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			To Lisa, as with all things,

			and to Lawrence and Rose,

			who would have proudly read this book

			without really knowing what I was talking about.
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			Introduction: Sliding Doors

			One day in January 2013, three friends boarded a tram together.

			The three young men—Nico Disseldorp, Jake Strasser, and Stuart Gillespie-Cook—were on their way to a party in Brunswick, an inner-city suburb of Melbourne in their home state of Victoria, Australia. The trio had developed a friendship over the last year across several conversations held during camping trips, after local band gigs, and between university classes, and realized that they shared many interests, video games chief among them. This was the first time they had intentionally met up and hung out together as a group of three.

			As the group discussed the party ahead, they came to a realization: they’d misunderstood the starting time. “We had assumed it was a day party,” Stuart tells me, years later. The party was not scheduled to kick off until that night, and if they stayed on the tram, they’d arrive at the house several hours too early.

			As they pondered their situation, another familiar face boarded the tram. Michael McMaster was not on his way to the party—he was heading home after work—but was glad to see Jake, Stuart, and Nico. He’d been at many of those same parties, in many of those same conversations, and he also loved video games. These were three people he liked a great deal.

			Michael calls this the group’s “sliding doors” moment. If he had not gotten on that tram, or if the other three had read the party invite properly, or if any number of other details hadn’t lined up, it might have changed everything.

			But Michael did get on the tram, and he was there when Nico mentioned Sportsfriends, a suite of four-player sports games that had recently released an early access demo for Kickstarter backers. It made perfect sense for the group to get off at the next stop, hop on another tram going back the other way, and head to Nico’s house to play Hokra, one of the games in the collection. Later, the four of them would leave Nico’s house, get on another tram, and head to the party, already planning another play session for next weekend.

			“That was the start of us getting together regularly to play multiplayer games,” Stuart says. “That really solidified us as a group of four.”

			After that day, the four of them would catch up at least once a week to play games together. It was a boom period for local multiplayer competitive indie games like Samurai Gunn, Towerfall, Nidhogg, and Foiled. If they needed a new game, they’d log into freeindiegam.es and see what was available in the local multiplayer section. So it was that Nico, Jake, Michael, and Stuart became a unit.

			●

			Cut to February 2020, seven years later. House House—the development team formed by Nico, Jake, Stuart, and Michael within a year of that tram ride—was nominated for an award. They had been nominated for several awards at this point, in fact, but this one was particularly big: the D.I.C.E. Awards (Design, Innovate, Communicate, Entertain) had listed their new title, Untitled Goose Game, as a 2019 Game of the Year nominee. By this point, four months after release, Untitled Goose Game had already sold over a million copies. On launch day, it was the top-selling game on the Nintendo Switch eShop, despite having been released at the same time as a remake of the Game Boy classic The Legend of Zelda: Link’s Awakening. Untitled Goose Game was a megahit and a cultural phenomenon, but its nomination for the D.I.C.E. Game of the Year still stood out as unusual.

			The D.I.C.E. Awards, hosted by the Academy of Interactive Arts & Sciences, date back to 1998, when Nintendo 64 classic GoldenEye 007 won the main award. As of 2020, the “smallest” game to win the prestigious award was Journey, the PlayStation 3 hit that resulted from developer Thatgamecompany’s three-game deal with Sony. But Journey had significant money behind it from its inception, even if it wasn’t a typical “AAA” mega-budget experience. Previous winners included The Legend of Zelda: Breath of the Wild, Halo: Combat Evolved, Half-Life 2, and Mass Effect 2: some of the biggest, most beloved games ever made.

			Untitled Goose Game’s competition that year included Death Stranding (from Metal Gear Solid director Hideo Kojima), Control (from Alan Wake developer Remedy Entertainment), and two other, more out of left-field, choices: the trippy space-faring adventure game Outer Wilds and the intensely intricate RPG Disco Elysium. On the face of things, Untitled Goose Game—a two-hour game developed by a core team of four people and a handful of contractors—was the nominee that looked the least likely to win.

			But it did win. Untitled Goose Game, the second game by House House, was declared Game of the Year.

			No one from House House was able to attend the awards ceremony in Las Vegas, despite the game’s four award nominations. (It won three of them.) In their place was Trent Kusters, an industry friend and the head of fellow Melbourne studio League of Geeks, best known for the digital board game Armello. Trent, who spent part of that night representing the House House team in interviews and acceptance speeches, had worked with the team on their first title, Push Me Pull You, and had served as a mentor and advisor ever since. He was asked to take the stage on the team’s behalf should they win any awards.

			Nico, Stuart, Michael, and Jake were at home in Melbourne, recovering from the game’s development and preparing for what they thought would be a year full of travel. (The COVID-19 lockdowns were still a month away.) In their absence, a brief video played for the attendees.

			“Hi, everyone,” Stuart says in the video, surrounded by his three friends and co-developers. “If you’re watching this, I guess we just won Game of the Year, which is really mind-boggling to us. So, thanks so much.” The video, filmed against a white backdrop, has slightly muffled audio and an awkward vibe throughout. Michael is holding a gold-colored Mario statue. They thrum with the nervous energy of people doing something silly. Speaking to me in 2023, Michael tells me what I’d already gathered: “We had zero expectation that we would win.”

			In a brief interview with IGN following the ceremony, Trent pulled out his phone and showed the interviewer the two messages he’d received from Jake during the broadcast. The first one: “HOLY SHIT.” The second: “Really didn’t see that coming.” Talking to me years later, Trent says that collecting this award on the team’s behalf was “one of his career highlights.”

			In games, seven years is a long time—almost a full console generation. But when seven years is the space of time between four young men becoming friends and those same four young men releasing a Game of the Year, it feels much shorter. As I talked to people for this book, it became clear that the story of the making of Untitled Goose Game is, at its core, a story about a unique friendship between four people. It’s a story about art practice within a profit-driven industry, even if the art practice was, in the end, extremely profitable. It’s about how these friends discovered that they made an ideal creative team.

			This is not a story with sudden betrayals, deep conflicts, or friends falling out. You are not going to get any juicy stories about QA being overworked, department heads secretly hating each other, the programmer who quits midway without documenting anything, leaving everyone scrambling. This is a book about a development process that went incredibly well. It’s also a book about developing games in Australia for a global audience, about a local scene that collapsed and was rebuilt. It’s about how a new wave of Australian artists emerged, with state funding and support, to show the rest of the world their creativity and skill. And above all else, it’s a book about how geese are very funny.

			Honk!!

		

	
		
			A Lovely Morning

			On October 4, 2017, midway between that tram ride and the team’s eventual win at the D.I.C.E. awards, the House House Twitter account revealed the team’s second game. The tweet consisted of a video captioned with a now-iconic sentence:

			It’s a lovely morning in the village and you are a horrible goose.

			Attached was a 39-second video of their game. It opens with a beautiful white goose wandering through a groundskeeper’s garden. The goose honks—although in that first video, the honk is actually a quack—and the groundskeeper, who had been tending to a row of sprouting plants, jumps up in shock and confusion, a question mark above his head. Before he can turn around and see the goose, it slips into a nearby bush to hide. As the groundskeeper looks for the source of the honk, the goose leaps from the bush, grabs the man’s trowel, and runs off with it.

			With the benefit of hindsight, you could look at these eleven seconds and say, “That’s it—that’s the game.” The fundamental concept that the game is built on, that playing as a naughty, bothersome goose will be inherently funny and satisfying, is right there. This was Untitled Goose Game.

			The trailer continues. The goose stalks the groundskeeper after he retrieves his trowel. The man turns around to stare quizzically, but the goose plays innocent. He stares at the waterfowl for a beat, then turns and walks away. The goose waddles at full speed, snatches the man’s keys from around his belt, and runs. The music kicks into a higher gear as the groundskeeper gives chase.

			Cut to later. The man is exhausted, having chased the goose out of his garden. He stops for a breath, but he still hasn’t gotten his keys back. The goose, in an inspired bit of cinematic direction, pops its head out from behind the statue it is hiding behind nearby, the keys still hanging from its beak. The goose, by way of Jake’s trailer direction, has comedic timing.

			A final shot. The goose is back in the groundskeeper’s bush, its head poking out and ducking back under while the piano keys underscoring the scene subtly evoke John Williams’ Jaws theme. The goose honk-quacks. A title card appears:

			(untitled goose game)

			coming 2018

			On the same day, the development team uploaded a three-minute video of pre-alpha footage to YouTube. It was a supercut of the opening garden level, showing the goose completing several of the first level’s objectives. This footage is close to what we got in the final game. It even ends with two geese working together to torment the man, a feature that would not be realized until a post-launch update in 2020.

			The tweet with the video racked up several hundred thousand views, as did the extended video. As of 2024, both videos have over 700,000 views. They were popular, but considering how big Untitled Goose Game would eventually be, I’m surprised that the view counts are not in the millions. In the games journalism and criticism sphere where I was working at the time, the trailer felt seismic, like the Next Big Thing had just been announced. Ultimately, of course, that feeling ended up being accurate.

			The first Twitter post about what would eventually become Untitled Goose Game actually came more than a year earlier. On August 11, 2016, House House’s Michael McMaster posted a screenshot from the team’s internal discussion channel on the messaging platform Slack. “People think game development means you get to play games all day, but they’re wrong—it means you talk about geese,” Michael wrote. The screenshot showed a Slack post made by Stuart Gillespie-Cook at 10:50 p.m. on a previous night, featuring a stock image of a goose and a message: “Let’s make a game about this.”

			“That was a pretty common style of post in our Slack at that time,” Jake tells me. “I’m sure we had a bunch of other posts about similarly dumb things to make games about.” Untitled Goose Game was a joke until it wasn’t. And once it stopped being a joke, it became extremely funny.

			Untitled Goose Game released on PC and Nintendo Switch in September 2019, and on Sony’s PlayStation 4 and Microsoft’s Xbox One in December of the same year. It earned critical acclaim and went on to win multiple awards on top of its D.I.C.E. win, including Australian Game of the Year at the Australian Game Developer Awards and the BAFTA for Best Family Game. It was the first game ever to get nominated for an Australian Recording Industry Association (ARIA) Award in the “Best Original Soundtrack or Musical Theatre Cast Album” category. It was, and is, a big deal.

			The premise of Untitled Goose Game is straightforward. You’re a goose, and you waddle around a quaint English village committing acts of comical mischief. The game is divided into five distinct acts, each with different people to menace and steal from. As the goose, you work your way through each section, unlocking the next level by completing most of the objectives on your “to do” list. (Why the goose has such a specific agenda is never explained, nor does it need to be.) Eventually the goose can travel across the entire unlocked map. You ruin the groundskeeper’s day. You terrorize the wimp, disturb the TV shop owner, and fray the shopkeeper’s nerves. You upset the tidy neighbor and throw the messy neighbor’s backyard into further disarray. You get into mischief at the pub, which has six characters of its own—as many as the other areas combined.

			By the time you’re done there, the game is almost finished. The goose makes its way into a miniature replica village, modeled after the very village you’ve just worked your way through. If you’ve seen the movie Hot Fuzz, this is the point where you nod to yourself and whisper, “This reminds me of Hot Fuzz.” The miniature village reveals that, just off camera the whole time, there’s been an old castle grounds. The goose destroys the replica castle tower there, revealing that the goose’s main objective, all along, was to steal the big shiny loud yellow bell it housed atop its spire. The goose must then run back through the map, its bell clanging, dodging all the villagers as they try to stop it from stealing part of the monument.

			At the end of the game, the goose returns to its lair and drops the bell into a pit—it turns out that this is the eighth bell the goose has taken. The others are sitting there, half-buried in the dirt. The bell doesn’t even really matter to the goose. What a horrible creature! Roll credits. Aside from a post-game set of more challenging objectives, the game is over in less time than it will probably take you to read this book.

			I was one of the many critics who gave the game a positive evaluation at launch. In my eight-out-of-ten review for GameSpot, I praised the game for its inventiveness and deft sense of humor, comparing it to iO Interactive’s Hitman series, except “with mischief instead of murder.” My review ended up being indicative of the general critical consensus, with most critics agreeing that the game was funny, charming, and perhaps a bit shorter than we’d like. “Untitled Goose Game is a hoot,” I wrote. “It’s a comedy game that focuses on making the act of playing it funny, rather than simply being a game that features jokes. There’s nothing else quite like Untitled Goose Game. It’s charming and cute despite being mean, and both very silly and very clever.”

			Untitled Goose Game isn’t a game you play over and over again, or obsess about. It’s a small, lively, funny experience, and when you think back on it, you’re likely to do so warmly. It’s a short experience that stays with you, and one which holds up well when you replay it years later. But it’s also a game that has that “it” factor, that hard-to-define, lightning-in-a-bottle feeling that few games have—that mix of accessibility and appeal and juice that made it a hot commodity for a hot minute at the tail end of 2019, and has allowed it to endure since.

			The game’s virality, the immediate hook of its character and premise, allowed the memes to flow easily on release. My personal favorite was when actor Kyle MacLachlin tweeted a Photoshopped screenshot of his iconic Twin Peaks character, Special Agent Dale Cooper, investigating the goose at the Great Northern. “I heard there was a goose loose and causing chaos somewhere nearby,” the tweet read. “Is this how we catch him?” When the game’s co-op mode released a year later, MacLachlan brought the meme back, adding a second goose to the picture.

			Untitled Goose Game was never envisioned as a huge, seismic hit. House House did not embark on its development with the expectation that this game was going to sell over a million copies, or that, say, someone might eventually write a book about it. House House started, and in many ways continues to operate, for a simple reason: Four friends realized that they wanted to have fun making games together. For all the viral success, the huge sales, the enormous profits, and the cultural ripples, the story of the making of Untitled Goose Game is, fundamentally, a story about that friendship. To tell the story properly, we need to go back to when that friendship was formed.

		

	
		
			Laying the Foundations

			In 2013, Nico Disseldorp, like many young people before him, found that the course of study he’d signed up for was not for him. He was deep into an environmental program at the University of Melbourne, but found that, as interesting as the subjects he studied were, they did not align with what he wanted to do with his life. He would need to find meaning elsewhere.

			He turned to art. Using a pen and paper (“graph paper, or that paper with little dots on it”), Nico began drawing shapes and patterns, finding appealing combinations that were similar to what you might see in procedural drawings—a form of computer art based on prompts and set parameters.

			Over time, Nico learned how to draw cellular automata, abstract grid-based shapes that are often used in scientific fields to study pattern formation. The function of cellular automata goes well above my head, but for Nico, drawing them was, first and foremost, a form of play—and he’d always been interested in play. Having found a source of creative pleasure, Nico wanted to find a way to share it with others.

			He built a website that let people create their own art the same way he had. “I had a small amount of prior programming experience, and I got really serious about teaching myself programming in order to allow other people to make the kind of drawings that I’d been making myself,” Nico recalls. “Making this art was a rewarding experience that I found really playful. I wanted to share that with people.”

			Over time, Nico learned enough programming to build his website, sciencevsmagic.net, and fleshed it out with drawing tools and programs. As he continued to finesse and refine the tools on his website, he realized that one of them was evolving beyond a drawing tool. Nico had found himself, quite inadvertently, designing a small digital game. Players could be given objectives, tasked with making specific patterns and shapes within set parameters, and could compete to make the shapes in as few moves as possible.

			Nico learned enough about programming to make and release his game, Ancient Greek Geometry, in JavaScript. It was released in June 2013 to an enthusiastic reception from fans of procedural art. It’s playable on his website, for free, to this day. At the point of its release, Nico had been teaching himself programming skills for eight months.

			The game is quite abstract. I found myself getting nowhere when I first played it, and had to reach out to Nico for an explanation. “You can draw lines between points, or touch the edge of the tracing circle to a point to draw a circle instead,” he wrote in an email. “Whenever two figures intersect, you get a new point you can use to draw more shapes. The goal of the game is to use the lines and circles to draw different shapes (like some simple regular polygons).” In essence, you’re creating circles and lines through geometric construction to form specific shapes. After some time with the game, I managed to make a few of Nico’s suggested shapes and felt properly proud of myself, but the more complex suggested shapes eluded me.

			In mid-2013, the four friends were playing games together every weekend, but House House was still a few months away from officially forming. Nico’s work on Ancient Greek Geometry represents the sum total of game development experience they had before teaming up. “I was really into video games, following game development and thinking about it, but that was my in,” Nico tells me. “I didn’t feel like I had the skills to just start making video games, but I did feel confident that I could make these little drawing tools. And then through that, I ended up making a puzzle game.”

			During this same time period, Michael McMaster was a Fine Art student at the Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology (RMIT), studying drawing and illustration. Stuart Gillespie-Cook was also studying drawing, as well as printmaking, at the Victoria College of the Arts, where Jake Strasser was also a student, studying filmmaking. Jake had made a few films—a sci-fi short and a documentary about people’s experiences with break-ups—but often found himself wanting to divert conversations in class to games. Speaking to games website Kotaku Australia in 2014, he recalled being “the annoying guy in class” because of this—but he had not yet made his mind up to pivot to game development. “I started film school feeling a lot more excited about games, and feeling like film was old and dead, and like games was this new vibrant thing,” Jake remembers, “but I couldn’t even imagine how to get into it.”

			The young men’s paths had intertwined and diverged at various points before 2013, and they had all become aware of each other through a series of coincidences and friendship overlaps, the way people often do in their late teens and early twenties. Nico and Stuart formed a friendship during a group camping trip in 2012, but both men were already vaguely aware of each other before that, having attended many of the same concerts. Stuart knew Jake as someone who had played in a band with a friend from high school. Michael had overlapping friends with each of them, and had known Nico in a more casual capacity for years. Jake and Nico had gone to the same high school, and knew each other in passing by the time they graduated, but got to know each other better as adults. Jake remembers talking to Nico about time travel at a party one night and realizing that the two of them had an easy, fun repartee.

			Play became a big part of their burgeoning friendship. Nico remembers one of the first times the four of them played a game together within a bigger group. During a party, the quartet found themselves passing around a hat balanced atop a big stick. “It was really high, meters high,” Nico says. As far as I can tell from his description, there was no objective beyond keeping that hat in the air. He recalls thinking, “These people are really good to hang out with.”

			Video games were easy to bond over. Nico and Jake were avid followers of several game development blogs, tracking the burgeoning international scene of independent development, marveling at the interesting games that small teams—and solo developers—were making all over the world. “There was a point where it felt like the industry was small enough that you could follow, quite intimately, the few dozen people who were doing cool stuff,” Jake remembers. “There was a certain strata of people who were public and blogging and being very open, and making game development seem very accessible.”

			Jake found himself thinking about how his studies could apply to games, and when he saw Nico’s website and learned about his process programming Ancient Greek Geography, it began to feel like making games was a realistic goal. At film school, he’d learned how to use complex editing software, and because of this game development tools didn’t seem completely unfamiliar. For Michael and Stuart, their interest in games was a natural extension of their interest in art.

			After Nico released Ancient Greek Geometry, he started to think about what would come next—he wanted his next project to ignite his passions in a way that his studies had not. He considered his friends, Michael, Jake, and Stuart—already an established group, and so in-sync with each other. The answer became clear.

			“It was a drawn-out process of recognizing over time that we had a lot of the same interests and approaches to things,” Nico says. “It’s like… there was a big, wide group of people, and then us, recognizing shared passions and interests and making more of an effort to hang out, just the four of us, because of how passionate we were about video games.”

