMAX2 in-game announcer, voiced by Londell “Taz” Hicks.

			The figure of $8 billion in revenue in 1982 comes from Everett M. Rogers and Judith K. Lawson’s 1984 book Silicon Valley Fever: Growth of High-Technology Culture. The $5 billion estimate for 1983 losses is from Scott Gallagher and Seung Ho Park, “Innovation and Competition in Standard-Based Industries: A Historical Analysis of the U.S. Home Video Games Market,” published in Volume 49, No. 1 of IEEE Transactions on Engineering Management. The Bally losses come from Mirko Ernkvist, “Down Many Times, but Still Playing the Game: Creative Destruction and Industry Crashes in the Early Video Game Industry 1971–1986,” a chapter in the 2008 book History of Insolvency and Bankruptcy from an International Perspective. The Laura June quote comes from June’s article, “For amusement only: the life and death of the American arcade,” published by The Verge on January 16, 2013.

			What counts as a major release of DDR can be (and has been) argued, given the sheer number of variations available. In this book, the major arcade releases are Dance Dance Revolution (1998), 2ndMIX (1999), 3rdMIX (1999), 4thMIX (2000), 5thMIX (2001), DDRMAX (2001), DDRMAX2 (2002), EXTREME (2002), SuperNOVA (2006), SuperNOVA2 (2007), X (2008), X2 (2010), X3 VS 2ndMIX (2011), Dance Dance Revolution (2013), A (usually referred to as “Ace”) (2016), A20 (2019), A3 (2022), and World (2024).

			Are You Ready? Let’s Step!

			Nick Accordino’s PlayStation.Blog interview with Masaya Matsuura and Shuhei Yoshida, “Masaya Matsuura and Shuhei Yoshida on the birth of PaRappa the Rapper,” was published on April 4, 2017. Matthew Hawkins’s Game Developer (then Gamasutra) interview with Rodney Greenblat, “Interview: Rodney Greenblat, The Mother Of Sony’s Almost Mario,” was published on July 5, 2005. Shmuplations, a website that specializes in translating Japanese texts related to the history of the Japanese video-game industry into English, translated the 1996 interview of Matsuura and Gabin Itou by The PlayStation Magazine.

			Information about beatmania’s early success comes from Jeff Ramos’s September 28, 2018 Polygon article “Dance Dance Revolution’s community made watching games fun.”

			The quotes from Yoshihiko Ota come from a 2000 interview with Akio Ito for Close-Up Japan in 2000. Scans of the article are archived on Zenius-I-Vanisher.

			Both the story of Snowball and the quote from Aniruddh Patel come from Ed Yong’s article “Not a Human, but a Dancer,” published by The Atlantic on July 8, 2019. Also see page 42 of the 2016 book Why You Love Music by John Powell.

			YouTube user Pakita Ibarwengoytia, a Pump It Up player, provided footage of the “Mat Melodies” section of Dance Aerobics in the April 15, 2013 YouTube video “My first rhythm game! [Dance Aerobics - NES (Mat Melodies)].”

			The unnamed Konami staffer is quoted on page 54 of Brian Ashcraft’s 2009 book Arcade Mania: The Turbo-Charged World of Japan’s Video Game Centers.

			Information on the early spread of DDR cabinets comes from Aaron Tokunaga’s early history of DDR, Counting Combos: A History of the Japanese DDR Community (AIJBot Press, 2013). At the time of the book’s publication, he went by the name Aaron Tokunaga-Chemielowiec.

			The Oliver Sacks quote comes from page 247 of his 2007 book Musicophilia: Tales of Music and the Brain.

			Statistics for 1999 arcade-game sales in Japan come from page 18 of the February 2000 issue of Game Machine under the heading “Sega’s CG Videos Top Game Charts.”

			This Is a Game Where You Use Your Feet!

			Susan Lieu’s September 22, 2000 story for the San Francisco Examiner, “DDR: The young and the agile,” has been archived by DDRFreak.