			If you tracked the lives and interests of these four men, if you sketched out the arcs of their lives, you could see a pattern emerge in the overlapping lines. Something was taking shape. In November 2013, Nico came to his friends and suggested that they make a game together.

			●

			With university wrapping up and the Australian summer stretching before them, the four friends began working on their first game. The plan was to build it fast, wrap the project up in the new year, and move on. They would learn how to develop a game by sitting down and making one together, one step at a time. They had not yet connected with the wider spheres of indie developers in Australia and abroad that would soon become quite important to them. But that didn’t matter: They had each other.

			It was not clear where this might lead, or whether it could go beyond a summer project. Reflecting on this time in a 2020 appearance on the AIS Game Maker’s Notebook podcast, Nico recalled that there wasn’t a lot of definition around their group, just an ambition to make a game. “I don’t know that we were anything as formalized as a collective,” he says. “We were just a bunch of friends trying to make a video game. And we kept getting little opportunities, bit by bit, and taking each one of them, and as we went learning just enough to take the next step and get a bit more serious over time.”

			They experimented with different tools and programs, trying out potential directions to go in. Early in the process they opened Twine, a program used to craft branching narrative text-based games, and created a little project to share with their friends. “It was about going to a house party, and it was full of in-jokes,” Jake remembers. It never went very far. Soon, they turned their attention to the multiplayer games they’d enjoyed—it would be good, they reasoned, to make a game that people could play together.

			Before the end of the year, they’d have a playable demo of their first game. Nearly three years after that, Stuart joked that they should make a game about a goose. We’ll come back to both of those in a bit.

			In early 2014, as House House crystallized into a company, the team picked a name for themselves. They had decided early on that they wanted a name that started with a fun word and ended with “House,” hoping for a juxtaposition between silly and austere. “We tried a bunch of different first words without anything feeling right, and then one day realized that if we liked the word House so much we could just use it as the first word too,” Nico and Jake tell me in an email. “The repetition sounded funny to us and kind of turned the traditional ‘[Blank] House’ format on its head.”

			In essence, House House began because four young men, all on different, albeit overlapping trajectories, all big fans of games, recognized a bond that made them want to become better friends with one another. From the beginning through to today, maintaining and nourishing these friendships has been a key reason for House House’s success.

			If you go to House House’s website (househou.se), you’ll see the names of the four members of the team: Stuart Gillespie-Cook, Jake Strasser, Michael McMaster, Nico Disseldorp. If you reload the page, the order of those names will change. Nico, Stuart, Michael, Jake becomes Michael, Jake, Stuart, Nico becomes Stuart, Nico, Michael, Jake. There is, by design, no hierarchy established, no job titles listed. No one is the boss. No one gets top billing.

			For folks embedded in Australian games culture, House House is an extremely significant, important team. Their work has been enabled by numerous grants from the local Victorian state government, and the team has received a lot of support from the wider Melbourne (and Australian) game development community. They’re a key example of a great local success, and what Australian developers are capable of. They embody an ethos that we’d like to project: great, unique games made by interesting, artistic teams within a supportive environment. Ask an Australian game developer and they’ll tell you that Untitled Goose Game is a quintessentially Australian game: silly, irreverent, and culturally specific, but also beautifully designed and immaculately polished. It’s a reflection of how we’d like to see ourselves. To really understand how Untitled Goose Game was made, a (brief) history of Australian game development is in order.

		

	
		
			Game Development Down Under

			Over the last 40-ish years, game development in Australia has gone through many cycles and phases: studios have created flops, masterpieces, highly visible successes, tiny little games that no one has heard of, and everything in-between. The 2010s, in particular, was a time of flux and transformation. As luck would have it, House House formed right in the middle of an Australian indie boom period following a period of devastation, and eventually they’d become one of the greatest success stories from the local game development scene. To contextualize Untitled Goose Game and the Australian scene that it came from, we need to go back to the early 80s and the first game made in the country to garner mass global attention.

			When people talk about the beginning of the Australian video game industry, they often start with The Hobbit, an adaptation of the J.R.R. Tolkien novel, developed by Beam Software for the ZX Spectrum in 1982 and later ported to numerous other platforms. Beam Software, which was a branch of literary publisher Melbourne House (the original “[Blank] House” of Australian game development), was founded two years earlier and had already enjoyed some success with both Hungry Horace and Horace Goes Skiing. The Hobbit was the company’s first huge hit, getting good reviews and selling over a million copies across its lifetime. (It helped that the game was packaged with a bonus paperback copy of the novel.)

			The Hobbit, an illustrated text adventure, was far ahead of its time. It featured over fifty different locations to explore from Tolkien’s fantasy novel and wandering NPCs with their own personalities, allegiances, and schedules. The game’s parser was far more complex than many others, allowing for more sophisticated interaction with the game world than was typical for the genre. It was able to interpret complex, multi-part sentences that included pronouns and prepositions, going well beyond the standard “use X on Y” genre conventions. It set up Beam Software for a string of successes.

			Beam continued to exist, in one form or another, for 28 more years. The studio, which at its peak in the early 90s had 60 employees and was releasing eight to ten games a year, was acquired by Infogrames in 1999 and rebranded as Infogrames Melbourne House. In 2006 the studio was acquired by Krome, best known for their classic Ty the Tasmanian Tiger games, a decent series of 3D platformers that wear a “cultural cringe” label for many Australians—it’s a game of extreme “Aussie” stereotypes, albeit lovingly rendered ones. The studio was shuttered in October 2010 as part of a wider series of closures across Krome: The company closed their studio in Adelaide, South Australia, and cut staff significantly at their Melbourne and Brisbane studios at the same time.

			Krome was not the only Australian studio that ran into trouble in 2010. When the world economy plunged into a deep recession in 2008, Australia weathered the storm better than many other countries, and as such the value of the local dollar held strong. In July 2011, AU$1 was worth US$1.09, the highest comparative value since Prime Minister Paul Keating moved the local currency to a floating exchange rate in 1983 as part of a series of sweeping economic reforms that aimed to increase the flow of cash into the country from overseas. During the 2008 Global Financial Crisis, Australia’s low exposure to the US housing market, low rates of uptake on high-risk loans, and stable export market with China meant that the country did not suffer on the scale that many others did.

			But a comparatively strong economy meant that the foreign investments which Australian developers had been so reliant on were suddenly drying up. Economic conditions were no longer favorable to publishers or investors looking to spend their money here. With the flow of investment cash drying up, layoffs and closures were inevitable. The work-for-hire model that so many studios relied on simply did not make as much sense in the market conditions of that time as they had in the previous decades.

			The specifics of this downturn are more complicated than that, but the impact on the local games industry was straightforward: Australian studios were suddenly much less attractive to international publishers and investors. At the same time, the licensed console and PC games that were the bread and butter of many Australian studios were becoming less common. There was less demand for film and television tie-in games on consoles, and budgets were shrinking.

			The model of game development in Australia, which had allowed many studios to flourish on contract work, was in trouble. Video games themselves are sometimes said to be recession-proof, and 2008 was an extremely profitable year for Nintendo’s Wii and DS systems. But the studios that produced the games were not so resistant to market forces.

			Between 2009 and 2011, numerous major Australian games studios shut their doors, starting with Pandemic Studios in February 2009. In 2005, the Brisbane studio had expanded into two development teams following the success of their game Destroy All Humans! 2: One team was working on a Batman game, and the other was working on a project with the unfortunately ironic title The Next Big Thing. Neither game was ever completed. The US arm of the studio closed in November 2009, shortly before the release of the company’s final game, The Saboteur.

			Transmission Games, a studio best known for its games based on Australian Rules Football (AFL) and its air combat games (Heatseeker, Heroes Over Europe) shuttered in 2009 after plans to make a tie-in game for then-upcoming film Red Tails fell through. Blue Tongue, which had recently branched out into original titles with the beloved de Blob series, closed in 2011 after sixteen years of operations. Krome Studios, of the aforementioned Ty the Tasmanian Tiger, still exists as of 2024, but has reduced dramatically from its peak of 350 employees. As of April 2024, most of their recent releases have been high-definition console ports of Ty the Tasmanian Tiger 1, 2, and 4. (The HD version of the third game, for whatever reason, is only available on PC.) THQ Studio Australia shuttered in 2011 before it could finish its game based on The Avengers, and Team Bondi closed in 2013 despite the huge success of its one release, LA Noire—although reports of mismanagement and dramatic overspending within the studio suggest that the studio might have struggled regardless of external factors.

			In his book The Videogame Industry Does Not Exist, Australian academic Brendan Keogh offers an alarming statistic: Between 2007 and 2012, the number of full-time game developers in Australia shrank from 1431 to just 581. With major studios disappearing and foreign investment drying up, and with the cost of console development rising dramatically following the launch of the PlayStation 3 and Xbox 360, video game development in Australia looked to be in serious trouble.

			But then came a seismic shift for the Australian game development industry: the release of the iPhone. In July 2008, the iPhone 3G released in Australia in limited quantities, bringing with it the App Store. Those first wave of iPhone game success stories, like Rolando (2008), Doodle Jump (2009), and Angry Birds (2009), established that there was potential for huge success on Apple’s device.

			Australia was uniquely poised to take advantage of the mobile game boom that arrived with the App Store. There was a sudden wealth of experienced, unemployed developers in the country, people who had spent their careers working on licensed titles, sequels, and handheld spin-offs, often working in small teams with low budgets. Developing a large-scale console or PC game remained prohibitively expensive, but making a game for iPhone required a much smaller buy-in. Games were typically priced at just a few dollars, and developers did not need to design enough content to justify the cost of a game on disc. There was no need to seek out the development kits used to design and test console games. Unity, which debuted in 2008, was growing in ubiquity—although many early mobile games were still built with bespoke engines, Unity made it easier for many teams to enter into mobile game development over the next few years.

			Australian games had often been, by necessity, small, simple affairs—and now there was a place for well-crafted games that were even smaller, even simpler. Local studios had a reputation for working well with lower-spec handheld systems, like the Game Boy and Game Boy Advance. These were systems with large install bases that could be reached with smaller teams and lower budgets. Beam Software, the second western developer to get a license for developing games on the original NES, set the trend in the 90s: Between 1990 and 1995 alone, the company released 26 Game Boy games.

			Before co-founding League of Geeks, Trent Kusters (the man who would eventually accept House House’s D.I.C.E. trophies on their behalf) got his start as a writer and designer at Torus Games, a still-ongoing Australian studio with a long history of handheld game development. When Trent came on at the tail end of the 00s, Torus was one of the most prolific third-party studios in the world: In fact, according to Trent, Nintendo recommended them as the number-one studio for third-party titles. Their output in 2002 alone included Game Boy Advance versions of Space Invaders, Duke Nukem, Doom II, and numerous film and TV spin-offs.

			At the same time that many of the developers who had made their careers working on handheld titles were looking for new work, the mobile game market was growing exponentially, and a way forward for the local industry was emerging.

			In 2009, Melbourne-based developer Firemint released Flight Control, an immediate smash-hit. The first iteration of the game was developed in three weeks with a budget of AU$50,000 and a price set at AU$1.19 (99 cents in the US). It went on to sell over 3 million copies, and Firemint was bought by EA in 2011. That same year, The Voxel Agents (also in Melbourne) released Train Conductor, which was successful enough to spawn several sequels. In 2010, Tin Man Games started releasing the Gamebook Adventures series of interactive narratives, which quickly gained a cult following. For the first few years of the App Store, enough Australian hits were emerging to suggest that this was a viable way forward for small-to-mid side local teams.

			Then, in April 2010, Fruit Ninja came along and redefined the ceiling.

			Fruit Ninja, a deceptively simple app in which the player slides their finger across the screen to slash flying pieces of fruit while avoiding the bombs that pass across the screen, was released on April 21, 2010. At that point, Queensland studio Halfbrick had existed as a studio for nine years and was best known for working on portable versions of licensed console titles. Fruit Ninja was conceptualized during a “Halfbrick Friday,” a one-day session where developers were encouraged to brainstorm fresh ideas outside of their current projects. The idea showed enough promise to move into full development, and it was released after just a few months of work. The extraordinary success of Fruit Ninja changed the studio—nay, the whole industry. The game, which remains in active ongoing development to this day, racked up an astonishing one billion downloads over the next five years. Prior to this, Halfbrick had been struggling to establish themselves in the console scene as their games for PlayStation’s short-lived PlayStation Mini service struggled to turn a profit. Now, the way forward for the studio was obvious.

			Not every game needs to be Fruit Ninja, of course. And this success story is complicated by the fact that Halfbrick laid off half its staff in 2018, despite all those profits: Any hagiography of the studio’s success would require a lot of caveats. But this huge Australian success story, if nothing else, made Christmas lunch a lot easier for many aspiring Australian game developers who needed to field questions from aunts and uncles about their future prospects.

			The list of Australian-made mobile games that have gone on to be enormous successes since is a long one. Just to give a few examples: Crossy Road, Framed, Jetpack Joyride, Florence, Duet, One More Line, Real Racing, Land Sliders, and The Warlock of Firetop Mountain. Many mobile games developed in Australia during this time were not massive hits—we would not be able to claim a healthy local scene if only the cream of the crop was able to exist, after all—but in the early 2010s, most of the major examples of success in Australian game development happened on mobile.

			This was the state of commercial Australian game development when House House started work on their first game. But their decision was not inspired by these success stories, and their eyes did not light up with dollar signs when they heard that Fruit Ninja had been downloaded over a billion times. In late 2013, Michael, Nico, Stuart, and Jake were not thinking about the ways they were becoming part of a local industry. Michael remembers playing Antichamber, a complex PC-based puzzle game developed by Alexander Bruce and released in 2013, and being surprised when he learned it was developed in Australia. “Oh, this is made by an Australian, isn’t that a novel concept?”

			“Our entry point was international,” Jake adds. Much of the team’s early interest in the wider sphere of gaming came from reading developer blogs from all over the world. “Starting out, I saw us more in that context rather than a local scene.”

			As it happened, House House formed at a point where the indie development scene in Australia, and particularly Melbourne, was on the rise, and developing for PC and console looked like a viable option once more. Working as a journalist, I had been covering the beat of Australian-developed games for some time, and saw many changes in the output of local teams, with many teams moving away from the licensed handheld titles made under difficult conditions and more towards small, well-made, and super-cheap iPhone games—and then, gradually, back towards indie PC and console releases. The mobile game boom had saved studios and opened doors for a lot of people, but developers were, once again, returning to PC and console games. PlayStation and Xbox began to openly court indie developers, and Unity’s free licensing model meant that developers had access to a free and versatile engine. Previously, teams had to either build their own engines or pay exorbitant licensing fees, but the tide on this was shifting—in March 2015, Unreal Engine 4 dropped licensing fees in favor of a royalty system. For small, independent teams, pursuing original ideas on a larger scale began to look feasible.

			It’s tempting to just keep listing hit games developed in Australia, to make a point of how many good, successful games have come out of the country since then. But I don’t want to reduce Australia’s output down to a list of hits or personal favorites. A diverse landscape of practices has emerged here. From bedroom modders and solo devs to huge AAA studios that have re-entered the country. From large independent studios with hundreds of staff, to tiny teams of fewer than ten people crafting masterpieces, some of which hit big while others barely made an impact, financial or otherwise. From teams wholly owned and operated in Australia to satellite teams and single-person operations, quietly doing important work for huge overseas companies. The industry survived, but perhaps more importantly, so did the artistic practice of game development in Australia.

			One young man, Shang Lun Lee, had been making ripples for a few years by the time House House emerged. When I first met him in the early 2010s, he was still a teenager, studying medicine while dabbling in game design in his spare time. In December 2011, he and co-developer Jarrel Seah won the jam portion of the Ludum Dare 22 competition with their game Midas. In 2013, Lee’s team PlayReactive released Stickets, a wonderful mobile puzzle title that received nine out of ten review scores from both Edge and Eurogamer.

			By 2013, Shang Lun was a designer and arts practitioner in Melbourne, and the co-director of the Freeplay Independent Games Festival, the longest-running independent games festival in the world, having started in 2004. Shang Lun was interested in how he and the festival could highlight alternative pathways into game-making. That year, Australia had elected a new conservative government (the ironically named Liberal Party, one of the two major parties in the country), and our new Prime Minister, Tony Abbott (best known for once biting into a full onion and, later, being overthrown by his own party) was not an ally to the arts. In 2014, Mr. Abbott’s government dismantled key federal funding opportunities for game developers, effectively ending government funding support for Australian game development at that time. Shang Lun wanted to find ways to support developers—to create environments and contexts in which they could create work, government support be damned.

			Shang Lun Lee is an important figure in the story of Untitled Goose Game. As House House began work on their first game, operating in the shadow of the dramatic changes in the local scene, pieces were moving into place around them. In late 2013, House House was a team of four newcomers making their first game together. A few months into 2014, they’d be in talks with PlayStation about making that game a console exclusive.

		

	
		
			Push Me

			Push Me Pull You, the first game by House House, is very different from Untitled Goose Game. It’s about stretchy, sausage-like folks who wrestle in sporting arenas, their bodies extending and contracting as they scuttle desperately around, trying to gain control of balls that can be dragged into each team’s zone to score points. In each mode, two bodies, each with two heads and two pairs of arms apiece, compete in a sort of body horror capture-the-flag. Between two and four players can control these odd, wiggly, stretchy bodies, with each player controlling either one head or the entire body, depending on player count. There’s no single-player option and no campaign, so you need at least two people in the same room to play the game.

			Yet Push Me Pull You is still recognizably the work of the same team that later made the game this book is about. You can see their distinct approach in the globby art style, in the focus of the game’s design, and in composer Dan Golding’s joyful soundtrack. Push Me Pull You was inspired by Noby Noby Boy, a PS3 game about a stretchy creature designed by Katamari Damacy director Keita Takahashi, and Hokra, the game the team had bonded over back in January. It was a game designed to bring people together.

			The story of Untitled Goose Game starts with Push Me Pull You. It taught the members of House House how to make a game together and introduced them to many of the key figures who would later become essential to their success. Looking at the complete picture, it’s hard not to wonder—just as the four of them being on that tram, running early for that party, feels so essential to their story—whether Untitled Goose Game would have happened at all if the trajectory of development on Push Me Pull You had been even slightly different.

			In late 2013, House House met once or twice a week at each other’s homes, most often at Nico’s share house (a home split between several roommates) in Carlton, just outside Melbourne, to work on their game. In initial concepting, Stuart had drawn a picture of two people tied together at the torso. The thought of two people stuck together in such a way struck the team as both funny and compelling, and the game concept evolved from there.

			The decision to make a multiplayer game wasn’t just motivated by the past year the friends had spent playing games together—it was also a practical decision. If every character on screen was controlled by a person, there was no need to program any AI behavior. As a made-up sport, House House could invent the rules, and the environments the game was played on could be extremely simple, without the need for complex level design. Making a four-player game meant that the team could test it together too. The overarching goal was not to make a huge smash hit, but to make a game they could share with their other friends. At the time, none of their friends were game developers. This would soon change.

			The first time Push Me Pull You was shown publicly was at Camp Nong, a small Melbourne arts festival, in December 2013. House House had been working on the game for just a month at this point, and the core gameplay experience was already in place. “The prototype that got played at the festival is the game,” Jake tells me. “It’s the sport of Push Me Pull You.”

			To put this into perspective: Within a month and a half, a team with almost no development experience between them built a pretty functional and enjoyable multiplayer game. The game was programmed in JavaScript and designed by everyone on the team collectively—there were no defined roles or jobs. Everyone did what they could to learn the tools needed to make art, to design mechanics, and to make the game feel good. This was not the result of a long-planned passion project, or a years-long incubator, or a heavily market-researched attempt at building a brand. This was four friends learning how to make a game together and realizing their vision for it within a few months.

			After seeing a positive response to their early build, the team started sharing the game on social media. In a true era-appropriate move, they made a Tumblr page to promote Push Me Pull You and connect with other developers, as well as a Twitter account. Inspired by the blogs that had introduced them to so many games and creators in the past, the team shared GIFs of the game to the blog, and soon found an audience. The Tumblr page is still up, and now serves as a rich historical document covering the game’s development (and the many pieces of weird concept art the team created in the process).

			“We were very, very slow at any of the technical ‘doing,’” Nico said in an online talk hosted by the Australian Center for the Moving Image (ACMI) in 2020. “Actually making something would take us forever. But we were pretty good at talking about what we were going to make. By the time we decided to make something, we were reasonably confident that it was the right choice.”

			One of the people who took notice in those early days was Shang Lun Lee. Although he does not remember where he first heard of the team, he suspects that their now mutual friend Douglas Wilson was involved. (Douglas was a designer on Johann Sebastian Joust, the most well-known game in Sportsfriends, the collection that brought the team together on that January 2013 day.) What Shang Lee does remember is how immediately intrigued he was by the team. They were using programming to make what seemed like, on the surface, non-commercial art, and their first game was already very distinctive.

			As I talk to Shang Lun over a video chat, he digs up and shares with me the email he sent to House House after the first time he saw Push Me Pull You online:

			Hi there! Push Me Pull You looks amazing. That’s all for now. <3

			The four friends responded:

			Hi, thank you! We’re new to this, so that means a lot. We’d love to get you to play it sometime—we’ll organize something soon.

			Before too long, Shang Lun had organized a lunch with the members of House House. He remembers sitting outside RMIT on milk crates, eating bao together. When I ask the folks at House House about that same day, they remember that day as their entry point into a large local scene. “He told us very directly, ‘Everyone in Melbourne who makes games would like to meet you,’” Nico remembers. “It really made us feel welcome, and opened a lot of doors for us. I’ve seen him do that for other people as well. He’s just really good at welcoming people into a scene, explaining how it works.” That day, Shang Lun shared all his knowledge of the local scene with House House, taking them through the Games Lab at RMIT so that they could get better acquainted with other folks making games in Melbourne.

			One of the people they met in the RMIT Games Lab that day was Goldie Bartlett, an artist and developer in her own right. She knew Nico already: They’d attended a lot of the same underage concerts across Melbourne in their teen years. She filed it away as a cool coincidence that this nice young man that she used to hang out with was now working on a game. Over the years, their paths continued to intertwine, and five years later Goldie would work on the physical collector’s edition of Untitled Goose Game, drawing a gorgeous poster of the game world’s map.

			In March 2014, not long after his lunch with House House, Shang Lun was sponsored to go to the Game Developers Conference (GDC) through the International Game Developers Association (IGDA) scholar program, which funds travel for up-and-coming independent developers who are likely to benefit from the conference. Shang Lun saw this as an opportunity not just for himself, but for the entire local community. Before he went, he loaded up a laptop with as many demos of Australian independent games as he could, with a plan to show them off to anyone who would listen. The world of game development needed to know about the amazing work coming out of Australia, including Push Me Pull You.

			Separate from this, the team at House House was being pulled into another conversation about GDC: The game had gotten enough attention through social media that there was interest in having a playable demo build at a party held during the conference.

			GDC 2014 would be an extremely important event for the folks at House House, putting their work on people’s radars and forging connections that empowered their work all the way through to the release of Untitled Goose Game. Which is pretty impressive, considering that none of them actually attended.

		

	
		
			Pull You

			In early 2014, Christian McCrea—a lecturer at RMIT, where Michael had previously studied—saw a clip of Push Me Pull You on social media. He was immediately taken with it and shared the footage on his own accounts, where it caught the attention of Brandon Boyer. At the time, Brandon ran Venus Patrol, a website that was co-hosting a party with Wild Rumpus that year at GDC. It wasn’t long before the folks at Wild Rumpus knew about the game, too.

			Wild Rumpus is a UK-based collective of creatives consisting of Marie Foulston, Dick Hogg, Pat Ashe, Alice O’Connor, V Buckenham, and Ricky Haggett. Wild Rumpus began years earlier when Marie, Dick and Ricky wanted to host an event in London centered around playing games in a bar. They were inspired by Gamma, a party they’d attended at GDC. Once they started hosting events, they found that there was a real appetite for them. They’d showcase odd indies and multiplayer games that played well in front of large crowds—the same kind of games the folks at House House originally bonded over.

			The event was called, simply, “That Party.” 2014 was the third iteration of That Party, which founder Marie Foulston described to me as a sort of “video game club night” when I spoke to her over a video call. The party’s aim was to showcase alternative indies, the kind of games that might not be present elsewhere at GDC.

			“Push Me Pull You is a game which is kind of perfect for that venue,” Ricky Haggett told me, also over video. “It’s two sports-monsters, four players, 2v2, and it’s kind of inscrutable. It’s a game where even if you’ve got no idea what you’re doing and you lose, it’s still extremely entertaining. It’s funny to watch, too.” Once the organizers became aware of the game, they reached out to House House to ask for a playable build.

			So it was, through a variety of circumstances and fortunes, that a playable demo of Push Me Pull You ended up at That Party during GDC 2014. Wild Rumpus events happen all over the world, but the party held at GDC had developed a reputation as a must-attend event for anyone going to the conference. It was the place where all the really hip indie developers showed up, where you might get to play a work-in-progress from a truly exciting new talent. If your game was at That Party, your game was automatically cool.

			During the same period that the party was being planned, Shang Lun Lee was at GDC with his laptop, showing off the game and talking it up. Marie recalls him acting as a sort of “de facto manager,” building up hype. Before the party began, there was already hype building for Push Me Pull You. People showed up hoping to play it. As a late entrant into the party, the game ended up being placed in an awkward part of the venue, tucked away in a nook that potential players needed to climb into. Being the weird hidden-away game at the party dedicated to games that were already weird and hidden-away just made Push Me Pull You seem even cooler.

			One of the people who played the game that night was Nick Suttner, an account manager for PlayStation who was looking for more indie games to publish on Sony’s new PlayStation 4 system. He’d seen footage of Push Me Pull You online and was impressed by it. “With my weird sense of humor and aesthetic taste, [the game] really clicked with me right away,” he recalls to me in a video chat. Nick made a point of seeking out Push Me Pull You at That Party to see if it was as good as it looked in footage. Playing it with a few other attendees was enough to convince him that this game needed to be on PlayStation 4. He would do his best to make that happen.

			After GDC, Nick reached out to the team back in Australia and asked if they’d be interested in releasing the game with the help of Sony’s “pub fund,” an initiative that aimed to help small developers self-publish their game on PlayStation consoles, with some marketing support and fee-waiving included. In exchange, there would be a console exclusivity period, but the game could still launch on PC, too. At the time, Nick was getting the word out to indie developers that Sony was easier to work with now than it used to be: PlayStation had been getting more serious about attracting indie developers to its platform after the huge success of Xbox Live Arcade on the Xbox 360. But beyond that, Nick tells me, he simply loved the game and wanted to be involved. “I was saying, ‘I’m willing to take a bet on this and put some of the company’s resources into this and I will stand behind this game. I don’t just want you to see the path to console publishing, I want you to walk with me and have me hold your hand through it and do what I can.’”

			The folks at House House were taken aback. As exciting as it was to hear from PlayStation, they weren’t entirely sure what to do: Things were moving fast, and preparing the game for a console port greatly complicated the development process. Their summer project might be turning into a much bigger undertaking. “When Nick Suttner first emailed us, we were not at all ready for that sort of attention,” Jake told the AIS Game Maker’s Notebook podcast in 2020. “We thought maybe it was a scam. We were looking at the email wondering if it was legit.”

			As the team pondered next steps, another email arrived. This one was from League of Geeks founder and fellow Melbourne-based developer Trent Kusters, who had been at GDC to promote his company’s upcoming game, Armello (2015). Trent had been doing the rounds at conventions around the world for over a year at that point. He’d been to a lot of parties, and he’d played a lot of indie games.

			At the time, Trent tells me, he prided himself on being aware of all games in development across Melbourne. He played Push Me Pull You for the first time at That Party, but was skeptical when his opponent, RMIT academic Amani Naseem, told him that the game was being developed in Melbourne. Naseem assured him that this was a game by a group of “art school kids,” not an established team: He hadn’t heard of them because they hadn’t been making any noise.

			When Trent got home to Melbourne, he emailed House House. “I reached out to them, and I said, ‘Hey, I’m Trent from League of Geeks, in the Victorian games scene. Your game’s awesome. Let us know if you need anything.’ And they were like, ‘Yes, we do. Please help. PlayStation wants the game on their system, but we’ve never made a game before.’”

			Not long after, the House House team came into the League of Geeks office for a chat. They met with Trent, along with co-founder Blake Mizzi and tech director Tom Johnstone, to talk about next steps. “It was clear they just needed some assistance,” Trent recalls. They did not know how to apply for grants and had no experience with Unity, which they would need to use if they wanted to release it on Sony’s console. Trent and the team ultimately agreed to rebuild the game for them in Unity, for a fee. “We just had a 5% backend deal on Push Me Pull You,” Trent tells me. “We should have put a 5% on the next game as well, but we’re not that tricky.” They also helped the team to apply for funding from the state government, a process that would later be vital to the development and success of Untitled Goose Game.

			●

			In September that year, Marie Foulston attended Fantastic Arcade, a celebration of indie games in Austin, Texas. Three members of House House, Nico, Jake, and Michael, were also there to show off Push Me Pull You and meet other developers. Marie had kept in contact with the team since That Party—the team had integrated themselves more into online indie communities, and she found herself posting in many of the same forums as them. Marie had made a mental note to catch up with the team while she was there. She was in a Mexican restaurant, ordering breakfast, and saw them at another table across the room. Somehow, in that moment, she felt an immediate kinship.

			“It was three boys who came in,” she says. “One of them was very tall with shocking white hair, one of them had his sleeves cut off his t-shirt, and one of them just looked quite smartly dressed. And I don’t know why, I just remember looking at them and thinking, ‘Those are the kind of people that I’d like to be friends with.’” She did not piece together that this was House House until later that day.

			Marie knew, from a forum that they had all been posting on, that the trio from Australia was planning a road trip to IndieCade in LA, an event that would begin shortly after Fantastic Arcade ended. Soon after spotting the team over breakfast, she met Nico properly for the first time on the dancefloor at a party. It only took a short conversation to decide that, yes, she was willing to spend a lot of time cramped up in a car with this man and his friends, that they could be road trip buddies. Marie soon found herself renting a car with Michael, Nico, and Jake, having deduced that they, as she put it, “weren’t going to murder her in a car at 2:00 a.m. in the middle of nowhere.” She had to rent the car herself: Michael was the only one of the three older than 21, the required age for renting a car in America, but he did not have his license.

			“The first time I met these guys was [when I was] shoved in a car with three of them for about a week together, all sharing hotel rooms,” she says. Despite the strange circumstances, Marie found herself charmed by the three young men. She recalls a moment from the midpoint of their trip, when they stopped at Joshua Tree in southern California for a break. Jake, Nico, and Michael became adamant that they needed to call Stuart, who had not been able to come on the trip, to see how he was doing and to introduce him to their new friend.

			“I just don’t think that you can really separate who House House are as people from their games,” Marie tells me. “[When] you think of people making games, you think, ‘Oh, it’s a company, and it’s a group of people and they’re making stuff.’ And it’s like, no, this was a solid group of friends who were keen to make sure that their friend was a part of that experience. They were having Skype calls in a way that people would if it was a girlfriend or a boyfriend that you’re keeping up with.”

			Ricky, the other Wild Rumpus founder I spoke to, later met the team at GDC in 2015. The Wild Rumpus team had started running another event called “Mild Rumpus,” which offered a “chill-out zone” in the middle of the Moscone Center in San Francisco. Attendees could, reliably, find and play some weird indies in the middle of the otherwise fairly corporate conference. The organizers had noticed that security was putting less effort into checking that people in this area had a pass for the expo, and many folks were happily congregating around the games on display—a good environment to make new friendships.

			Ricky was immediately taken with the team, too. “They were just very chill, and not that interested in constantly talking about video games all the time,” Ricky remembers. “Just normal cool people to hang out with.”

			Over time, the team at House House met and befriended the other members of Wild Rumpus, too. It’s not a huge leap to suggest that there might be some connection between the team befriending several artists from London and their next game being set in a small English village.

			●

			Push Me Pull You eventually released for PlayStation 4 and PC on May 3, 2016. “The core gameplay of Push Me Pull You was done in that first month, basically,” Jake tells me. “But then the thing that took another two years and eleven months was the menus and the dressing and getting the camera right. There was lots of stuff that came on top of it.” The funding from PlayStation allowed them to devote far more time to polish than they could have otherwise.

			Sales were good—not amazing, but decent for a couch multiplayer game in 2016. Critics, by and large, ignored it—as of 2024 the game has just eleven reviews on Metacritic, with an average score of 75. By the time the game was released, the boom period was waning for the sort of indie party games that had drawn House House together in the first place.

			The game was technically profitable, since Nico, Stuart, Jake, and Michael had not been paying themselves a wage. It made enough money for the team to keep operating, but not enough for them to quit their part-time jobs. “It was a much more successful game in getting noticed than it was at driving sales,” Nico says. “The sales… they’re fine. They’re great for a first-time game developer, but it really did a good job at getting attention. That was its very outsized success.”

			For their next game, House House wanted to make a game about a small, mischievous character. A funny, non-human character who would be fun to control, cute to look at, who might cause a lot of trouble but who players would love anyway.

			But that wasn’t Untitled Goose Game. Instead, House House had their sights set on a project called “Pinolo.”

		

	
		
			The Nicest Little Boy in the World

			I still remember the feeling of seeing Super Mario 64 for the first time. In Australia, the Nintendo 64 was not released until March 1, 1997, a full five months after the US and eight after Japan. The PlayStation had already been available for over a year, but little nine-year-old James had no awareness of it. I was in a bubble, enthusiastic about my Super Nintendo and the Donkey Kong Country trilogy, unaware that the future was just around the corner.

			The first time I saw Super Mario 64—and, really, became aware that games were moving into 3D spaces—was an early commercial for the Nintendo 64 on Australian television. A series of ads starring local comedian Tim Ferguson (best known at the time for the odd competition show Don’t Forget Your Toothbrush) depicted a bumbling stuntman trying to perform various acts from the Nintendo 64’s slate of upcoming titles, interspersed with footage from the games themselves. The implication was clear: The Nintendo 64 would let you do things that were near-impossible in real life.

			Seeing that footage of Super Mario 64 fundamentally changed me. “Three times more powerful than any other system,” the on-screen text promised. To me, that number might as well have been a million. I sometimes wonder if my fate was sealed by those commercials, and whether I would have dedicated so much of my career to studying, critiquing, and making games if I hadn’t been so awed by the possibilities implied by that footage. It was my first glimpse of 3D gaming, and the freedom it represented seemed incredible to me. I could not wait to play it for myself.

			But when I eventually got my hands on the game, I found it intimidating. I was unable to wrap my head around how to move through this space, overwhelmed by the immensity of the task laid before Mario, by the versatility of the controls, and by how many opportunities there were to mess it up. I did not complete Super Mario 64 for the first time until 2020, when the game was re-released for the Nintendo Switch, but it’s unquestionably a masterpiece.

			Super Mario 64 is a totemic text for the folks at House House. Michael cites it as his favorite game, and Stuart tells me that it’s never far from his mind: “I think about the way Mario moves around, and it makes me so happy.” The control scheme, which lets players freely navigate the courses in Mario’s 3D platforming debut, left a lasting impression on Michael and the others well into adulthood. The joy that comes from stringing together Mario’s various techniques, figuring out the possibilities and the limits of his moveset, became a source of inspiration once they were game developers themselves. In many of the photos and videos you can find of the team online, at least one of them (and sometimes all of them) will be holding a stout little gold-colored Mario statue.

			“That’s one of the things I love about House House—how much Stuart and Michael love Mario,” Ricky Haggett tells me. “They just love him so much.”

			In 2016, before the team began working on Untitled Goose Game, they started work on a different project. “Pinolo” was to be a game heavily inspired by the joy they’d experienced playing Super Mario 64 throughout their lives—a game about the joy of interesting movement. Players would control a puppet boy named Pinolo with a range of movement options—details beyond that would be ironed out as they went.

			“Everyone always talks about Mario 64 existing first as a prototype of just Mario existing in a blank world,” Stuart says. “No things to do. Just him running around in a void. And they tuned that and tuned that and tuned that until it felt really good. And that’s how I always imagined “Pinolo” would be. That we were gonna make Mario 64.”

			In an interview with Electronic Gaming Monthly in September 1997, Shigeru Miyamoto was asked how many people worked on Super Mario 64. I stumbled upon this interview while I was working on a comparatively simple mobile game with a team of 30-odd developers, and the answer would haunt me for the rest of the game’s development:

			Five people participated in the preliminary planning stages, but in the final stages, 20 to 25 people were working on the game. It’s difficult to say how long the process takes, but probably around two years. On average, 15 to 20 people worked on the game.

			Team sizes on games as huge as Super Mario 64 have ballooned since then, as have time frames and budgets. When I hear Stuart saying that the team wanted to make a game that felt like Super Mario 64—a game where controlling the character could be as satisfying as belly-flopping and ground-pounding Mario was back in 1996—I find myself wondering if a tiny team like House House is actually better positioned to achieve such a goal than a modern AAA developer. A smaller team allows for a tighter focus and clearer vision, less interference and micromanagement, and a team that understands the goals of the entire project. Of course, it’s much harder to make a modern Super Mario 64 when you don’t have Nintendo’s resources, but smaller, independent teams tend to make the games that most excite me these days.

			“We were going to make a perfect little 3D character controller that was really rich and robust and had all these different directions,” Michael tells me. “The range of things you can do with Mario’s body in that game is kind of amazing. Which, in retrospect, is a really huge thing to try and bite off for our first time properly working in Unity, first time working in 3D, first time rigging a character—any of that stuff. I guess the hope was that we could make something expressive and exciting and good to play, and then we would build a game around that.”

			The plan was to make a game that felt like puppeteering. The team talks about the game in terms of its “verbs”—the boy can run, sit down, belly-flop to the ground and slide (just like Mario). The goal was to get moves to chain together in a context-sensitive way: If you were lying down when you tried to roll, you might roll in a different body shape from how you would if you rolled from a standing position, and a belly flop would change depending on if you did it from a standing, walking, or running start.

			The name “Pinolo” was an homage to Pinocchio, and more specifically Carlo Collodi’s original book The Adventures of Pinocchio, which Nico had been re-reading. “I just love the story of Pinocchio,” Nico tells me. “If you get a good translation, it’s just really funnily written. I just think he’s such a good archetype of a particularly wicked character who never learns any lessons. He’s really lovable, but really, really naughty.” These are, of course, all words that could just as easily apply to the goose they ended up creating. The one time “Pinolo” has ever been shown publicly, during a presentation that the team gave at Fantastic Arcade in 2017, Jake described it as “a game about the nicest little boy in the world,” albeit a boy who could be “a bit cheeky, but only unknowingly.” When the folks at House House talk about Pinolo, he becomes, at least for a moment, a real boy.