			Information about the Playdium comes from Marcus Webb’s February 25, 2000 Vending Times article, “LBE Operators See Growing Public Interest in Musical Amusements,” which is no longer available online. The Namco VP is quoted by Marcus Webb in “Hot in Japan, Music Machines Look to Find American Niche,” originally published by Vending Times on February 25, 2000 (no longer available online). Namco, the creators of Pac-Man, would eventually release Taiko no Tatsujin.

			Drumscape was essentially just a set of electronic drum pads players could use to play along to pop hits of the day, without any scoring or stakes.

			Information about PaRappa’s global sales come from a July 22, 2000 article by Nicole C. Wong, “Dance Fever: Hip-Hop Music Sweeps Arcades with ‘Dance Dance Revolution’,” in the Mercury News of San Jose, archived by DDRFreak.

			Marco R. della Cava wrote about DDR for USA Today in the August 31, 2001 article “Game fanatics say they want a ‘Revolution.’” DDRFreak archived the uncredited Associated Press article, “Video game fans dance off extra pounds,” originally published on May 24, 2004.

			Stephen Totilo wrote “West Virginia Adds ‘Dance Dance Revolution’ to Gym Class” for MTV News, published January 25, 2006. Claire Kleinedler reported on the use of dancing games for physical fitness in schools in the article “The Fitness Revolution: A Video Game Makes Gym Class Fun Again,” for Edutopia on December 3, 2008.

			The story of Konami’s changing DDR to respond to increasing player skill, and of Yasu’s startling AAA score, comes from Counting Combos. Scott Steinberg discusses the term “bar raping” on page 27 of his 2007 book Music Games Rock: Rhythm Gaming’s Greatest Hits of All Time.

			Can I Call You a Dancing Master?

			Footage of the “The Bon Odori” level of Rhythm Tengoku was uploaded to YouTube by Iomb TV in 2015. Noticias Nippon posted a video from a 2016 bon celebration in Tokyo to YouTube. See also Rail Pass’s guide to the Obon Festival.

			The description of the takenokozoku is drawn in part from Patrick Macias, Izumi Evers, and Kazumi Nonaka’s 2007 book Japanese Schoolgirl Inferno. The footage described, titled “1980年の東京の若者たち” (“Tokyo’s youth in 1980”), was uploaded to YouTube by saudade77 on April 5, 2009.

			“Pedestrian heaven” is the literal translation of hokousha tengoku (歩行者天国), which is the general term for any area closed off by Tokyo authorities for pedestrian use only. See Rebecca Saunders’s article, “Tokyo Neighborhood Guide: Hidden Ginza,” published by Metropolis: Japan’s No. 1 English Magazine on July 25, 2023.

			W. David Marx discussed the zoku suffix in “The Origin of Zoku,” for Neojaponisme on February 3, 2009. See also Mark Schilling’s 2000 book The Encyclopedia of Japanese Pop Culture. Schilling traces the use of the -zoku suffix back to 1948, when the term shayozoku (“setting sun tribe”) was used to refer to former military officers, aristocrats, and other holders of prestige who had been humiliated and left purposeless by Japan’s defeat in World War II.

			Footage of rockabilly dancers in Yoyogi Park was uploaded by Tokyo Weekender to YouTube on June 5, 2023 in the video “Meet the Rock ‘n’ Rollers of Harajuku: The Strangers.”

			Joanna Demers’s 2006 study, “Dancing Machines: ‘Dance Dance Revolution’, Cybernetic Dance, and Musical Taste,” was published in Volume 25, No. 3 of the journal Popular Music.

			Crazy-A’s interview and other observations about the growth of hip-hop in Japan come from Ian Condry’s 2006 book Hip-Hop Japan: Rap and the Paths of Cultural Globalization.

			Irene Chien’s 2006 article “This Is Not a Dance” appeared in Volume 59, No. 3 of Film Quarterly.

			Japanese Schoolgirl Inferno discussed para para in its chapter on “Gals,” alongside the phenomenon of “Gal circles” and the 2006 drama Gal Circle. John Bohne’s article “What Is Para Para?” was last updated to paraparalovers.com on September 20, 2013. Naming “Tora Tora Tora” as the start of the para para trend comes from an uncredited July 28, 2000 news article, “Let’s Do the Para-Para! Dance Revival Sweeps Japan,” archived by the website Trends in Japan.

			One video teaching para para routines, “パラパラ教典Vol.0” (translation: “Para Para Bible Volume 0”) was archived on YouTube by user gyapei on July 18, 2021. There are multiple (admittedly not high-quality) videos of T-RREX performing para para on YouTube, including “T-RREX ParaPara Performance,” uploaded by user The Light on February 20, 2021 and “Parapara High School - Queen of the Night,” a routine to “Queen of the Night” uploaded by user Ginza1985 on February 26, 2008.

			Starfire, one of the better-known repeated para para club event organizations, co-hosted a para para event at Ageha nightclub in Tokyo in 2015. Matt van Vuuren made a video about the event for his Reformatt Travel Show, “What Is Para Para Dancing? Agefarre 2015,” uploaded to YouTube on January 26, 2016.

			As of this writing, Takuya Kimura’s SMAPxSMAP routines are hosted by YouTube users keldor (uploaded February 6, 2017) and love loliloli (uploaded February 9, 2016). Do not expect those videos to have long shelf lives, though: YouTube is particularly assertive on honoring copyright claims for SMAP-related content. For more on SMAP’s pop-cultural ubiquity in the early 2000s, see T.J.M. Holden’s article, “SMAP: The Story of Everything,” published by PopMatters on August 19, 2003.

			Information about Para Para Paradise and Dance Maniax comes from the websites Museum of the Game, “Para Para Paradise,” and The Cutting Room Floor, “Dance Maniax,” last updated October 5, 2023. The early ParaPara Paradise tester’s name was David Smith; his impressions of the game were recorded on IGN.com on March 20, 2001.

			The survey of Singaporean students comes from Xiaoming Hao and Leng Leng Teh’s 2004 article, “The Impact of Japanese Popular Culture on the Singaporean Youth,” published in issue No. 6 of Keio Communication Review.

			Feelings Won’t Fade

			Video of an A-team member playing “Afronova” doubles was uploaded to YouTube by user DJ Frankie 2468 on October 25, 2006. An example of A-Team’s “Matrix Walk” can be seen in a video titled “DDR A-Team ‘B2U Orchestra Groove,’” uploaded to YouTube by user NeonGreg on September 21, 2006.

			Freestyle Takeover’s YouTube channel posts videos of freestyle performances. John De Guzman Sydiongco was part of a panel by the group Freestyle Takeover at MAGWest 2018. Videos of the event were included in the Freestyle Takeover website’s recap of the event, posted September 4, 2018. Mel Baltazar’s and James Gowdey’s comments come from the Freestyle Takeover panel at MAGWest 2018. John Sydiongco’s comments about SuperNOVA come from The Arrow Panel podcast, “TAP #19: Freestyle Takeover,” released January 12, 2018.

			A video of the “Synchronized Love” routine was uploaded to YouTube by user therealbong on August 24, 2006. It was highlighted in an article by Karl Smallwood, Ed Stevens, and Ryan Menezes for Cracked in the article “5 Mind-Blowing Ways People Mastered Video Games,” published November 7, 2013. Spider-Man origin storyteller Bruce Leroy appears in the video “1: Bruce Leroy - ‘Insertion’ [MGL Evil II, 2002]” posted February 8, 2006 to the YouTube channel topddrfreestyle.

			Jacob Smith’s paper, “I Can See Tomorrow In Your Dance: A Study of Dance Dance Revolution and Music Video Games,” was published in Volume 16, No. 1 of the Journal of Popular Music Studies.

			The section on Valkyrie Dimension is informed by our January 22, 2019 email correspondence with Brittney Scott and our July 4, 2023 phone interview with Emily “emcat” Auten. Jessica interviewed Harvey “Buck” Vallangca in person at MomoCon on May 26, 2023.