			But as the team worked on “Pinolo,” they soon realized that something was missing—context. Controlling the puppet was enjoyable, but there wasn’t a clear sense of purpose to the game. “Pinolo” was only in development for a few weeks before House House decided to put it aside. “A design beyond ‘wouldn’t it be funny to puppet this guy’ never emerged,” Stuart told the crowd at Fantastic Arcade. The puppet boy was put back on the shelf before he could be granted life.

			The story of the development of “Pinolo” is a short one, but it’s also a story that is intrinsically tied to the beginning of work on Untitled Goose Game. “Pinolo” did not turn into Untitled Goose Game, per se, but there are echoes of one within the other. They set out to make a game about a cheeky, naughty character who was a lot of fun to control—instead of making a game like that about a puppet, they made one about a goose.

			Pinolo may have been a puppet, but players likely would have read him as fundamentally human, just as we can read or watch Pinocchio and understand that he’s a “real boy” long before the fairy’s spell makes it official. Transposing that sense of mischief and naughtiness to a goose gives the player a different frame of reference. In Untitled Goose Game, there’s no real question of motivation, or what the goose needs—the player is not asking difficult questions about what shape their shared humanity with the character looks like. It’s the non-playable characters, the ones who are being antagonized, that players are most likely to identify with. We recognize that it would be irritating, but also very funny, if this mischief was to be visited upon us.

			In his book What Video Games Have To Teach Us About Learning and Literacy, James Paul Gee offers three categories for the different identities that emerge during play: virtual, real, and projective. The real self is the one holding the controller, the virtual self is the avatar on the screen, and the projective self is that tricky blend of the two, in which the player views the character on screen as “one’s own project in the making.” The game tells us what objectives the goose must complete, but it’s up to the player to decide why they want to do all of this. The deeper you fall down the academic rabbit hole, the more you find that no one can quite agree on the exact nature of the player’s relationship to the avatar. In a 2002 paper, researcher James Newman called playable avatars “equipment to be utilized in the game world. […] They are vehicles.” Similarly, Salen and Zimmerman called the avatar “a tool, a puppet, an object for the player to manipulate according to the rules of the game.” “Pinolo” would have literally been a game about a puppet, complicating the relationship between the player and avatar further.

			Because the character in Untitled Goose Game is a goose—a honking, flapping, trotting little instigator—it is, on some level, easier to think of it as real. The overlap is limited between a goose’s motivations and the day-to-day thoughts and desires of most players, yet getting into the goose’s mindset is immediate and easy. You are given a list of things that the goose wants to do, and it’s no stretch to imagine that these are realistic goals for a horrible waterfowl.

			In November 2023, my partner’s six-year-old niece, Imogen, came to visit us, and I convinced her to play Untitled Goose Game with me. Watching her play, delighting in the way the goose waddled, giggling at its dainty little run, immediately clicking with how funny it is to annoy the groundskeeper by grabbing and moving all the objects in the garden, I couldn’t help but imagine the team at House House as children, playing with Mario for the first time. Imogen also loves Mario, for a lot of the same reasons that Michael and Stuart and I love him.

			Untitled Goose Game is realizing some of the lofty goals of “Pinolo.” It offers players a character with an inherently interesting set of movements, which encourages creativity and expression through play. When I play Untitled Goose Game, I find myself often holding down the right trigger to flap my wings as I run at the villagers, even though it is rarely necessary for completing items on the goose’s to-do list. I do so because it heightens the visual comedy of the game, because it gives me a slight feeling of authorship over the experience, and because why not? It’s fun! Honk!!

			In 2014, I interviewed Shigeru Miyamoto, the creator of Mario and director of Super Mario 64 and many other Nintendo classics. The interview was for both a mainstream magazine (Hyper) and another magazine aimed at children whose games section I edited (Mania). I ended the interview with a straightforward, child-friendly question: “What makes Mario the number one video game character in the world?” Miyamoto, ever the professional, gave my silly question a thoughtful response that ended up making it into both magazines:

			I think probably it’s because Mario’s actions—running, jumping, falling—are things that everyone in the world has experienced. And because it’s something you have personally experienced you have more of a connection to it. Certainly in the Mario games we’re doing things that are impossible for people to do themselves in terms of how high he’s jumping and things like that, but at the same time you have a connection to whatever it is he’s doing.

			Part of the power of Untitled Goose Game is that players go into the game already understanding the strengths and limitations of a goose, and how that could impact the play experience. Geese are more able than most players at swimming, sneaking, and honking, but less able than us at, say, reaching a high shelf, or blending into a suburban environment. Our connection to the goose is partly in the fun of doing all the things a goose can do, but also, the idea of a goose bringing havoc into our lives—or, at least, the lives of people like us. In real life, a goose attack might be a bothersome, stressful minute that turns into a fun anecdote you tell for the rest of your life. Untitled Goose Game does away with that first minute and cuts straight to the funny bit.

			Throughout the three-year development of Untitled Goose Game, the team at House House would think a lot about how to most effectively use a goose avatar. But before any of that, the team had to recognize just how good their silly idea for a game was.

		

	
		
			Let’s Make a Game About This

			On August 11, 2016, Stuart made his Slack post about a goose. “Let’s make a game about this,” he wrote, posting a stock image of a lovely white goose. The team spent part of the next day unpacking the joke. “Best thing about a goose is the bit above their nose,” Stuart said. “It’s really crazy that their nose and legs are bright orange,” Michael added, his art school credentials showing. Nico, perhaps unconsciously recalling his work on Ancient Greek Geometry, focused right in on what makes the goose’s shape interesting: “They are very big, but then have tiny tails.”

			The team had their fun, then got back to work figuring out their next project. They bounced ideas back and forth with varying levels of seriousness. They worked on Pinolo. The goose suggestion fit into a specific category of joke suggestions, the “what if this innocuous thing was a video game” category that the team sometimes dipped into. It’s a fun mental exercise, imagining how you might go about designing something hyper-specific. The team often shared pictures of other animals, gifs of memes, and funny videos in Slack, imagining what a game about each object or concept might look like. The aim was to make the others laugh rather than finding a million-dollar idea. “I was very happy to just throw a bunch of ideas out there,” Jake remembers. “Most of them didn’t get a response until the next morning. I really had to push to get any kind of engagement.” Stuart describes this as “fantasy game making”—imagining a funny game that the team, at the time, had no intention of creating.

			Michael’s tweet about Stuart’s Slack post, which shared his post and their responses, didn’t blow up at the time. It now has well over 11,000 likes, but these came quite a bit later, when Michael retweeted the post—by then, House House had followed through on the joke. “If we’d thought that it was actually going to be a project, I obviously wouldn’t have tweeted it,” Michael tells me.

			Stuart recalls the team having a lot of discussions about making games about “building” around this time. Minecraft (Mojang Studios, 2011), Nico’s favorite game, embodied many of House House’s core philosophies, and the idea of players building their own play spaces appealed to them. They wanted something different from Push Me Pull You, a 3D game with a single-player mode, which could reach new audiences. But it also needed to be achievable, a game that a small team of amateur developers could create without burning themselves out.

			But as the four of them worked through ideas, they kept returning to the concept of a game about a goose. Over time, it felt less and less like a joke. Imagine that the goose wanders into a church fête (a British public community festival centered around a church), one of them suggested—what would it do there? The goose wants to tip over a trestle table: How might it do that? How might people react? What impact would it have on the fête?

			As the team created the third-person character controller for Pinolo, they imagined how it could be applied to a waddling little fowl. “Whatever we were working on at the time,” Stuart says, “we could sort of see through the lens of, like, ‘Oh, if this was in that goose game, this is how this bit would work, and this is how this bit would work.’”

			While the team had struggled with finding a context for “Pinolo,” discussion of the goose game was all context. They’d imagine a goose wandering into a scenario or setting and immediately riff on what the bird might do, how people might react to it, and how the scene could escalate. “There was a day when we realized that the things we were trying to achieve with this Pinolo game, we could do with this goose game idea, and then we’d have a bigger direction for it,” Nico says. “So we kind of stopped working on Pinolo and started working on Untitled Goose Game at that moment.”

			Pinolo may not have gotten his own game, or become a real boy, but he does have a little cameo in Untitled Goose Game. In the High Street area, the televisions in the TV store show a loop of Pinolo rolling a ball—until the goose breaks in and takes over the airwaves. “That’s our one concession to our history as a studio,” Stuart says.

			●

			“The process of designing [Untitled Goose Game] was starting with a model of a goose, and going, ‘Oh, what can we do with this?’” Jake told the AIS Game Maker’s podcast in 2020. “The whole game was felt out in that way. We started with this one main ingredient, and had a sense of where we wanted it to go, but really it was about letting this goose snowball and pick up mechanics, and pick up ideas.”

			During the development of Push Me Pull You, the team had moved from one office to another. The first, offered through the organization Renew Australia as part of their Docklands Spaces project, was incredibly cheap (somewhere between $40 and $100 a month), situated in a newly-renovated block building where few spaces were being rented. The initiative was aiming to draw small companies in to reinvigorate the area. It was ideal for a team without any income. After a year, House House moved to a slightly less cheap space in Collingwood, which was located above a commercial cleaning business. In 2016, around the time that Push Me Pull You was released, that space was purchased by a company that planned to build apartments in the adjacent block.

			Later in 2016, House House settled into the office that most of Untitled Goose Game’s development happened out of, a converted upstairs apartment that was shared with two other studios, Paper House (Paperbark, 2018) and 2pt Interactive (Heavenly Bodies, 2021). The team had a new office, other developers to share space with and talk to, and enough money from Push Me Pull You sales to pay the rent. They were well-situated to start working on the goose game that they found themselves increasingly convinced was a good idea.

			In the early planning stages, the rough concept for Untitled Goose Game (which was, at that point, just a lowercase untitled goose game) still revolved around a church fête. The idea was to have a single large location filled with characters, and the goose would cause mischief in a way that would ripple through the whole space. In an interview with Vulture in 2019, Michael described how this fête would have featured “a huge crowd of people,” each going about their days, their paths and lives overlapping as the goose wrought havoc. But they soon realized that designing a single huge space with so many moving parts would be extremely difficult. Systemic gameplay would be much easier to design in more contained spaces with fewer characters. The team started small: one goose, one human, one environment.

			The first elements designed for Untitled Goose Game are the ones you see shortly after you start the game: the lake, the garden, the groundskeeper, and the goose itself. The garden is based on Jake’s grandparents’ yard, but tweaked to account for the goose: There had to be places to hide, items to grab, a sense of order to mess with. The goose itself is a simple design: long neck, dot-point eyes, three colors in total. Simple, elegant, beautiful—and kind of funny to look at.

			Several of the game’s major aesthetic influences, at that early stage and throughout development, were children’s shows set in quaint English towns. Fireman Sam, Postman Pat, Brum, Wallace & Gromit, Thomas the Tank Engine—shows that were run frequently on Australian television during the early-to-mid 90s, when the members of House House were children. Fireman Sam and Postman Pat, in particular, were shows about people whose personalities and societal roles were defined by their jobs, shows in which sensible, pleasant adults often had to teach lessons to mischievous children. As a kid, my nan often jokingly compared me to Norman, the naughty lad from Fireman Sam whose mother was always losing track of him. Growing up, it’s far easier to relate to the naughty child characters than the strait-laced adults the shows are named after. It’s not a big leap to imagine entering the worlds of these shows and causing havoc for the quaint, serious adults that do not like to see their strict routines disrupted. It would make total sense for a goose to cause trouble on Fireman Sam.

			So it was that their prototype emerged. There was a goose, and a man for the goose to harass. The goose could grab the man’s possessions, stretching his funny long neck out to grab them in his beak, and pull them out of the garden. The goose could drag all of the man’s possessions into the lake, steal his radio and hide it from him, or just run right at him, honking and flapping.

			It did not take long for a clear sense of identity to emerge from this prototype. While Push Me Pull You had hit the market as the wave of similar games was waning, Untitled Goose Game was evergreen. There was no trend wave that it obviously rode, no other game you could point to and say, “It’s like this one.” There’s no boiling it down into a “X meets Y with a dash of Z” formula. The most oft-cited comparisons are the Metal Gear Solid and Hitman series, big-budget experiences that Untitled Goose Game is not really trying to replicate—you cannot kill anyone here, just bother them.

			At the beginning of development, the team’s work model was the same as the one they’d used on Push Me Pull You. Everyone touched everything, learning how to make the game one step at a time. Over the course of development, the team specialized more—not too much, but they got better at identifying who was the best person for each slice of work. For their first game, the team had posted sticky notes on the wall listing all the jobs that needed doing, and everyone worked together from that list, taking the notes they wanted to tackle next. For Untitled Goose Game, they changed to a shared spreadsheet—a less messy solution. They tracked each job, who was going to do it, and whether it was done or not—about as straightforward a model for task tracking as possible. There was no formalized production process, no use of common organizational programs like Jira or Trello. To this day, the team still doesn’t use traditional production processes. They have, over time, figured out their own way of making games together.

			●

			Ricky Haggett, one of the team’s friends from Wild Rumpus, was among the first to see an early version of Untitled Goose Game. Ricky is a game developer in his own right—his studio, Hollow Ponds, is best known for the 2020 game I Am Dead, published by Annapurna Interactive and directed by Ricky himself. His credits stretch back further than that—2014’s Hohokum, a game about a long, stretchy character with a wonderful pastel aesthetic, shared some obvious similarities with House House’s first game. Having Ricky give feedback on their goose game prototype felt like a natural decision.

			There wasn’t much to this early version, just a goose and some objects to interact with. You could crane the goose’s neck, pick up the objects, and—Ricky’s not sure—maybe the groundskeeper was there, too. The team was showing the game to Ricky with the hope that he could answer a question for them: Was this anything? Did they have a real game here?

			For Ricky, the answer was straightforward: “This is great! Definitely make this.” Ricky shrugs over our video call, remembering that moment. “It’s just a no-brainer, isn’t it?”

			That same year, another art collective of four friends had shown off one of their games, Digital Bird Playground, at Wild Rumpus. That team, Sokpop Collective, operates out of the Netherlands and follows a different prerogative from House House. In ten years of operation, the Australian quartet at the heart of this book has released two games, with a third one in development. At one point, Sokpop Collective was releasing one game a month on their Itch page (sokpop.itch.io) and supporting themselves through low-cost games and a Patreon page. As of 2024, Sokpop Collective has released over 100 games.

			While their processes are completely different, Ricky thinks that some of the spirit of Sokpop’s games—their loose, playful vibes—were present in that first Untitled Goose Game prototype. “It was a game that you can instantly look at and go, ‘Yeah, this looks fun.’ It doesn’t have to have ‘gameplay,’ you know? It doesn’t have to have game mechanics. It can just be a fun toy that you experiment with. I remember being very into it.”

			House House showed this prototype to a few other close friends over the next year. Feedback was encouraging. Work continued, and the prototype continued to evolve. Before too long, they had a fuller mock-up of that first area and a plan to develop Untitled Goose Game into a full release was forming.

			The first publicly playable version of Untitled Goose Game debuted at a Melbourne bar, shortly before the game’s first trailer launched. Bar SK, a small, beloved gaming bar in the heart of Collingwood that has sadly since closed, hosted a demo of the game one night. The members of House House saw, for the first time, how their game fared in other people’s hands. “We’d been working on Goose for a while in isolation and were wanting to have some sort of external validation about how things were going,” Nico tells me. They organized a “work-in-progress” night at the bar, where many other local developers brought along demos of their own games. The team had scrambled to put together a version that made sense, implementing the objectives list for the garden just hours before players got their hands on it. “Everyone seemed to play the game as we hoped they would,” Nico recalls. “It was nice to see. I do remember that no one was laughing. Maybe the game wasn’t funny enough yet, or maybe it was the setting. I’m not sure.”

			The friends House House showed the game to liked it. Some of them may have grasped the genius of the concept. But it would be a while yet before the team had an inkling of just how much of a potential hit they had on their hands.

			●

			In mid-to-late 2017, the members of House House paid another visit to Trent Kusters at League of Geeks. As Trent recalls, they came to him to say that they had a plan for a new game—they were going to apply for funding through Film Victoria, as they had with Push Me Pull You, and then spend the next year finishing the project. “We looked at their plan and we helped them out,” Trent recalls. “We spoke to them about grants and things about that.”

			It was not the last time that the team turned to Trent for advice, but going forward, Trent noticed that, more and more, the team had an innate sense of what they should be doing—and that when they didn’t follow his advice, things still worked out for them. “I distinctly remember them listening to almost none of the marketing advice that I was giving,” Trent says, a big loving grin on his face. “Which worked out for them in the end, really.”

		

	
		
			Inside Joke

			In the early days of development, making Untitled Goose Game did not feel like a high-stakes venture. To protect their hearts, Nico, Stuart, Jake, and Michael adopted a pessimistic attitude, convincing themselves that the game’s reveal would land with a thud. It probably wasn’t going to be funny to anyone else, they told themselves. If that happened, they’d release the garden prototype as a free game on itch.io and call it a day. This would not, Michael impresses on me, have meant that the game failed. “This is going to exist in this small state and that’s enough,” he remembers thinking. “I don’t think that would be a failure. That would just be a way of releasing this game.”

			Obviously, since you are currently reading a book about the making of Untitled Goose Game, that didn’t happen.

			The first reveal trailer dropped on October 4, 2017 at 5:00 p.m., Melbourne time, just as the team was leaving work for the day. “That was a night,” Stuart tells me, slightly chilled by the memory. “That was a big, long, horrible, sleepless night.”

			The response was immediate and enormous. People loved the trailer. They loved the goose. They loved the game. It was exciting, but also hugely stressful—that night, all of them felt the adrenaline that comes from having a lot of people online commenting on the thing you did.

			“There’s actually nothing in the video that was lying about what the game would be,” Nico says. “I think what you see is what we had in a pretty direct way. But the fact that so many people were so excited about it… We felt like we had no way to deliver on whatever so many people saw. They must have seen something that wasn’t there, because we couldn’t understand that what we had was so exciting to people.”

			Now, with the benefit of hindsight, the team has a much stronger grasp on what made that trailer pop so hard—this was a game with a clear hook, an appealing aesthetic, and a high concept that made immediate sense to people. Also, the trailer itself was funny. But the trailer’s success also meant that the team was under more pressure than expected. “We’re going to disappoint everyone,” Stuart remembers thinking. “Too many people like this thing now, and they’re not gonna like the final product. And it’s gonna be our fault.”

			One of the details that stood out about that first trailer, and which attracted a lot of attention, was the name. If you watch the pre-alpha footage on YouTube, the menu says the name of the game is just “Goose”—but Untitled Goose Game, the name attached to the trailer and the original tweet, quickly took hold.

			For Nico, Michael, Stuart, and Jake, settling on the name was a relatively straightforward process. “The impetus for releasing that trailer was that we’d submitted it to a festival in the US,” Michael tells me. “They were going to announce the lineup of the festival. Instead of allowing them to off-handedly announce this project we’re working on, it’s prudent of us to release the thing ourselves. At that point, we didn’t really know what we were going to call it.”

			The Untitled name was a placeholder—the game did not have a name yet. “But pretty quickly, we were like ‘that’s what the game’s going to be called,’” Michael recalls. “We recognized how interesting and powerful that name was,” Jake adds. “Even if we felt like we were breaking the rules, I think we saw that it really had something. People talking about it would often just call it ‘the Goose Game,’ and that made it feel like there was some insider knowledge that you needed to figure out.” The name wasn’t a placeholder, it was a statement of intent. This was a game so weird and cool that it didn’t even need a real name.