			Make the Colors in the Sky

			The chapter title comes from Smile.dk, “Butterfly,” Track 1 of their 1998 album Smile. The original video for “Butterfly” was posted to Warner Music Denmark’s YouTube channel on May 18, 2017. (Now is as good a time as any to note the other pop-culture legacy of “Butterfly”: as entrance music for professional wrestler Sumie Sakai, who retired in early 2025 after a nearly 30-year-long career.)

			Much of the information on songs featured in DDR, and which versions of the game they featured in, comes from RemyWiki.

			The Billboard Hot 100 chart for the week of July 11, 1998 is archived on Billboard.com.

			The cartoonish stereotypes don’t end with “Butterfly.” Robert Uhlmann, who wrote the entirety of Smile, also co-wrote “S.O.S. (The Tiger Took My Family),” performed by the turban-bedecked Euro Bubblegum act Dr. Bombay, who in real life was the Danish-Swedish artist Jonny Jakobsen. Dr. Bombay’s album was called Rice & Curry, and included the track “Calcutta (Taxi Taxi Taxi)” (which would eventually make it into Beatmania IIDX 2nd Style). Jakobsen later tried on other ethnic stereotypes, doing stints as the Scottish “Dr. MacDoo” in the 2000 album Under the Kilt and the Mexican “Carlito” in the 2006 album Fiesta. Dr. Bombay proved the most popular persona, and in 2018 Jakobsen put the turban back on and released a followup song, “Stockholm to Bombay.” All of this is to say, Almquist and Boquist cooing over samurai to the sounds of vaguely “Oriental” plinking is fairly mild compared to other cartoonish stereotypes of Asian cultures in Euro Bubblegum.

			Information about Donna Summer and Giorgio Moroder comes from Bob Stanley’s 2014 book, Yeah! Yeah! Yeah! The Story of Pop Music from Bill Haley to Beyoncé. Giorgio Moroder talked about his career, including working with Donna Summer, in an interview with Sven Schumann for Issue 21 of purple Magazine (Spring/Summer 2014).

			According to Angus Harrison in “A Bullshitter’s Guide to Italo Disco,” published by VICE on July 10, 2015, the name “Italodisco” was first used in the mid-1980s by the German record company ZYX Records. Hua Hsu wrote the essay “The First Days of Disco” for the New Yorker in January 2019.

			Steve McClure described Avex’s growth in an article for Billboard, “Under Yoda, Multi-Faceted Avex Is Japan’s Powerhouse Indie,” published on September 25, 2002. Both the date of Tetsuya Komuro’s first Avex release and the date of the first Super Eurobeat compilation are taken from Avex’s official published timeline.

			Pete Hammond told the story of being recruited by Avex on the Bio page of his website, now archived by Internet Archive. For more on Stock Aitken Waterman, see Ryan Hammond’s artist biography for AllMusic and Stanley’s Yeah! Yeah! Yeah!

			Steve McClure described Tetsuya Komuro’s dominance in the Japanese pop charts in a December 27, 1997 article for Billboard, “Japanese Biz Regroups Under Economic Woes.” Patrick St. Michel provided an overview of Komuro’s career for the Japan Times, “Tetsuya Komuro: J-pop inventor’s synth-powered dance tunes set the tone for post-bubble Japan,” published April 11, 2019.

			When Suzuki and her parents sued to get her out of her original contract in 2000, following the conviction of the head of her managing company for tax evasion, Komuro joined the rest of the industry in blacklisting her. Suzuki did eventually rejoin Avex in 2005, but Komuro, who had been her longtime producer up until the blacklisting, didn’t produce her comeback singles. Arama Japan has recounted the story of Suzuki’s blacklisting, reproducing a 2001 Billboard article by Steve McClure as part of the story.

			For decades Japanese music companies were notoriously slow to allow new songs or back-catalog hits to appear online, but as of this writing we were pleased to find a copy of Namie Amuro’s “Body Feels Exit” music video on DailyMotion. Many thanks to the uploader, Interstellar1979.

			The popularity of the Super Eurobeat series has more to do with the street-racing anime Initial D, which premiered in 1998 and relied heavily on Eurobeat for its soundtracks, than with any dancing game. Eurobeat Prime keeps a database of Super Eurobeat releases. In 2018 Avex published to its website an interview with Satoshi Yokota, whose stage name is DJ BOSS, and Avex representative Toshiro Tokano, about Super Eurobeat 250 and the future of the series.