			For the remainder of development, the team received emails from fans with title suggestions, none of them nearly as funny as Untitled Goose Game. In their notes from early development, the name Some Like It Honk appears as a suggestion: Years later, Jake told IGN that it was the only other name they “ever even remotely seriously considered.” But really, the appeal of this name was just that it was one of the few names they’d come up with internally that hadn’t also been suggested to them by a fan. “I don’t think there was ever a world where we actually used that,” Michael says.

			In a tweet on September 13, 2019, a week before the game’s release, the official House House account made their (tongue-in-cheek) stance on the game’s name clear:

			Attn: we’ve seen a lot of people posting about the game’s “official title”. Please keep in mind that this game is untitled. It’s an Untitled Goose Game. No title.

			One anonymous developer I spoke to told me that they had advised the team against using the name in a funding application, believing that the game would seem like too much of a joke without a proper title. They believed that if it didn’t look like they were taking the game seriously, no one else would either. They were, they now happily admit, completely wrong—the team’s trust in their own guts continued to be an asset.

			●

			Arts funding in Australia (and in most places, really) is a minefield. During the early development days of Untitled Goose Game, federal funding for games was in a bad place, with few grants to apply for and little sense of support from the government for the arts. Local game developers were (and still often are) reliant on state-level funding. For House House, that meant going to Film Victoria. (Film Victoria is now known as VicScreen, a name more inclusive of multiple forms of media, but for the sake of period accuracy I’ll continue to use the old name.)

			Liam Routt worked for Film Victoria from February 2014 until July 2021, moving from a Digital Media Assessment Panel Member initially to a management position from 2015 onwards. He was involved in funding discussions for both of House House’s games. When the team approached Trent Kusters ahead of launching their trailer, Trent helped them fill out the application that eventually ended up in front of Liam and his team.

			Looking back now, Liam calls Untitled Goose Game “one of the standout successes” of Film Victoria’s funding program. Film Victoria funding panels are made up of games professionals, who assess funding applications and make their recommendations on which projects should receive funding.

			“In the beginning there was a somewhat deliberate attempt to stay at arms-length from the applicants, and to act primarily as sources of process information,” Liam tells me via email. “By the time I left we were actively working with any and every applicant to understand the process and help them to work out how to put together succinct proposals.” Panel members would rotate often, with each industry member only being allowed to take part for a few years. The aim was to not only amass different perspectives, but to ensure that “there was not an entrenched group of gatekeepers” within the organization.

			Untitled Goose Game received an initial round of funding through the rather dryly named Assigned Product Investment—Games program. Several state bodies in Australia have similar programs—developers and teams can submit their games for consideration to a panel, which will assess the potential benefits of giving the team the money they are requesting.

			One of the key fundamentals behind Film Victoria’s decision making was that games were not being judged on their ability to perform financially. “There were main goals for the funding, but in simple terms the idea was to strengthen the local developer community through targeted funding,” Liam tells me. “Some of that funding was given to rising talent that needed the freedom to explore. Some funding was given to help young developers with good content to reach the market and realize the potential of their content. Some was given to help more established developers to reach a new level of quality or audience that would otherwise have taken years of sustained growth.” Ideally, this funding can lead to new companies forming, new jobs being created, and interesting art being made. And sometimes—not often, but sometimes—the game goes on to be a viral phenomenon.

			Film Victoria’s funding had been essential for Push Me Pull You. When Shang Lun Lee first met the team, he’d encouraged them to apply for a grant from Film Victoria, which they’d done: The ensuing grant had supported them as they worked part-time and wrapped up the game. For Untitled Goose Game, the funding was even more instrumental, allowing the team to turn their full attention onto the game’s development. In return, House House had to provide periodic updates to Film Victoria and mention the funding in the game’s beginning and end credits.

			But the key factor for Film Victoria’s decision to fund the game’s development was the clear potential the team had to do great things for the local industry. “As a panelist you have to discern not just what could be, but what this team, with this plan and funding, could actually achieve,” Liam tells me. “Sometimes it wasn’t clear a team understood the potential of its own project, or whether they had the team, or the vision, to see it through.” This was not the case with House House: “It was clear at both funding requests that they would get valuable leverage from the funding.”

			Liam remembers the first time he saw the first funding application for Untitled Goose Game. “The demo we saw was, for all intents and purposes, the same game they released. Which is not to say they did nothing with it in that time, just that their demo was beautifully realized on multiple levels, proving gameplay, art style, and the extent of the concept. It was, I believe, impossible not to fund that application.”

			House House also suggested that the game would be finished in under a year. In game development, these are words that seldom prove to be true.

			●

			In his book The Videogame Industry Does Not Exist, Brendan Keogh cites Untitled Goose Game as an example of the blurred lines between formalized video game production and less commercially-minded teams. “One of the biggest releases of 2019, was produced by four friends who gradually, over a number of years, transitioned from a hobbyist group to a formal development studio,” he writes. Brendan argues that what we think of as the “video game industry,” the massive, AAA-studio teams, the profit-driven companies that often brag about how much money there is in games, is just a small part of a large network, including many people making non-commercial games for reasons other than profit and game makers who do not make their art as a full-time job. By traditional industry logic, the team should have scaled up, hiring new staff to maximize House House’s future earning potential. That the team is still just the four of them suggests other priorities.

			Brendan interviewed Jake for the book, asking him where House House fits within game-making culture. “We think of ourselves as being part of a videogame community rather than an industry,” Jake told him. “It feels like a big network of people supporting one another rather than some kind of industrial machine.” This interview was conducted before the release of Untitled Goose Game, so I asked Jake if his view has changed at all since. “I don’t feel like my viewpoint has changed dramatically,” he says. “I find it really hard to position ourselves within an industry.”

			In late 2017, two years before it was released, Untitled Goose Game went viral. A potential audience was forming, and funding was falling into place. Soon, House House would accept an offer from a publisher. But as we push forward through the next two years to release, it’s worth noting that the pressure of viral success, the sudden attention, did not change House House. They could afford the contractors they needed to keep development smooth, but they did not expand the team. They had more resources than before, but they did not stretch the game’s scope. They did not position themselves differently once they realized that their game had huge commercial potential. They remained, at their core, a team of friends making an interesting art project together.

			Shang Lun Lee remembers the early 2010s, when House House started, as an exciting time, one where questions about overlapping spheres in modes of production and creation were leading to a lot of interesting conversations. More people were making games, for a greater variety of reasons. How people talked about the “industry” was changing, but the shift in culture was greater than that. In Shang Lun’s words:

			The ecosystem of games was still very monocultural. Even within that conception of ‘indie,’ it was still one dominant mode of ‘this is how you should do it, and this is what success looks like.’ Simultaneously, there were a lot of people saying ‘well what about games as culture? What about games as cultural artifacts, games as personal expression, games as artistic practice.’ And those people were not quite being included in the same conversations.

			It’s important to understand that the success Untitled Goose Game enjoyed did not come because the game was designed with industry trends in mind, or because it introduced enormous innovations, or because the four men at House House found a way to game the system. Film Victoria did not fund Untitled Goose Game because they predicted it would sell over a million copies. There are small teams all over the world working like this, small groups of friends working on small games mostly for the sake of having a project to work on together. Some of them are huge hits, but most are not.

			The story of Untitled Goose Game should not be misconstrued as a blueprint for how to make big bucks in game development, even though that did happen. The quality of Untitled Goose Game is due to the team’s talent, but there are also parts of this story that we must chalk up to good luck. Take, for example, the fact that one of Push Me Pull You’s biggest fans had recently changed jobs and now found himself in a position to help out House House yet again.

		

	
		
			Taking a Gander

			Nick Suttner had not forgotten about House House.

			Since ushering Push Me Pull You onto PlayStation, Nick had kept in touch. He’d met the team in-person during the development of their first game as they coordinated a marketing push, and over the years he and the team had amassed a collection of mutual friends. Nick liked them: They’d made a cool game, and they were nice people.

			By the time the first trailer for Untitled Goose Game dropped in late 2017, Nick was no longer at PlayStation—but he was, among other odd jobs, consulting for game publisher Panic Inc. He was working on the Playdate, Panic’s beautiful black-and-white handheld system with a built-in hand crank. “I was experimenting at the time in my post-corporate games life, trying different things and doing creative work while still doing a bit of business work,” he tells me. “I was spending a few hours a week just talking to Panic and helping to steer their thinking about games.”

			When the Untitled Goose Game trailer hit, Panic co-founder Cabel Sasser took notice. Panic had enjoyed huge success with their first published title a year earlier: Campo Santo’s Firewatch, a narrative-heavy game about a man who takes a job as a fire lookout following a devastating life development. The game, developed by a core team of twelve people, had sold over 2.5 million copies. Untitled Goose Game was similarly small, focused, and unique, and the response to the trailer suggested that there was an audience for it.

			“Cabel had reached out to House House, and then I got involved in that conversation,” Nick says. “I think House House were fans of Panic and liked their aesthetic, and me being in the mix was just another helpful factor for them. They hadn’t worked with Panic, but they’d worked with me. Maybe there’s some intertwined destiny here.”

			In fact, several major indie publishers reached out to House House about Untitled Goose Game. House House does not like to name names, but you’ve likely heard of them. As they had in the past, the team went to Trent Kusters at League of Geeks for advice, and he gave a thumbs up on the Panic deal. The terms of their contract offer looked good, and the team’s previous experience with Nick Suttner made it feel safe. With a publisher on board, the team now had a greater degree of financial stability than ever before.

			In early 2018, the four members of House House quit their part-time jobs and stepped away from freelancer obligations to focus on developing Untitled Goose Game full-time. There was one exception to this: In early 2017, Michael had accepted a scholarship to produce a PhD thesis, which would mean splitting his focus going forward. “A terrible idea in retrospect,” Michael says (referring to the timing, not the PhD itself). “But part of doing a PhD was absolutely this sense of ‘I can get a scholarship that will pay me $30,000 a year.’ That’s stability. It’s a fraught stability, but starting the PhD was a way of hedging my bets, assuming that making games wouldn’t be a full-time job ever.”

			Michael’s thesis, which is about the curation and positioning of video games in public museums, was completed in 2023 amid work on the team’s next game and my numerous emails and requests for this book. The finished piece, Videogames and the Public Museum: Six Months Behind the Scenes, is available to read on RMIT’s website. One of his supervisors was Douglas Wilson—if you’re especially good with names, you might recall that he worked on Sportsfriends, the collection that brought the team together in the first place.

			●

			With a publisher secured, House House made a plan. The garden area was in good shape, but they needed to figure out the scope of the rest of the project: how big the game would be, what it would contain, and how they would go about making it. They got to work on documentation, planning out as much of the game as they could on the page.

			Their guiding-light design document, called “Goosestorm,” is different from many other design documents I’ve seen. It’s short, spanning just over 2,400 words across fifteen pages. It is, by the team’s own admission, messy—it was intended for internal use only, and is more of an info-dump than a polished document. But for such a rough document, it’s an astonishingly accurate vision of the game the team ultimately made. Two years ahead of release, House House nailed down a lot of the key decisions—the different areas, the objectives, the game’s scope and interactions—and (mostly) stuck to them.

			On page two of “Goosestorm,” the team listed the three main locations after the garden, and the “checklist” objectives they wanted to see in each level. There are a few differences—in the second area, the kid was originally going to be made to buy a “puzzle cube” rather than buying back his own toy airplane, and the pub’s description is less defined than others: “Trap someone with their finger in a hole” is not an objective that made it into the final game. It took a while for the team to drop the “church fête” idea entirely, too: An area called “church front stall” is listed with a question mark next to it. In a list titled “Unresolved Structural Questions,” one stands out: “How does the game end?” But the core experience, the shape of Untitled Goose Game, was already there. The plans aren’t outrageously lofty—they’re realistic for a team of this size and experience.

			In game development, new ideas that fall outside your time and budget constraints can be like siren songs, driving a game into the rocks. But Nico tells me that the team’s firm, sensible planning was not a matter of restriction. “We’d make a sketch of most of our early ideas, and then, that just was like… a bunch of work that we’d set ourselves,” he says. As the game filled out with objects, characters and places that came out of these sketches, and the team looked into implementing them properly, the task seemed enormous. The team credits Nico’s “rabbinical” approach to design—he’s the one who usually tagged ideas that were going to be too much work to implement for the team. “I think we’re quite good at choosing things that are within the realm of possibility in the first place and not letting ourselves get too carried away with fantastical ideas before we start implementing them,” Stuart tells me.

			Untitled Goose Game is, by most metrics, a small game. Playing it through to credits takes two or three hours, the map isn’t huge, and the mechanics are not overly complicated. But it’s also a game with a lot of interconnected systems and clever AI logic, a game that needs to explain new concepts and acclimatize players to the state of being a goose. It’s also a game set in a single location, in a country the team wasn’t familiar with, that needed to feel cohesive and real.

			“I remember, talking to them quite early on, that they wanted to set the game in an English village,” Ricky Haggett tells me. “That was always very amusing to me, the idea that Australians are really into the idea of a kind of archetypal English village setting.” For a team based in Australia, location scouting of English villages wasn’t possible—or, at least, wasn’t economically viable.

			In game development, the first pass of a level is usually called the “blockout,” a textureless, undetailed version of the level that will be built and tweaked over time. For Untitled Goose Game, though, the setting needed to feel real. If the areas you could explore were built as traditional levels, with flow in mind rather than authenticity, the game would suffer. Jake, the game’s primary level designer, wanted the game’s setting to feel like an authentic English village. There was just one problem: Jake had never set foot in the United Kingdom, and a location scouting trip was well outside their budget.

			In a talk delivered as part of GDC 2021, Jake shared some insights about his process in developing the game’s map. When Untitled Goose Game was first revealed, the opening garden area was nearly all that existed. Already there were inaccuracies: Friends across the pond pointed out that the chain link fence leading out of the garden in the first trailer would be typical in Australia, but uncommon in England. Jake realized that he’d need to study the pastoral English towns and villages he wanted to emulate, but he’d need to do so from home.

			Jake’s solution was to turn to Google Maps Street View for a process he calls “digital location scouting,” an ode of sorts to his time in film school. The goal was to find real locations that felt like a good fit for Untitled Goose Game, then base the game’s map around them. A single location that served as a primary reference, Jake reasoned, would give the game a sense of reality.

			Much of the town in Untitled Goose Game is based on Orford, a coastal village in Suffolk with a population of under 1,000 people. It’s a town with three pubs, all of which are popular destinations for sailors on shore leave. Jake had discovered the area from a stock photo of the Orford General Store, an outdoor market space that served as the primary inspiration for the store in the game’s second location. He looked at different snapshots of the town across time for inspiration: The in-game store’s fruit stand is inspired by how the real-life stall looked in 2009, while the tubs and toilet paper towers are directly taken from a snapshot of the town in 2016. By examining Orford over time, Jake found more authentic elements to borrow from: a bench, a rubbish bin, a store frontage. The initial pub design for the final main area was scrapped once Jake stumbled upon Orford ‘s The Crown and Castle, which served as his inspiration for the level in the final game.

			But the map in the game isn’t exactly Orford. In his talk, Jake calls his process one of “spatial literacy”—getting a strong understanding of a variety of spaces across the UK, then amalgamating them into a new, coherent location. Finchingfield in Essex was an early inspiration, thanks to its beautiful pond, while Thaxed, a town six miles west of there, helped to form the deep footpaths and general shape of the game’s map. Untitled Goose Game’s quaint village carries multiple influences but feels like a cohesive, quiet location.

			All four members of House House had sketchbooks that they worked in throughout the Untitled Goose Game development process. Jake’s is full of scenic drawings of English villages: an old well, a beautiful storefront, a scenic pond. As the sketchbook progresses, Jake’s pictures are accompanied by more notes, layouts, and maps. On one page, there’s a lovely tableau of what became the third area, with the two bickering neighbors separated by a fence. It was important that the map all interconnect in ways that weren’t immediately obvious until certain locked doors were opened: Jake cites Dark Souls (FromSoftware, 2011) as an inspiration here.

			In April 2022, over two and a half years after the game’s release, Jake finally visited Orford. Accompanied by Ricky Haggett, the pair drove between landmarks, visiting the areas he’d only seen before in Street View. Ricky shows me a photo he took of Jake standing outside Orford Castle, which inspired the final landmark of the miniature village at the end of the game. It’s a much nicer shot than anything you can get from Google Maps, but Jake is imitating grumpiness in the shot—the castle was going through renovations when they visited, and it’s covered in scaffolding. Perhaps someone—or something—had pinched the bell.

			●

			Kalonica Quigley, another Melbourne-based artist and developer, first met the team at House House in 2014, when they’d brought Push Me Pull You to a game developer meet-up in a local park. She got to know them better in the years following, until one day in 2017 she found herself sitting in an empty hallway with Nico at GDC. Nico showed her what they were working on—the goose, the groundskeeper, the honking—months before the game’s reveal. “I remember feeling disbelief that he wanted to show me [the game] then and there, in a whole different country, at an event with so many other interesting people,” Kalonica tells me in an email.

			In July that same year, Kalonica and Michael attended the Digital Games Research Association (DiGRA) conference in Melbourne. As the two chatted, Michael realized that Kalonica might be able to help them. The game’s visual style was coming together well, and the clean, pastel look they’d settled on was working out for them, but it was becoming increasingly clear to the team that to make the game feel more lived-in and true, they’d need the help of an experienced visual designer. Kalonica, Michael realized, fit the bill perfectly. There was a problem, though: At that point, early in development, the game had no budget for contractors. It might be some time before they could formalize an offer to her.

			Kalonica’s involvement is yet another instance of local state government funding coming to the rescue. She had recently received the Film Victoria Women in Games Fellowship grant, designed to address the gender imbalance in game development. Recipients typically found opportunities to embed within teams, and Film Victoria funded their involvement. “I was able to do a short period of art consultation for House House,” Kalonica says.

			Later, the first round of funding that the team received from Film Victoria allowed them to keep Kalonica on as a contractor throughout the game’s development. Kalonica worked on multiple projects across numerous teams during the two years that followed, but she found that House House was quite unlike the other environments she was working in.

			“House House don’t have roles in a traditional sense,” Kalonica tells me. “Each individual has work they tend to do and areas they’re responsible for, but they’re not bound to any one thing. Everyone has a say on everything. They’re not afraid to learn new things when the need arises. This extends to me too. Unlike other workplaces, I was never assigned a particular role and I was never seen as a tool or service to produce assets. When I work there, I feel like a collaborator, welcome to contribute where I like and trusted to know what work to do.”

			When she first joined the project, Kalonica prepared a presentation for the team to identify the issues she saw in their game, such as instances where environments felt more artificial than the team intended. She wanted to present them with firm solutions to problems they might not have identified, including how to make their game more visually distinct without a complete overhaul. Kalonica remembers being nervous that day. “I wasn’t the most experienced or knowledgeable person, and I wasn’t exactly sure how to approach the team. Who was I to tell them anything? But I tried not to let fear or doubt hold me back.” The presentation went over well, and Kalonica began coming in once a week to review their processes and talk through issues they were encountering. “I could answer some of their initial technical questions, sometimes as simple as pointing out a checkbox they didn’t realize was there,” she says. “Even though they’d already released a game at that point, it also felt like some of those early conversations were partly reassurance that they weren’t doing anything silly in the way they were approaching development, reassurance that there isn’t one ‘correct’ way to make a game.”

			From the outside looking in, House House’s methods sound chaotic. There’s no defined hierarchy, roles can shift and change over time, and there are no producers to guide development practices. Each member of the team took on specific responsibilities during the development of Untitled Goose Game, but their roles and tasks might change on any given day, even after they’d left behind the Push Me Pull You sticky note system. When I contact them, they request that I send all correspondence to a single address that they all see rather than emailing them individually, and whoever gets to the message first will reply. It’s an approach that can only work for a team that’s truly in-sync. That Party’s Marie Foulston sums it up beautifully:

			If you try to replicate the way that House House functions as a studio, that’s perhaps one of the least advisable things that you can possibly do. The reason why it works is because there’s some sort of chemistry that happens between the four of them. The way that they function as a studio feels like when scientists try to explain to you the way that a bee can fly: You see this giant big furry bee and then you have these tiny little wings, and all the physics people say that bees should not be able to take off, but they do. That’s what I feel happens with House House. You’ve got this format and this studio that is so delicately balanced by this incredibly wonderful combination of four people who just happened to meet each other.

			It’s true—and already this story is rich in coincidence, happenstance, and good luck. House House, in many ways, defies the norms of a traditional games “business.” But Kalonica saw how well their systems worked from the inside. “I think the key to them working so seamlessly is communication,” she says. “They’re always willing to have a conversation and it always involves everyone.”

			As the game continued to take shape, the goose was already growing as an icon. The eventual release of the game changed how many players thought about geese—or, perhaps more to the point, whether they consciously thought about geese at all.

		

	
		
			Untitled Geese Chapter

			My favorite objective in Untitled Goose Game is in the pub area near the end of the game. The objective on your to-do list is nice and cryptic: “be awarded a flower.” The first time, it’s easy to look at the word “awarded” and think that the goal is being phrased ironically. Everything the goose has gained thus far has been taken or received through deceit. But this objective requires a less cynical attitude. There are two women outside the pub, sitting at a table adorned with a single daffodil in a vase, who are delighted to see the goose. When you maneuver onto a platform next to their table they turn and stare expectantly. One of the women puts her hand to mouth and imitates a goose honk. Honk for them and they’ll both clap. The other one mimes a head bob, which you can match for more applause. The first woman flaps her arms, and if you repeat the action back, both women raise their fists in the air and cheer before throwing you the flower.

			It’s an exceptionally charming interaction, in part because it bucks the expectations set by that initial reveal trailer two years earlier. For one moment, you are no longer a “horrible” goose.

			The premise of Untitled Goose Game relies on a certain cultural understanding of what a goose is, what it represents. To put it in the most Australian terms possible: the common belief is that geese are dickheads. If you wander into their territory, they will honk and chase you. If they wander into your territory, they will honk and chase you. They are weird agents of chaos. Talking at Fantastic Arcade in 2017 shortly after the game was revealed, Michael joked that “everyone in the northern hemisphere seems to know about geese—we thought they were just in cartoons.” In Australia, it’s more likely that we’ll be told to watch out for a swan than a goose. I have my own childhood memory of being scared by an aggressive swan and dropping a Donald Duck-shaped ice cream on the ground.

			To finish Untitled Goose Game, the player needs to embody the goose as a funny little jerk. A few years on, when I consider the game’s goose, I find myself less certain whether my conception of geese influenced how I played the game, or if how I played the game changed my conception of geese. It’s a real chicken-or-egg scenario, albeit with a different bird.

			The bird in Untitled Goose Game appears to be a common Emden goose, derived from the domestic graylag. There are over 40 breeds of domestic waterfowl in the United Kingdom in the present day, and geese have been an integral part of rural societies around the world for thousands of years. According to Chris and Mike Ashton’s book Keeping Ducks & Geese, in modern times geese are the easiest to care for of all domesticated birds. They are easy to house, effective communicators, and can guard a farm from predators. They form strong personal bonds with humans and can make good pets, even if their eggs are reportedly less tasty than those from a hen.

			The further back in history we go, the more we see the goose as a figure of reverence and significance. Murals found in Mesopotamia and Egypt suggest that geese have been used or celebrated in native rituals since at least 2800 BC. (As far as I can tell, none of these murals feature a goose stealing a man’s hat or throwing a slipper into a pond.) In ancient Egypt, greylag geese were celebrated as symbols of the sun god Ra, while paintings and clay sculptures that have survived from ancient Greece depict Aphrodite, the goddess of lust and beauty, riding a goose. In Book Nineteen of Homer’s The Odyssey, Penelope weeps over the slaughter of a gaggle of geese in a dream, which serves as a metaphor for her husband Odysseus returning home and killing the suitors who have arrived to woo her in his absence. The suitors (geese) have laid ruin to her home, but she enjoyed watching them pecking at their grain and being weird little guys.

			Throughout history geese have been venerated and admired. But in the modern pop cultural canon of geese, which Untitled Goose Game is now a part of, they are often portrayed as menaces, and there is a shorthand understanding, coming into the game, that this goose will be a nuisance to the people it meets. Geese attack people on the street. They chase children, flapping their wings and honking. They fly into jet engines and force hero pilot Chesley “Sully” Sullenberger to make a miraculous landing on the Hudson River. And, of course, they terrorize small English villages.

			For more information about geese, and whether the game’s “horrible” goose is typical, I reached out to an expert. Isabella Scheiber works at the University of Vienna and has studied birds since 1999. In 2004, she published her first conference paper on geese, titled “Social support as the key factor for individual success in greylag geese.” She has worked with geese for over two decades, although, as she notes, her perspective is unique and specific: The geese she has studied were “raised in a way that they performed typical goose behavior, and did not shy away from humans.”

			“One thing to keep in mind first is that there is a big difference between ‘wild’ geese and human-habituated geese,” she tells me in an email. “Emden geese are quite a bit bigger than the wild form, having been bred for egg production and meat.” These geese can reach up to 12kg (26.4lb) and are capable of doing a human real harm if an encounter turns aggressive. This is less true for wild greylags, which max out at 3.5kg (7.7lb).

			I ask Isabella how out-of-character it would be for a goose to enter someone’s yard and steal their possessions, like the game’s protagonist does to the groundskeeper in the opening level. “I don’t think a wild goose would ever dare to enter a yard on purpose,” she tells me. However, a goose raised by humans is a different story, especially the young ones that can’t fly yet:

			They like to nibble on things, preferably if they can pull them. We lost many headbands and earrings, and sometimes also data sheets. For them, it serves two purposes: they learn if it is edible or not, and it is also play. Just like puppies, I think they like it when their goose raiser chases after them. But a goose parent, of course, would never do that.

			In their 2017 Fantastic Arcade talk, House House screened a video that served as inspiration for their game—one that featured no geese. The video, “Panda cubs and nanny Mei’s war II,” shows a woman performing tasks inside a panda breeding enclosure at Chengdu Research Base in China. She’s doing her best to sweep up and collect leaves, and the pandas, who are small and extremely cute, continually tip over and jump into her leaf basket. The woman grows increasingly exasperated, but she’s also laughing throughout the whole video. It’s annoying, yet also funny.

			During the talk, Nico compares this lady to their groundskeeper—someone trying to perform a job while an animal repeatedly stops them. They can’t get too mad, because that’s just the animal’s nature. “She has no recourse,” Jake says. “She can be smart and try to distract them, but there’s no way out of this situation for her. The pandas have to be here, and she has to get all of these leaves out.”

			In the game’s early ideation, the team felt that the townspeople all needed different “brains” with unique emotional needs and triggered behaviors. The goose stealing an item might make certain characters sad, which will then trigger different emotional reactions depending on the character. Another might be curious and want to follow the bird. But ultimately, it was decided that the character’s personalities needed to be more tied to the world than the goose. These are people just trying to live their lives. They have items and tasks they care about, and the goose is, for a brief moment, disrupting their harmony. They, too, have no recourse.

			The more I research geese, the more evidence I find of them being altruistic, protective, pleasant. On a YouTube channel called “Kritter Klub,” I watched a video of an elderly woman who is aided by a team of four geese who have protected her since she underwent an operation for a brain hemorrhage three years earlier. “Since living with the geese, I have nothing to worry about,” she tells the camera. “I feel like I’m in Heaven.” Similar videos show geese protecting animals as they cross the road, befriending other species, being friendly to humans.

			On the AIAS Game Maker’s Notebook podcast, Jake defended the behavior of their game’s goose:

			I don’t know that I actually think of the goose as a jerk or that mean. I find it quite hard to put myself in those shoes. Because it’s definitely how our audience sees it, and how it exists as a meme. But I find it really hard to even put motivation on the goose at all. I see it as more a force of nature than a thing that could be simplified into having a personality. The goose is just a way to get in these people’s lives and wreck them.

			Like Pinolo, the goose is more “naughty” than cruel. The more I talk to people about the team at House House, the more I get to know them myself, the less I think the team would be able to make a game about a truly unpleasant character. “That they are kind young men who are aware of the world around them in a nice, really sensitive way,” artist Goldie Bartlett tells me, and everyone else I speak to echoes a similar sentiment.

			At one point, early in development, the team imagined a scene where the goose could pick up a large, sharp knife. The goose couldn’t do much with the knife, but people might run in fear if they saw the goose approaching with it. This idea was eventually jettisoned, and in the final game, the goose can pick up a blunt butter knife in the pub. This has become an enduring image from the game in a way that might not have happened if the goose presented a genuine threat. Even at its absolute most malevolent, the goose still cannot really harm anyone. We come away from the game feeling an affection for this awful bird.

			Each character in Untitled Goose Game is boiled down to a basic description in the end credits character list: the groundskeeper, the wimp, the pub patron in yellow, the old man. We can infer information from where they are, how they interact with the world, but not enough information to know if any of these people “deserve” their treatment. The team had a general rule: the goose should never do anything so awful that it could not be theoretically fixed in an afternoon. Some animations were toned down or changed to make the goose’s victims look like they were in less pain. The old man at the pub, for instance, looks much more energetic when he falls than he does walking around, as though being tricked by the goose is good exercise for him. The groundskeeper in the opening level has graying hair in the original trailer, but in the final game, it’s entirely brown—harassing a slightly younger man perhaps feels less cruel. The goose is making most of the game’s characters suffer through a difficult moment, but it is not ruining their lives.

			Of course, a player can, if they’re so inclined, spend hours gathering every movable item in the game, gathering them in one spot far away from the people who own them. The box art for the game’s physical edition even depicts the goose sitting atop a pile of treasures, the gardener’s keys in its beak. Maybe that would take more than an afternoon to fix.

			“Geese can form very close bonds with humans, especially if they were raised by them,” Isabella tells me. “We had geese that would immediately go and greet their foster parents after years, even if they had not seen them in a long time.” Similarly, players of Untitled Goose Game have come away from the game feeling bonded to the goose despite all of its mischief. The goose is horrible, but it’s not bad.

			And let’s be honest, those characters going about their days in their quaint English village had it coming.

		

	
		
			A Musical Interlude

			In April of 2014, Dan Golding was preparing for a big event. As the head of the Freeplay Festival that year, Dan organized a public play area in Federation Square, an open-air space in Melbourne that sits amid a variety of museums and artistic institutions, including ACMI. The event, called Indie All-Sorts, involved setting up a facsimile of a family “lounge” where the public could sit and play locally-developed games as though they were enjoying them within their own homes. He’d bought a cheap second-hand couch and a lamp, borrowed a rug from Goldie Bartlett, and created a tableau that he hoped would entice people in.

			House House was also there, with an updated version of the Push Me Pull You build that had captured so much attention at Wild Rumpus a month earlier. Dan had met House House through RMIT’s Christian McCrea, who recommended that Dan meet the guys and check out their game. As Dan recalls, Christian jokingly suggested that he’d be “annoyed that they’re so good at what they do.” Since then, House House had presented at Freeplay Parallels, an event featuring a series of talks focused on interesting, often non-commercial games from local developers. Dan had seen their talk and came away from it intrigued.

			On the day of Indie All-Sorts, Dan met up with the team once more and found himself accidentally pitching an idea to them. “It wasn’t a conscious plan on my behalf,” Dan recalls. “I remember just saying to them, ‘What are you going to do for music?’ Just purely out of interest. 90% purely out of interest.”

			Five years earlier, a writer for the Blue Mountains Gazette described Dan in an article as “a marvelous mélange of sagely gravitas and youthful verve.” It was a quote that earned Dan a lot of gentle ribbing from friends at the time (including me), in part because it was quite accurate. Back then, Dan and I wrote for many of the same local video game magazines—when I visited his office at Swinburne University, where he now serves as Deputy Chair of Media and Communication, I was delighted to see many of them on his bookshelves. He now hosts the popular music podcast Art of the Score, as well as a weekly radio show for ABC Classic called Screen Sounds. He has published two books, hosted several documentaries, composed multiple video game soundtracks, and might be the most polite person I have ever met.

			It might have been this politeness, this air of competency, his—dare I say it—mix of sagely gravitas and youthful verve, that convinced House House that Dan—who had not, at the time, ever composed a soundtrack before—should be responsible for the soundtrack to Push Me Pull You. As they talked that day at Freeplay, Dan shared with them his take on how the game’s music should sound.

			“I felt like I understood what the vibe of the game was,” Dan says. “It’s very good-naturedly gross and childlike without being naive, you know? There were some real Sesame Street vibes to it.” Sesame Street may have never featured any puppets that were joined at their rubbery, elongating torsos, but the game exuded a familiar silliness that Dan wanted the soundtrack to complement.

			Dan approached the Push Me Pull You soundtrack with a few underpinning philosophies. He did not want his music to sound like typical “game” music. He wanted the game to have an acoustic sound, rather than digital, so he recorded all the instruments himself. He did not want to correct his mistakes, or make sure that he played perfectly. “I wanted it to sound like an enthusiastic kids’ band or teen band just having fun,” he says.

			The soundtrack features more than a dozen instruments, all owned by Dan and played by him with varying degrees of skill, all recorded at his home. “I’m one of those musicians that can play a lot of instruments quite poorly,” Dan says. “I play bass guitar pretty well and I play clarinet pretty well, and everything else is good enough to fool someone who doesn’t know anything about music. But there’s trumpet in there and flutes as well, which I play appallingly.”

			The folks at House House brought Dan back when the time came to score the reveal trailer for Untitled Goose Game. This time, the team knew exactly what they wanted: a composition of Préludes by Claude Debussy. Nico had been listening to the tracks as they worked on the first area and found that the goose’s antics matched with Debussy’s tunes surprisingly well. These tracks, first performed over 100 years ago, were in the public domain as long as they used an original recording. This was a straightforward task for Dan, who’d been given clear instructions by the team. “House House are all really musical, to the degree where when I sent them the first recording of that piece of music, they sent back some sheet music,” Dan tells me. “They downloaded a MIDI file and got the sheet music from that, converted it in some program, and annotated it so that it’s written on a PDF, like, ‘pause should be longer here.’ I feel like there’d be very few game composers who get annotated sheet music from the developers.” He transcribed the sheet music, found the ideal digital piano, recorded the track, and sent it to the team. He was paid $500 for the track’s use in the trailer—a fair price for the time he’d spent—and stepped away, unsure if he’d be asked back for the full soundtrack.

			When the trailer debuted, viewers loved the game’s dynamic music system, which changed in tempo and switched between parts in the track depending on the goose’s actions. It seemed like a perfect fit for the game—except that it didn’t exist yet. “Everyone assumed there was a dynamic music system already in the game, which was not the case,” Stuart recalls. “That was just that Jake had cut it to music well.” The editing skills Jake had learned at film school gave the impression that the music in the game changed based on your actions. “That was kind of a worry up until the day we put in a dynamic music system, which was quite a while later.” House House asked Dan if he could help to figure out how to make a reactive soundtrack work, effectively hiring him to complete the game’s score. “None of us had ever done anything like that before,” Dan says.

			Dan got to work. Perhaps, he thought, the tracks could be chopped up and assigned to different thematic moments. There’s a piece of music that plays when you achieve a victory, a different chunk of Debussy that hits when you’re being chased, and so on. It didn’t take much tinkering to realize that this approach would not work. It did not feel reactive enough. He needed to think laterally.

			Dan was also teaching a first-year film studies course at the time. In one lecture, he taught his students about the Kuleshov Effect, named for Russian filmmaker Lev Kuleshov. The Kuleshov Effect is the principle that a single shot can be read in different ways depending on the context of how it’s inserted into a sequence. A reaction shot, for instance, is read differently based on what the character is reacting to, and the same expression could be read as fear, or joy, or anger, depending on context. Dan realized that he could approach his soundtrack with a similar philosophy: If the music reacted to the player’s actions, it didn’t always need to be a perfect, bespoke match for every possible situation. Players would associate a sudden change in music with what was happening on screen in a way that would convey reactivity without needing to get too granular.

			The final game features five different Préludes, each recorded digitally and adapted into two different compositions, plus menu music and a handful of original tracks composed for the in-game radio prop. One more piece, “Waltz for House House,” was originally written at the tail end of the development of Push Me Pull You—it’s the music you hear on the PlayStation menu if you select the game, before you start playing it. For Untitled Goose Game, Dan did a new composition of this melody in the style of Debussy. Each piece on the soundtrack received one composition that was more traditional, closer to what you’d typically hear in concert, and another, slower, quieter version. The idea was that the game would switch between these tracks on the fly, depending on context, shifting into a higher tempo when the goose was causing trouble.

			Dan worked on the soundtrack, on-and-off, from shortly after the first trailer’s release until near the end of development. At first, he looked at the tracks he was recording the way a musicologist might—the songs were divided into distinct phrases, and it made sense to cut them up along those phases so that the dynamic, reactive music pieces could feel complete. But if he did that, he’d end up with pieces that were far too big: “You do something hilarious, and twelve seconds later the music responds.” Instead, he realized, the performances must be cut to beats. He ended up with a lot of very small files, many of them under two seconds long. From here, Dan had to figure out how to make these beats play together in a way that felt cohesive. He devised a system using the “tail” of each beat:

			An audio file can be one second long, let’s say. But it can have reverb that actually plays longer than that file itself. So if you export it with the tail, it exports it for the full reverb length rather than just the audio file length. With a piano, if you hold down the sustain pedal, all the notes are held even if you’ve moved on to playing other notes. And so essentially, that audio tail created the effect of someone holding down the same pedal on the piano, which worked.

			To sound natural, the next beat needed to start playing over the tail of the previous one, otherwise the music would sound choppy. Dan exported all of these beats without the tails and turned them into an iTunes playlist—this was the only media player that let him export a spreadsheet of the exact length of each piece, down to the millisecond. Using this spreadsheet, he was able to make the soundtrack perform how he wanted: “It knows that audio file number 67 needs to play when audio file number 66 has been played for 0.835 seconds of time.”

			Yes, this was a complicated, time-consuming, hugely technical process to make the game’s reactive soundtrack sound as natural, as human, as it does. And yes, Dan really is extremely clever. But the work paid off, and the soundtrack became an integral part of the game’s success. The punctuation of the goose’s moments of triumph and failure, how the music seems to react when the goose gets caught stealing the gardener’s pumpkin, the messy neighbor’s sock, or one of the pub’s knives, sells the comedy behind the game’s chaos.