			The European release Dancing Stage Fusion for the PlayStation 2 was based on the American PS2 release of Extreme; both had changes in scoring and interface from the arcade release of Extreme.

			The high cost of the Avex licenses is cited by both Aaron Tokunaga in Counting Combos and DDR player Tim_at_where, who commented on the blog Thedisk’s Weblog on February 25, 2016, “[I] still remember when AVEX-licensed songs in IIDX nearly drove Konami broke.”

			Interviews with Maeda referenced in this section are “NAOKI x Tatsch Special Dialogue” (in Japanese), posted by JBG Music Academy, and “DDR PS3/Dance Masters post launch interview with Naoki Maeda,” posted by Eddie Lehecka to Bemanistyle on December 7, 2010.

			Enoch Kim deserves credit for pointing out that OYUTAKOS is a scrambling of “Sota Yuko” (via Dropbox comment, April 2019).

			Bill Shillito made the observation about the concept of a “boss song” in our in-person interview on February 13, 2019. All quotes from Shillito come from this interview.

			Dan Dickinson posted “By Popular Request, Nine Years Late: Why I Hate Midnite Blaze” to The Primary Vivid Weblog on May 2, 2012. He’s not wrong that the song is a mess—what is a midnite blaze, and how exactly does it guide the listener to a cave of love? But some of us (Jessica) have grown fond of “Midnite Blaze” despite, or maybe because of, its utter lack of verbal and rhythmic logic.

			The YouTube channel DDR Songs has archived copies of many early DDR tracks, including “Flash in the Night.” Originally produced by Robinson Wilburn in 2002, “We Drink Ritalin” is still available on YouTube, on the IndieArtArchive channel.

			Super Eurobeat 219 included an interview with Davide di Marcantonio in the CD liner notes, and “DarkSky” translated the interview and posted it to the Eurobeat Prime forum on October 8, 2011.

			Information on the “Bemani Sound Team” credit change comes from a discussion on the Resetera forums, “Konami is starting to anonymize Output from their BEMANI sound team,” begun November 2, 2017. Brian Ashcraft reported on Hideo Kojima’s departure from Konami for Kotaku in “In 2015, Konami Had a Very Strange Year,” published December 30, 2015. He had previously written “Report: Konami Is Treating Its Staff Like Prisoners,” published August 3, 2015. For more about Konami’s efforts directed at employees and ex-employees, see Yuji Nitta and Shotaro Tani, “The Konami exodus,” Nikkei Asia Review, June 14, 2017.

			For more on the history of doujinshi and Japanese media’s (usually) light-handed response to fans’ “borrowing” intellectual property to creative ends, see Rich and Michael Richey’s September 6, 2016 essay for Tofugu, “Japan’s Doujinshi Culture of Creativity through Theft, and the Monster Trying to Destroy It.”

			Some of the history of “Bad Apple!!” comes from the blog post “【Touhou PV】 Bad Apple!! 影絵 (Bad Apple!! Shadow Art PV),” published by Polymetrica on October 27, 2009. For more on the Touhou Project and its related doujin circles more broadly, see the YouTube videos “WHAT IS TOUHOU? An informational video,” posted by Illogical Pine on September 28, 2014, and “What is Touhou music? (An introduction to Touhou doujin music),” posted by Yuunarii on February 8, 2017. “Bad Apple!! played on Minecraft sheep [original]” was posted by Treyzania on October 10, 2020. “Bad Apple!! but it’s on a 3d printer (music and video)” was posted by JackLuckSack on September 19, 2023.

			Mark Joseph Stern published the article “Neural Nostalgia: Why do we love the music we heard as teenagers?” in Slate on August 12, 2014.

			Pocketful of Green, Green Dollars

			The chapter title comes from “Boom Boom Dollar,” a 1989 song performed by King Kong & D. Jungle Girls (written by Claudio Accatino, Giuliano Crivellente, Mark Farina, Mauro Farina, and Roberta Gold; composed by Norihiko Watanabe; and arranged by F.C.F., Giuliano Crievellente, and Mauro Farina), which appeared in DDR several times, initially in 2ndMIX as “Boom Boom Dollar (Red Monster Mix).”