			There was one extra piece of music Dan composed that was ultimately cut from the game. In early discussions, House House thought it would be funny for the game to end on a moody English tune, one that the people in the game might go home and listen to at the end of a long day of being terrorized by a goose. Dan wrote a piece of music based heavily on Billy Bragg’s ‘Valentine’s Day is Over’—not because of its lyrics (about an abusive relationship), but because it’s got the exact feel of a classic English working-class piece. “I wrote a piece of music that was like that, but I don’t think I’ve ever played it,” Dan tells me. “I have a real fondness for that piece but it never ended up in the game, I think for the right reasons. It was too many steps to a kind of in-the-know joke.” Instead, the credits feature one of Dan’s Debussy arrangements over footage of the villagers returning to their regular routines.

			The soundtrack eventually received a beautiful vinyl release through distributor iam8bit. The album, which was pressed onto recycled vinyl to lower the release’s environmental impact, features a “double groove” on Side B. This means that you’ll get one of two compositions of the tracks each time you play it, cleverly mirroring the game itself by giving the album a unique dynamicism. At the end is a “locked groove,” meaning that the vinyl will continue spinning, emitting a goose honk, once the music is done. Which feels like an appropriate way to end this chapter, too. Honk! Honk! Honk!

		

	
		
			Share House House

			House House has a rule that has stayed consistent for the entire time the studio has been in operation: no amassing debt. No going into arrears, no excessive spending, no dramatic expansion—be sensible with money. “Our whole business plan, the entire time we’ve had a company, has been to never actually invest any money,” Stuart tells me. “Never get loans. If any money is coming in and we can pay ourselves, that’s only ever icing on the cake.”

			By 2019, as Untitled Goose Game neared completion, this philosophy was paying off. The initial grant from Film Victoria had bolstered the game’s development, and they successfully applied for another grant to see the game through to release. The team had brought in contractors throughout development: Alongside Dan and Kalonica, audio expert Em Halberstadt (from the collective A Shell in the Pit) joined the project in June 2018 to work on the game’s sound design. She used props to capture realistic sounds—the more it felt (and sounded) like the goose was interacting with real objects, the better. She recorded prop noises in her own backyard, dropping and pulling various objects over a variety of surfaces, then implemented the sound effects into the game. Most of the voice acting in the game—the noises made by the villagers—came from Em’s coworkers.

			As Untitled Goose Game neared completion, the team needed another person to get the game over the finish line. The game was coming along well, but there was one key area that the team knew they could not tackle alone: accessibility. It was important that as many people as possible could enjoy Untitled Goose Game. They needed an experienced all-rounder for this—someone who knew what problems to look for, and how to fix them.

			Cherie Davidson is often described by her peers in game development as a “games midwife.” The term comes from her time working at Paper House, one room over from House House’s office. “I was helping them get their game Paperbark out the door,” Cherie tells me over video. “It’s not my baby, it’s their baby, but I’m helping them make it happen, giving them all the support they need to have the smoothest experience possible. ‘Games midwife’ just kind of described what I did as a producer with indie games quite a lot.”

			When she came to work at House House in early 2019, six months before the game’s release, Cherie was struck by the clarity of the team’s vision. Initially, they asked her to look over the game’s codebase, but she soon found that it was better not to touch the code too much. In her words, “there’s a magic that happens with that team” that she did not want to risk messing with. Instead, she compiled suggestions for improvements to the game’s design. She thought through multiple scenarios that players could encounter, and choices they might want to make: button remapping, controllers disconnecting and reconnecting, UI pop-up edge cases, font options. The sort of issues that often don’t get addressed in small teams unless there’s someone able to devote serious time and effort to them.

			“They had a lot of it already mapped out,” Cherie says. “They just needed some additional programming support so that Nico could focus on the game, the gameplay code, playtesting, all that stuff, without having to worry about the fiddling. They were already playing the game with different color blindness filters so they’d get a sense of whether the color schemes were working in that regard. They had already thought about a lot of it. It was almost like coloring between the lines.”

			“It was probably the most low-stress job I’ve ever worked,” Cherie adds. “Really, really chill.”

			And indeed, part of Untitled Goose Game’s success must be attributed to how accessible it is. Trent Kusters recalls a story to me about a co-worker’s mother-in-law, who saw her game developer son-in-law playing the game and asked if she could try it. “Never before in her life had she touched a video game, played a video game, cared about a video game,” he says. “But the idea of being a mischievous goose running around a British village? It spoke to her.”

			“I think that Untitled Goose Game is one of those games where even if you’ve never had any interest in it before, you can look at it for a little bit and be like, I get what’s going on here,” Nico tells me. “I’m in on the joke now.”

			While Cherie examined the game’s core design, Kalonica continued working on the game’s environments. Over time, she observed the unique way House House worked. While in previous jobs art generally went through multiple rounds of concepts, she found that this team often moved straight from sketches and discussions to in-game art. It wasn’t that they were skipping steps—as Kalonica saw it, the team had a truly shared vision. “They rarely iterate on things. Rather than exploring every possibility, like most other studios I’ve worked with, they can trust that their first solution is often the best one.”

			This might be the point in the story where you’d expect conflicts to arise, as they typically do in stories of how collaborative art is made. Friendships are frayed, nerves are jangled, disagreements simmer into feuds. That did not happen here. The story of Untitled Goose Game’s development is a rare sort because nothing went dramatically wrong. Which is not to say that the process was perfect, or that the game is perfect, but development stories with this little drama are exceptionally rare.

			“From my perspective, they don’t do all this work for the player or an audience or anyone else, or even for the finished product itself,” Kalonica tells me. “It’s first and foremost for themselves, for the act of creating something together.”

			●

			During the last year of development, House House began hosting weekly playtesting sessions in their office, bringing in friends and other developers to play through the game in its entirety. All four of them gathered around friends and other developers as they played through the game, beginning to end, scrutinizing each player’s experience, to see what worked and what didn’t.

			Cherie Davidson remembers sitting in the main office, one room over from the playtesting room, and hearing continuous laughter across each two-to-three hour session. In these moments, sitting in a converted bedroom, hearing chatting and laughter from the next room over, the office felt to her more like a beautiful share house more so than a place of business. “It was just very special,” Cherie tells me. “I really do think, production hat on, that playtesting is instrumental to the success of their games. I think that energy of that continual weekly session—it wasn’t even a question of whether it was happening, there was always a playtest every week—was really foundational.”

			Cherie came to recognize the reactions that certain moments evoked. A big laugh or reaction might be tied to a specific puzzle, or a certain character. After each session, she recalls, the team discussed the results and observations, slipping into a far more analytical mode.

			It was so interesting that the laughter, all of the fondness, they were able to just kind of… switching it off is wrong, because it’s not like they switched into this really hardcore mode. But they were very quickly able to be like, ‘Okay, there’s our silly stuff. We’re going to put that over here for now. […] Here are the problems. How are we solving them?’ And then they’d do that brain wavelength thing, and they’d all mind meld together and solve the problems.

			When Cherie tells me this, I’m reminded of Nico and Jake bonding, years earlier, over blogs that offered deep dives on game analysis. Now they were analyzing their own game, and how it was being played and enjoyed, in the same way.

			It was important that House House watch every playtest, not only because they needed to analyze potential issues or pain points in the game’s design, but because for the game to succeed, it was essential that it be enjoyable to watch. Although it launched as a single-player title, House House thought of their game as inherently social, a game that people could come together over. At launch, 24 testers were listed in the credits. Following the post-launch co-op update, the list was updated to feature an additional ten people who had tested the game’s multiplayer.

			“I think the strongest sense of community we feel is through playtesting,” Michael tells me. “We’re constantly getting other developers to play our game. We watch them and talk about it afterwards.” Following this comment, the team broke into an aside to debate whether this was an example of them “extracting value from a community rather than actually contributing to it,” or whether the fact that they often return the favor for other local developers changes how they can frame this anecdote—the sort of thoughtful, self-reflective discussion I grow used to in my talks with the team.

			The members of House House pop up in the credits for several other games, both locally and abroad, sometimes as testers, sometimes as “special thanks.” To give a few examples: Frog Detective: The Entire Mystery (Worm Club 2023), A Monster’s Expedition (Draknek, 2020), Wilmot’s Warehouse (Hollow Ponds, 2017), Wayward Strand (Ghost Pattern Games, 2022), Mutazione (Die Gute Fabrik, 2019). In December 2023, when House House’s next game, Big Walk, was unveiled during the Game Awards, host Geoff Keighley excitedly told the crowd that he had personally playtested the game earlier that year. Getting to playtest a House House game was a badge of honor.

			●

			At E3 2019, the PC release of Untitled Goose Game was announced as a timed exclusive on the Epic Games Store, one that would not be published on Steam until a year after launch. It’s never been disclosed how much this deal was worth, but it was not a small amount. Releasing as an Epic exclusive carried certain risks: not only would initial sales be lower, but there was a reputational risk as well. Many players did not take kindly to developers who denied their game from the Steam ecosystem—and Epic was spending big on acquiring exclusivity for several titles at the time. The possibility of the public—who had been, by video game audience standards, unusually united in their praise for the game to date—turning on them gave the team pause for thought. As they had several times in the past, the team at House House turned to their friend Trent Kusters for advice.

			“Obviously, you say yes,” Trent told them. “You take that deal.”

			Trent calls this time around 2019, when Epic was investing heavily in exclusives, a “weird money” period. Deals this good come along every so often: A platform holder will want to court exclusives, or a new funding model will emerge, and a team with the right game ready to release at the right time can land a lucrative deal. “League of Geeks didn’t get any of that,” Trent says—they simply did not have a game ready to launch during that period. “For the four of them, it was life-changing money. They get to keep making their own weird games.”

			Behind the scenes, Nick Suttner at Panic was working out the details of the game’s launch and how to ensure that House House’s funny little game reached a massive audience. While the team had been working at its own pace, the decision was made to launch the game on the same day Nintendo released the new portable-only Switch Lite console. This was earlier than expected, but it meant that console sales would spike at the same time their game was released on the system.

			In the last few months before launch, for the first time in the company’s existence, House House started doing serious overtime. “I definitely worked a bit longer than I would have liked to have worked, and much longer than I ever normally would work,” Nico says. “I was doing regular work days and then watching playtests in the evening.”

			For the most part, House House operates under relaxed work conditions (at least by game industry standards). The team works a regular five-day, 9-to-5 schedule, but if anyone is sick, tired, or simply does not feel able to work effectively on any given day for any reason, they can opt out, no questions asked. As a company shared between four friends, there’s no formal leave system, just an expectation that each of them is invested in making the next game, and that if that investment wanes for anyone, they should be allowed to take the time they need to rest and recover. But with a deadline looming, the team needed to work longer hours to finish the game. “We’re generally pretty good, I think, at not letting work take over our life,” Nico says. “It was just at the end there [that we broke our rule], which is unfortunate.”

			In our video call, Nico looks directly into the camera and addresses the screen like he’s delivering a PSA: “Don’t do what we did, young game developers!”

			Untitled Goose Game launched on Switch and the Epic Games Store on September 20, 2019. PlayStation 4 and Xbox One releases followed in late December, and the game was even available on the Xbox Game Pass subscription service. The world took notice. The friends, supporters, and families of House House watched as their game exploded—within days, it was everywhere. It was clear, before any official numbers were given, that Untitled Goose Game was tapping into something wide and deep.

			“They were the right people at the right time with the right idea,” Trent Kusters tells me, a twinkle of pride in his eye. “And I don’t think anyone deserved it more than they did.”

		

	
		
			The Goose That Laid the Golden Egg

			On September 26, 2019, six days after the release of Untitled Goose Game, Michael and his partner were preparing for a long drive. They’d spent the previous night at his partner’s parent’s house in country Victoria, enjoying some time away in the wake of the game’s release. Since the game launched, Michael had been spending more time than usual on Twitter, watching the reactions—the many, many reactions—roll in. That morning, one particular tweet suggested that their game had just hit a new level of mainstream awareness.

			“What is this goose game on switch?” American model Chrissy Teigen asked her nearly twelve million followers. “I want it. I have to wait til John gets home because he is my adult/guardian and I can’t undo it.” The “John” in question was her husband, singer-songwriter John Legend.

			“I remember thinking, ‘Oh, this is strange,’” Michael recalls. “’I wasn’t really prepared for this.’”

			Michael was glued to his phone on the way home, watching replies, quotes, and other tweets about the game roll in. The reception on his phone periodically dropped out, but Michael couldn’t stop refreshing whenever his phone allowed it. “It was a horrible feeling,” he says.

			A few nights later, on September 28, Blink-182 played a set at TwitchCon, a convention hosted by streaming platform Twitch. Between songs, frontman Mark Hoppus gave a shout out to Untitled Goose Game, which was filmed by journalist Nathan Grayson and shared on Twitter. “So I’m playing this ****in’ video game where you’re a goose,” Hoppus proclaimed. “And you walk around and you like… honk? You like, ruffle your feathers at people, it’s ****ing great. I love that game. Who plays Goose Game? This song is for you.” The band launched into “Darkside,” a track from their recently-released album Nine, infamous for its music video featuring kids performing dance moves that were popularized by Fortnite emotes.

			It was Hoppus’ shoutout that got Michael to stop looking at his phone for a while. “This was distressing in a way that I can’t really put my finger on,” he says. As much as the attention was good for the game, it was also difficult to comprehend. “I’m not really equipped for this. If I had to go through this as a solo developer, I probably would have just had a meltdown.”

			The day after, Teigen tweeted again: “welp as a contrarian, I wanted to hate goose game but I LOVE IT.”

			Untitled Goose Game wasn’t just successful: It was a mega-hit. In late December, Panic founder Cabel Sasser announced that the game had already sold one million copies—an extraordinarily high number for a small indie game with limited marketing to hit in three months.

			It was an odd time for House House—Jake describes it as “ten, maybe 100 times weirder” than the period after the first trailer went viral. There was a sense that the game’s momentum was now out of their control, that it was hitting well outside the gaming circles they’d seen success in before. At one point, staff from A Current Affair (a popular mainstream news program in Australia, generally regarded as an outdated relic by anyone under 45) contacted the team to ask the team if they’d appear on the show. “That was sort of a tipping point for me,” Jake says. “Okay, this is too much. I’ve had enough now.” The team declined the invitation, and instead later appeared on The Project, a considerably less embarrassing program.

			“There’s a real undercurrent of dread in watching your life change in real-time,” Jake tells me. “We’re going somewhere. Something is really happening right now.’ You’re not entirely sure where it’s gonna end up. That’s pretty confronting when you’re used to keeping your head low and just doing your own thing.”

			But as wild a time as it was, a weight had been lifted off. The game was out, and people liked it. Expectations had been met. “It was very overwhelming, but apart from doing interviews and stuff, I don’t know if it required as much of us,” Stuart says. “I felt like I could be a bit more passive—sit back and watch.” Michael found the post-launch period “emotionally taxing and draining,” but also, overall, an extremely positive experience: “Everyone was saying nice things.” Nico remembers being grateful that this was an experience they were all in together. “We’d come into work in the morning and we wouldn’t do any of the jobs that we thought we were meant to do, like get those patches out, or doing whatever marketing copy we thought was a good idea that week. We would sit there and chat all morning about how we were doing emotionally and why it feels weird. Trying to unpack that feeling. A little support group.”

			The successful launch—the amazing sales, the strong reviews, the incredible viral reaction—rolled right into further successes. At the 2019 Game Awards, where FromSoftware’s Sekiro: Shadows Die Twice claimed Game of the Year, a segment hosted by Dr. Bunsen Honeydew and Beaker (yes, from the Muppets) included a video of Beaker exploring the game’s quaint village with a VR headset on his face, and being harassed by the goose. As the esteemed doctor tries to present the award for “Games for Impact,” a puppet of the goose appeared on stage and stole the award from him. This video, which House House had worked on, went over well with the audience.

			But Untitled Goose Game did not win anything at the Game Awards, despite nominations for the “Fresh Indie Game” and “Best Independent Game” awards. So naturally, winning Game of the Year at the D.I.C.E. Awards in February 2020 came as a shock to the team.

			I asked House House where they were when they learned they’d won, and how it felt. “The bad answer is that I don’t remember,” Michael admits. “We mainly felt embarrassed. Like, excited to have won the award, but also we recorded a very slapped-together acceptance speech, because we were nominated but had zero expectation that we would win.” In Jake’s mind, the vibe of their acceptance speech video was one of incredulity, as though it was silly to record anything at all. “I wish they’d told us that we’d won it, because I think I would have flown to Vegas,” he says, a little wistfully. “I was on the fence about going, because it sounded like a cool adventure, but also didn’t know that COVID was coming. It would have been great to have a little trip.”

			Trent Kusters, who accepted the award on their behalf, recalls someone at D.I.C.E. asking if House House would be attending in a suggestive fashion, and Nico recalls receiving an email in which they were “strongly encouraged” to come. Nobody took the hint, and even if they had suspected that they might win, the team was still in recovery mode. “It would have been really nice to be there, but we were husks of what we normally are,” Nico says. “We needed to look after ourselves.”

			The Game of the Year choice was considered unusual, and even controversial in some circles. But Terrence Myers, the executive producer of the D.I.C.E. Awards, stands by it. “Untitled Goose Game had a strong yet simple sense of whimsy that was unique from the other titles and seemed to go against the grain a bit,” he tells me in an email. “That quirky charm resonated with our voters and gamers in general.”

			“I don’t think I understood before we won that award what a big deal that award is,” Michael tells me. “It was looking at the Wikipedia article for the games that had won that award in the past that made me say, ‘This is… this is silly. This is a weird thing.’”

			The next year, Supergiant Games, another independent studio, claimed Game of the Year for their (brilliant) game Hades. Although larger in scale than Untitled Goose Game, it was another atypical winner, made by a team of fewer than twenty people and released at a $25 price point after an Early Access period.

			It would be a stretch to draw any broad conclusions from these two wins. At this point, the fallacy of “bigger” always meaning “better” is well documented, and in other media forms it’s not at all unusual for independent productions to receive critical acclaim and awards over high-budget, explicitly broad commercial work. Untitled Goose Game, perhaps, exists at an intersection here: It’s a game of broader appeal than most “blockbuster” releases, one that makes immediate, innate sense to players, but which was produced within a low-scope independent production model and has an obvious, personal artistry to it. Perhaps it was the right game at the right time, and it has left a door open behind it for more small, independent games to walk through and earn awards in the future. Or it could be that the judges really liked pressing the “honk” button over and over. Honk!!

			●

			On September 25, 2019, five days after the game’s release, the House House Twitter account posted about the goose’s political leanings in a reply to game maker Paolo Pedercini, who asked if the team could confirm that the villagers the goose harasses are “canonically Tories” (to absolve any feelings of guilt a player might feel for harassing them). The post read:

			Actually, in our timeline, a goose chased Thatcher out of office, spurring a Bennite revolution and the irreparable decline of the Tory party. The villagers are Marxists.

			This post was, of course, a joke. The characters in this game suffer under capitalism, as we all do—especially the wimpy boy in Area 2, who is forced to buy back his own toy after the goose plants it at the outdoor shop. But Untitled Goose Game is nevertheless an overtly political game.

			In constructing the game’s village, the team wanted to avoid portraying it as a quaint, conservative utopia. When the goose incites an interpersonal dispute—making the wimp buy his own toy back, or turning two neighbors against each other by stealing their possessions and tricking one into cutting the other’s prize flower—there’s a sense that the goose is playing on existing tensions rather than ruining paradise. The village is cozy, but not idealized, and players are unlikely to come away from a playthrough wishing they could visit. Jake expresses this rather eloquently in his talk from GDC 2020: “Idealized portrayals of rural village life can be pretty politically fraught, and can dovetail with a conservative narrative about the world.” The goose isn’t upending some perfect society, but in its own way it’s rebelling against the social norms that the village might be said to represent. The goose might not be baying for the blood of the ruling class, but it also does not respect the status quo.