			Information on Bemani releases comes from “CPR for the Arcade Culture: A Case History on the Development of the Dance Dance Revolution Community,” a paper by Alexander Chan for a Stanford University class in 2004, archived on DDRFreak.

			Footage of the 2007 World Pump Festival was uploaded to YouTube by user kalcifer00 on January 29, 2011.

			Marcus Webb is quoted in “Virtual Dancing: Global marketing decisions threaten high-stepping fans of imported music games,” written by Carrie Kirby for the San Francisco Chronicle and published on July 22, 2002.

			The unnamed industry executive is quoted in “Arcade-Style Viddies Confront Challenging Future as Market Fragments and Shrinks,” written by Webb for Vending Times, published September 25, 2001 but no longer available online. Jim Belt is quoted in Webb’s “Sales of Imported Parallel Video Game Boards Are on the Rise in the U.S.; Mainstream Distribution Involved,” published August 25, 2001 for Vending Times, which is no longer available online.

			DDRFreak ceased active operations in 2011, but its archives are still available online.

			The Arrow Panel podcast ran from 2017 to 2022 and was succeeded by The Dance Pad. Archived episodes of both podcasts can be found on SF EVOLVED’s Soundcloud page. The episode in which Roger Clark talks about his life having been changed by arcade play is “TAP #8: Feelings Won’t Fade,” released September 26, 2017, and his comment about buying gray-market machines comes from “TAP #30: Our Memories (1st Mix to Extreme),” released November 2, 2018. Kyle Ward provided information on the early history of StepMania when he appeared on The Arrow Panel in “TAP #26: StepManiaX (ft. Kyle Ward),” released August 31, 2018.

			Amusement Press Inc., reported on the settlement in “Konami, Andamiro Settle on Music Video Dispute,” originally published August 20, 2002. The release is archived at Game Machine English News.

			There’s Always a Tomorrow

			Hudson Felker is quoted in Joseph Knoop’s Polygon article, “The Rise, Fall, and Return of Dance Dance Revolution in America,” published December 11, 2017.

			RemyWiki provides an overview of the GuitarFreaks and DrumMania games in the article “What Is GFDM.”

			Huang is quoted (as is RedOctane employee Chris Larkin) in Blake Hester’s “The Oral History of Guitar Hero,” published by VICE on January 27, 2021. Information about Guitar Hero’s initial release comes from John Petkovic’s Cleveland Plain Dealer article, “‘Guitar Hero’ co-founders turned a bright idea into $100 million,” published March 28, 2008. Wesley Yin-Poole’s article, “Why Guitar Hero Died,” was published in Eurogamer on February 11, 2011. Rob Kay is quoted in Iain Simons’s book Inside Game Design, excerpted by Game Developer in the December 4, 2007 article “Book Excerpt: Inside Game Design: Harmonix Music Systems.”

			Maggie Overfelt interviewed Eran Egozy and Alex Rigopolous for the article, “How ‘horrendous failure’ led to Rock Band,” published by CNN Money on September 3, 2009. Information about Rock Band’s release schedule (and slow decline) comes from Brenna Hillier’s February 18, 2013 VG247 article “Rock Band 3 DLC to cease in April.” The report of Harmonix’s intent to export Rock Band to Japan comes from Brandon Boyer’s article “Rez, Lumines Dev To Localize Rock Band For Japan,” published in Game Developer on June 2, 2008.

			John Riccitiello, then CEO of Electronic Arts, spoke to Sarah Rabil for the article “Electronic Arts CEO Hunts Bargain Bin for Acquisitions,” published by Bloomberg News on November 30, 2010.

			The statement by head of Activision Bobby Kotick about Aerosmith’s earnings from games was quoted in PC Mag’s unattributed September 9, 2008 article, “Aerosmith Earned More from Games than Records?”

			Details about Activision’s closing RedOctane come from JC Fletcher’s February 12, 2010 article in Engadget, “Activision shuts down RedOctane, Underground Development.”

			Masaya Matsuura’s speech to the D.I.C.E. festival is quoted in Ryan Geddes’s February 8, 2008 article for IGN, “DICE 2008: NanaOn-Shame on You.” Matsuura’s comment in Wired comes from Chris Kohler’s February 12, 2008 article, “Interview: Mizuguchi and Matsuura, Music Game Geniuses.”

			Examples of Múseca’s illustrations, called “grafica,” have been archived by Fandom’s Múseca Wikia.

			For more on Dancerush Stardom’s use of infrared sensors, see the answers to the question “What components are used for pressure sensing in a DanceRush Stardom dance pad?,” posted to StackExchange on February 4, 2023.

			Multiple outlets covered the Dance Dance Revolution Classic Mini project. See, for example, “This Tiny DDR Machine Is For Fingers, Not Feet,” by Jackson Chen, published by Inverse on October 13, 2023. The Kibidango campaign ultimately received ¥81.4 million in funding (about $545,000 at the time).

			Michael Arrington described the rise of Tap Tap Revenge in “Tap Tap Revenge for iPhone Arrives Late, Surges Up App Store Rankings,” published by TechCrunch on July 15, 2008. The original page on cre.ations.net where Nate True first made the game (then called “Tap Tap Revolution”) downloadable is now on Internet Archive.

			Figures for mobile rhythm game revenues were sourced from a report on Famitsu.com, translated as “‘Project Sekai’ and ‘Ensemble Stars’ are in a close race for highest smartphone music game revenue in 2023. Both will make more than $80 million, putting them far ahead of third place,” published June 14, 2023.

			SuperStar BTS was released on January 17, 2018, and on August 29 of that year BTS posted a video, “SuperStar BTS 10 million downloads celebration video,” celebrating 10 million downloads to the official channel of the game studio Dalcomsoft.

			For more on the history of partner dancing and social dancing in the US in the twentieth century, see the archives of dance historian Richard Powers, titled “Brief Histories of Social Dance.”

			The Dave Barry quote comes from the 1993 book Dave Barry Does Japan.

			The I LOVE DANCE performance, “[KPOP IN PUBLIC CHALLENGE] Evolution of Kpop Flash Mob Performance at Lincoln Center,” was filmed and posted to YouTube on December 5, 2019.

			For more on dance creators suing Fortnite creator Epic Games, see Justin Charity’s article, “Why ‘Fortnite’ Is Dancing All Over Carlton Banks and Drake,” published by The Ringer on December 20, 2018. Choreographer Kyle Hanagami eventually settled his lawsuit, as reported by Blake Brittain in the article “Epic Games resolves ‘Fortnite’ dance moves copyright lawsuit,” published by Reuters on February 13, 2024.

			The Ones Who Give Us Hope for the Future

			In addition to the sources listed below, this chapter was informed by discussions in 2018 and early 2019, both in person and on Discord, with members of Georgia Music Gamers, later StormxLeague.

			Information about Dance Dance Revolution A comes from RemyWiki.

			Eddie Lehecka wrote about the location test for Bemanistyle in “DanceDanceRevolution 2014 US Location Test Day 1,” published August 4, 2015. The Bemaniso.ws Twitter feed tweeted “Happy 13 years to us” on October 14, 2018. (And as of October 2024, it was still tweeting.)

			For more on Programmed World and its forced demise, see the blog post “The End of an Era: Programmed World Post-Op,” published by andynumbers on March 9, 2015, and Reddit user bluenfee’s contribution to the thread, “Konami sends Cease and Desist to popular rhythm game server network, Programmed World. The site ran uncontested from 2011-2015,” also on March 9, 2015.

			Much of the biographical information about Chris Chike comes from Chike’s interview on The Arrow Panel podcast: “TAP #20: Muscle Memories (ft. iamchris4life”),” released on January 19, 2018. See also the Polygon documentary, “Becoming the World’s Best DDR Player,” released on December 11, 2017; Ethan Gach’s article “American Takes First Place at DDR World Championship,” published by Kotaku on February 11, 2017; and Dave Itzkoff’s profile of Chike for the New York Times, “Rec-Room Wizard,” published August 10, 2008.

			The interview with Rantalus appears in HoldBacktoBlock’s video “Inside the World of Pro Dance Dance Revolution,” posted October 20, 2023.

			The split of the Dance Dance Revolution A cabinet order between Round1 and Dave & Buster’s has been discussed in several different places, notably by Roger Clark on The Arrow Panel on May 24, 2017 in “Episode 1: DDR A(merica).” Also in May 2017, Kevin Bachus, then an executive for Dave & Buster’s, posted on Reddit, “BTW, I would like to reiterate […] that the only reason there are any DDR A units in the US at all, and the world champion is from the US, is because WE met Konami’s minimum order quantity, allowing Round1 to piggyback on our order. Chew on that for a bit.”

			The difference between Dave & Buster’s and Round1 access to A3 was discussed on the DDR subreddit on August 14, 2023 in a post titled “A3 upgrade kits shipping to North American Round1 locations!” We also discussed this with current players, including Emily Auten in a July 4, 2023 phone interview. The game’s 19th installment, DDR World, similarly appears to be available in the United States only at Round1 locations. Information about the revenue of Round1’s American stores comes from “Fact Book 2023,” originally published on Round1’s website and currently on Internet Archive.

			Cecilia D’Anastasio documented her quest for a Múseca cabinet for Wired in “The Gritty, Underground Network Bringing Japan’s Arcades to the US,” published on January 14, 2022.

			Much of the information about Kyle Ward’s formation of Step Revolution in 2014 and the company’s release of StepmaniaX in 2017 is based on a phone interview Jessica conducted with Ward on January 26, 2024. The manuals and StepManiaX cabinets can be seen at the game’s official website.

			The video “Naoki Maeda - StepManiaX” was posted to StepManiaX’s YouTube channel on October 16, 2022. (There’s a similar video, posted April 29, 2020, that features Flashman, the composer of “Flash in the Night.”)

			Marlon Harmon told the stories of his learning to play DDR, his eventually becoming a mechanic, and his acquisition of his own cab on a phone interview with Jessica on June 3, 2023. Kevin Turner met with Jessica for an in-person interview (at a Waffle House, because Georgia) on June 13, 2023.

			Everyone Dance With Me, Everyone

			Milo234’s guide, titled “DDR Training Guide,” is a freely available Google Document.

			For information on the re-rating of songs following the introduction of the 1-20 difficulty rating scale in Dance Dance Revolution X, see RemyWiki’s “DanceDanceRevolution X Difficulty Changes List.” The discussion of the “skill ceiling” comes from The Arrow Panel podcast episode, “TAP #3 - DDR Over The ‘Years.’” For Ben Madsen’s discussion of his DDR ranking system, see The Arrow Panel podcast episode, “TAP #34: LIFE4 (ft. Ben Madsen),” posted January 19, 2019. The ranking requirements and current player rankings are both available on LIFE4’s website.

			The website DDRCommunity posted a discussion of A3 difficulty ratings at “DDR A3 Difficulty Tier List Provided by 3icecream” on October 5, 2023.

			Most of the information about Psychic Drive is based on a phone interview Jessica conducted with Dave Zuchora on July 17, 2023. The “by sheer force of will” quotation comes from Psychic Drive’s website.

			Jessica conducted the 2018 survey via Google Forms. Responses were anonymous.

			The Zenius-i-Vanisher map is updated regularly as of this writing. (In fact, we had to edit the locations of particular cabinets several times as the map was updated.)

			Jessica interviewed Malikhoa “TC19” Shikwane, with answers delivered in writing and by voice note, on December 13, 2023. Shikwane posts videos to the Simply African EVOLVED 1949 YouTube channel and to her personal channel, DDR MAXX CHAMP TC19, where there’s a playlist of videos on building a DIY dance pad.

			You Showed Us Your Ultimate Dance

			Jessica conducted the in-person interview with Nancy on-site at MomoCon, May 26, 2023.
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