			This streak of anarchy struck a chord with many players and fans. The goose became a mainstay of placards during protests in the months that followed the game’s release, particularly in the UK as citizens prepared for the consequences of the 2016 Brexit vote. On December 5, 2019, a week before the Uniting Kingdom general election, House House took to Twitter to encourage their fans in the UK to “please, please” vote for the Labour government, then headed by leftist politician Jeremy Corbyn. Boris Johnson and the Conservative Party went on to win the election in a landslide and would shortly thereafter oversee the Uniting Kingdom’s exit from the European Union—the goose’s influence only went so far.

			Back in Australia, House House has committed to tangible action. In January 2020, House House pledged that, going forward, at least 1% of all their income would be paid to Indigenous Australian groups as part of the Pay the Rent initiative. The House House office is located on the stolen land of the Wurundjeri people of the Kulin Nation. Since British sovereignty was declared in 1788, reparations have never been formally provided. The end credits of Untitled Goose Game acknowledge this. The day Untitled Goose Game launched was also the day of the Global Climate Strike, a worldwide work and school walkout intended to highlight the desperate need for action in the face of global climate change. Nico told Kotaku’s Nathan Grayson that the team at House House walked out in the middle of their launch day to attend the strike. “We want our government and other governments around the world to take urgent action to mitigate the worst effects of climate change,” he said. “If striking for you means that you can’t play our video game on launch day, that’s okay. People can play our game, or another game, some other time. The climate emergency is urgent, and needs us to drop what we are doing and demand that governments act immediately.”

			Reflecting on the game’s marketing efforts in the lead-up to launch, Nick Suttner says that House House often rejected opportunities that did not line up with their values, even when there was potential for bigger profits. “There’s a reason we didn’t do a goose plush toy,” Nick tells me. “They don’t want a ton of physical stuff in the world. They’re conscious about the environment. They are making a lot of choices for what they feel is true to themselves and their values throughout, and they were doing that even before they could afford to and at the expense of necessarily making more money because they believed in it.”

			“They led with their instinct, and I think that led to success,” Nick says. “And now they can afford to. They’re as prescriptive and opinionated and picky as ever, but it’s not a bad thing. It guides their aesthetic and their values. They’re making things that contribute positively to the world. If anything, they’ve doubled down on their values.”

			The vinyl release of the album, and the eventual physical release of the game, used recycled materials to cut back on waste and reduce landfill. For a while after launch, House House sold shirts, posters, goose socks (which doubled as sock puppets), and postcards with codes for the game that could be gifted to friends. These items are no longer available, and were not mass-produced at significant scale. Untitled Goose Game made a lot of money—but it would have been easy to make much more if the team had been willing to bend their morals.

			In the immediate wave of Untitled Goose Game mania following launch, there was a clear appetite for more merchandise. One fan, a teenager named Ryan Daly from Louisiana, pitched an Untitled Goose Game set idea to LEGO. Ryan, who was sixteen years old when the game came out, played it through with his siblings and found it “thoroughly charming.” He took to LEGO Digital Designer and made a set: a small diorama of the opening garden area, the sort of set that might set you back $20. It was far and away his most popular submission ever, soaring past the 10,000 “supporter” threshold needed for LEGO to evaluate it. “Nothing I’ve made since has gotten near that big of a response,” Ryan told me in an email. “That was just a lightning-in-a-bottle type event, a ‘right place, right time’ kind of situation. I think the project did so well because of the support around the IP, the charming design of the model, and me stumbling into some good composition.” The model was highlighted as a staff pick, and House House reached out publicly to give Ryan their support and blessing, which attracted even more attention. “They even made a little animation to spread the word,” Ryan recalls. Unfortunately, like many great LEGO pitches, it never turned into a reality.

			There was an unofficial cookbook too, released by a company with the serendipitous name JobJob LLC (where you go when you’re not at your House House, presumably). The book, called Unlicensed Cookbook, contained a handful of recipes by chef Alyssa Colman and designed by Antony McNair. It was produced with House House’s blessing. “We emailed House House about a year before we even started work on the cookbook,” editor Rose Jackson tells me. “All the art is original, we didn’t use any game assets, and the cutest bit is that all the characters in the illustration are actually our team members.”

			Between this fan output, the awards, the enormous sales and the glowing reviews, House House was riding high in early 2020. After a tough final sprint to the finish, the four of them were now free to soak in the success of their game, to travel to future award shows to collect their trophies, to see their friends around the globe and celebrate with them.

			But then, in March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic locked down Australia.

			“I really feel like COVID withdrew us at the moment where suddenly we had a hit video game,” Nico says. “Maybe that would have changed some things. Suddenly we were mainly just interacting with people who we already had prior relationships to and everything felt the same.” Since 2014, House House had spent a lot of time traveling, showing their game off to international audiences, and connecting with friends around the world. In 2020, when the team was at their highest point, all of that stopped.

			When I asked Marie about how the pandemic separated her from her Australian friends, she got nostalgic. “I really appreciate now, looking back at that period of time (before COVID), there was this really roving international community of designers and developers from the independent scene,” she reminisces. “A lot of people who were really focused on and engaged with local multiplayer games, games that were shown at events. It felt like you would bump into the same people two or three times a year, and there were these little pockets of community where you’d come together and everybody would be playing those games and hanging out.”

			Now, on the other side of the pandemic, everyone is a bit more tired, a few years older. During lockdown, Marie and other members of Wild Rumpus often played online games with House House on the weekend, continuing to enjoy each other’s company. They’d play together in Roblox, exploring new spaces and games created by other users. Sometimes, they’d solve jigsaws together over Discord. These sessions together ultimately influenced House House’s third game.

			All the while, the team at House House continued work on Untitled Goose Game’s major co-op update, a post-release stretch goal that lined up with the team’s desires to make their game even more social. A two-player mode had always been part of the plan—the very first alpha video had ended with two geese bothering the groundskeeper at once—but the team had realized during development that co-op fell outside of scope. It was a feature they could cut, for now, without compromising the core game. When the game launched, it was top of their list for things to add in a future update.

			The two-player couch co-op mode, released in August 2020, introduced a second goose with slightly darker orange features and a lovely little bump on its beak. Players could now enjoy the game together while they bunkered down in their homes. If you start a new game in co-op mode, the title screen changes to Untitled Geese Game—very cute.

			●

			In late 2023, I traveled interstate for the tail end of Melbourne International Games Week, a series of talks, conferences, and conventions that focus on games. Over that weekend I saw shades of the game’s continued influence on local games culture everywhere. At PAX Australia (the local branch of the popular international convention), I saw a woman manning a booth wearing a goose-shaped hat, clearly meant to evoke the goose. Parallels—the same superb indie showcase event where House House presented back in 2014—was sponsored by House House that year, despite them not having an announced game to advertise. At the ACMI museum in Federation Square, an image of Untitled Goose Game flashed up on screens around the building periodically to showcase the collection of “must-play games” that are shown as part of their permanent Games Lab exhibition. When I mentioned this book to other local developers, their eyes lit up. No one asks why this is the game I chose to write about: The answer seemed obvious.

			On the last day of my trip, I visited House House’s office. The front door is tucked away down an alley and up a flight of stairs. There’s no signage, no outward indicator that an important game studio is situated nearby. The inside of their office reminded me of (and I say this with love) an all-male share house: a single couch, minimal other furniture, few decorations, pride of place afforded to their computers. There’s a small kitchen area with a few dishes stacked up on the sink. An outdoor patio table that looks like the perfect spot for a cool beer on a warm spring night. It’s the kind of cozy, communal space I longed to live in during my twenties, and which, in my thirties, I still feel a great fondness for.

			The things I have seen in other studios in my time—the framed magazine covers, the treasured shelf of awards, the case of merch—they had none of it. Where other studios have dark corners and halogen lamps, theirs is bathed in lovely natural light. If you walked into it unawares, you’d never guess the cultural (or financial) impact of the work that has happened there. It feels much more like the cozy home office that I share with my partner, or a start-up space, but without any pretension. It feels cozy in a way these sorts of places rarely do.

			I’ve visited a lot of game developers in my time. I’ve seen beautiful offices that smell of money, scrappy little rooms filled with printouts and figurines, cramped spaces housing multiple teams. But this one felt different. To make the awful joke that I simply must make here: House House’s office feels like a home home.

		

	
		
			Long Stroll

			In February 2023, Untitled Goose Game served as a key example in a piece of Australian cultural policy. Revive, the Australian Government’s document outlining the next five years of planned support for art and culture, highlighted an event held in June 2022 at ACMI. The “Untitled Goose Game Live” concert featured a performance of the game’s soundtrack by Orchestra Victoria, played alongside a projected playthrough of the game. The musicians reacted, in real-time, to the goose’s antics.

			“This event brought together multiple genres and art forms and new audiences,” the Revive document explains. “There were also opportunities after performances to explore sound design and music in video games via career advice talks for students passionate about this art form.” Untitled Goose Game, the document argues, introduced new audiences to classical music.

			Elsewhere in the document, a case study argued the financial importance of games for Australia: Two-thirds of Australians play them in some capacity, but 84% of the money spent on games here is spent on exports. There is no shortage of game developers in Australia, but there has, historically, been a definite shortage of available funding for them. In 2014, the Interactive Games Fund proposed by Screen Australia, the key funding body for Australia screen arts, was canceled amid a swath of arts funding cuts made by the freshly appointed conservative Liberal government.

			This was a considerable blow for many teams, but over time, the situation improved… kind of. In 2021, as part of a new Digital Economy Package, a new policy for tax incentives for game developers was announced. Projects with budgets over $500,000—which is most projects within companies that pay more than four people full-time rates—could offset up to 30% of their expenditure, resulting in lower tax bills for certain projects. This followed a program already implemented in South Australia back in 2020, allowing developers in the state to directly recoup up to 10% of costs incurred on digital games with expenditure above $250,000 through a rebate program.

			All of this was a step in the right direction, but these incentives tended to benefit studios of a certain size, not the smaller, scrappier teams that make up so much of the Australian game development landscape. Writing about the South Australian rebate for The Conversation, academic Brendan Keogh argued that this approach was designed to attract overseas talent into Australia rather than giving local teams a chance to grow:

			Building a sustainable and successful video game industry requires a multi-pronged approach that nurtures the whole ecology: creatively driven artists that are the local talent, business-savvy entrepreneurial start-ups with the ambition to build larger Australian owned studios, and the massive (but fickle) foreign owned studios that provide little creative freedom but much greater employment stability and opportunity.

			Untitled Goose Game serves as a perfect example of the benefits of funding small local projects by tiny teams—and the link between Film Victoria’s funding and its eventual massive success did not go unnoticed. “I believe Untitled Goose Game was a key part of a shift in understanding of the sector by government,” Liam Routt tells me, reflecting on his time at Film Victoria. “It opened minds to the potential of the local industry, and allowed them to make connections with earlier and later successes, and ultimately understand that the sector could use more funding and attention. There are other games that helped that process, of course. Crossy Road comes to mind. But this was a major fulcrum.”

			Screen Australia’s funding options for game development have grown in recent years. The Expansion Pack funding, set up to fund games with overall budgets below $500,000 (i.e. those not eligible for the above tax incentives), was launched in March 2022, and by October 2023 there were 21 games that had received some level of funding through the program. That same month, Screen Australia announced an overhaul to allow teams and individuals to apply more specifically for the funding that suited their situation. As of writing, there are three separate funding initiatives for game development through Screen Australia: the Games Production Fund (teams can apply for up to $100,000 at any point in development, as long as their budget remains below $500,000), the Emerging Gamemakers Fund (funding of up to $30,000 for early prototypes and small projects), and the Future Leaders Delegation (funding of up to $8,000 for early-career individuals from diverse and underrepresented backgrounds to attend events like GDC). A First Nations Game Studio fund was also established in May 2023 providing funding for up to two First Nations-led game studios annually, amounting to a maximum of $150,000 per year for two years. Additionally, in April 2024, the Games Festivals and Events Fund was established to help facilitate game-centric events across the country.

			But while funding opportunities have grown, there’s been a noticeable global downturn in the industry. In December 2023, Trent Kusters and the folks at League of Geeks shared some bad news. Following a series of misfortunes, including low Early Access sales for their game Jumplight Odyssey, changing global financial conditions, and the collapse of two separate investor opportunities, the company’s directors found themselves in the terrible position of needing to cut half of its staff. The remaining team’s focus shifted to finishing off the multiplayer strategy game Solium Infernum, a remake of an extremely complicated 2009 title of the same name. It was released in February 2024 to strong reviews, but sales were not strong enough to allow the company to keep operating. In June 2024, Trent and his co-founders Blake Mizzi and Ty Carey announced that the studio would be going into “hibernation” for the foreseeable future. The studio still exists, but most of its staff are gone.

			In an interview with Gamesindustry.biz following the first round of redundancies, Trent remained optimistic that investment opportunities would return soon. “The big thing we’ve heard from everyone we’ve been talking to, investors and other studios going through this, is to basically survive until 2025,” Trent told GamesIndustry.biz, acknowledging that 2024 was looking “pretty scary” for many teams.

			For commercial developers who make games within traditional paradigms, 2023 and early 2024—the period I spent writing this book—was a particularly bad time. Globally, games saw over 10,000 layoffs in 2023 and an additional 10,000 in the first half of 2024. These are just the job losses that were noticed and reported on—the real figures are likely higher.

			It’s difficult to pin down the exact number of redundancies within Australian game development studios during this period, but there are a few other key examples worth pointing at. The studio formerly known as Firemint (now Firemonkeys), which had enjoyed huge success with Flight Control back in 2011, now exists only as a skeleton crew—in June 2023, following earlier heavy layoffs in 2019, EA gutted the studio down to a few key personnel. In November 2023, Motorsport Games (NASCAR Rivals, rFactor 2, Kartkraft) laid off their entire Australian team, also located in Melbourne. Samurai Punk, the well-respected indie studio behind Screencheat and Feather, ceased operations that same month. Around the same time, 505 Games announced a 30% reduction in its labor force: One of the teams impacted was the Australian developer Infinity Plus Two, responsible for the popular Puzzle Quest series. In January 2024, on the Friday of a long weekend, Microsoft announced that 1,900 jobs at Activision Blizzard were being cut globally following their acquisition of the company. Employees of Sledgehammer’s Australian office—who had worked on best-seller Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3 the previous year—had to wait until Monday to learn who among them would be losing their jobs. The examples have continued to mount since.

			The state of game development in Australia now, a few years past the release of Untitled Goose Game, is complex. There are increased opportunities for local funding, a stronger sense of cultural recognition within wider social spheres, and a scene that has grown and matured, filled with new voices and a greater diversity among the people making games. But hanging over all of that is the sense that support for the sector might collapse, that games have become less stable as both an art practice and as a career path. There are broad trends and reasons you could point to here—a cost-of-living crisis, dramatically increased production costs, and the ongoing impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Many publishers have become more risk-averse, and thus development teams are having a harder time getting their games funded.

			In 2022, a survey by the Interactive Games & Entertainment Association (IGEA) showed that the number of full-time employees in game development within Australia had risen to 2,104 people, a 148% increase since the previous survey in 2016. 38% of those people live in Victoria, including the members of House House. But while that’s impressive growth, it’s worth remembering that this number does not capture everyone making games in Australia: House House would not have been tracked as “full-time” developers until 2018, despite having already developed and released their first game by then.

			According to lists maintained by local website Sifter, Australian teams released 133 games in 2022 alone, and at least 85 more in 2023. Many of these games were made by tiny teams on budgets well below $500,000. Many of them were not-for-profit, released for free, developed and launched outside of what we think of as the “industry” system. Some Australian games released since Untitled Goose Game have been big hits, or at least successful enough that you’ve likely heard of them: The Artful Escape, Unpacking, Umurangi Generation, Wylde Flowers, Cult of the Lamb, Stray Gods, Frog Detective, and Moving Out. Many, many others were not hits—and that’s okay. Some developers practice their art in the hope of turning it into a career. Others just want to make weird fun stuff to make their friends laugh. Sometimes, very rarely, you get to do both.

			Untitled Goose Game, and House House, sit in an interesting position between multiple discourses and many different models of production. It’s a game made by a team of friends who started a studio to have fun together and learn some new skills. It’s an in-joke that millions of people found funny enough to pay for. And it’s a big enough success that the Australian federal government took notice.

			●

			In the wake of Goose Mania, House House has remained, more or less, the same as it ever was. It’s still the same team making odd, artful games together. That team has taken no big financial risks: no loans, no expansions, no bigger, flashier offices. There is no danger of House House going away unless the four of them consciously decide to disband.

			“Here’s how I see House House,” Cherie says. “They’re a single incorporeal being with four corporeal forms. There were times when the publisher would be like, ‘Oh, we need this bit to come out on Twitter or whatever,’ and they would all just be like, ‘Oh, yeah, this thing’s happening.’ And they’d all open this Google document and all simultaneously turn around and start co-editing this document. You could tell they were all on the exact same wavelength making it happen.”

			In December 2023, House House announced their third game, Big Walk, with a trailer at the Game Awards. The game is an online co-op experience, set on a large island covered in Australian plant life. It’s inspired by the Wilsons Promontory National Park in Victoria, about 200 km (124 miles) out from Melbourne. Groups of players explore the island together, encountering puzzles and challenges that they can only overcome through communication and cooperation. They’ll be encouraged to use the in-game chat rather than external apps, and players who become separated won’t be able to talk to one another until they find their way back together.

			When I first saw the game, with Jake and Stuart demoing it for me in their office ahead of the big reveal, I was not sure how it would be received, or how effectively this kind of game could be communicated in a trailer. I thought back to Marie telling me about the team playing Roblox together, solving puzzles online. Here’s a new space for these friends to go on walks, to observe the beauty of nature, to solve the puzzles and challenges they all so enjoy. But I wondered if, this time, they’d maybe designed a game so wholly for themselves that it wouldn’t appeal to other people.

			The moment the trailer opened with the sound of laughing kookaburras and the message “a new videogame for you and your friends,” I knew I’d been wrong. While the first trailer did not immediately go viral, and the game’s appeal is arguably more limited than Untitled Goose Game, it’s clear from the comments, the tweets, and the articles being written that House House has a receptive audience.

			In 2016, I wrote a piece for Vice Waypoint about Forza Horizon 3, a game set in Australia, and how odd I felt playing a game set in an idealized version of my country during a time of considerable turmoil—the game landed at a moment when I, and many others, were not feeling particularly patriotic. I received a lot of ire for this piece, but I stand by my central point—Forza Horizon 3 made Australia look like a beautiful paradise, which isn’t necessarily a lie, but it’s also not the whole truth. Depiction is political, even when it’s fictionalized, and that’s true even when the place you’re depicting isn’t actually Australia, it’s just rife with Australian iconography. But if there is a team that I trust to get all of this right—to grapple with the complexities of our country without needing to necessarily lay baggage on the player, to represent the aesthetics of the bush, to respectfully reason through the right way to represent Australia’s beauty without shying away from the country’s history—it’s House House. This is a team that took a considered approach to the politics of their depiction of the UK, that thought about how to square the game’s sense of location with their personal beliefs. It’s the kind of balancing act that renders the work that went into it largely invisible.

			If Big Walk does not sell as well as Untitled Goose Game, it’s not going to be a huge blow. “I often imagine the way we run the business as, ‘If we sell zero copies of whatever we’re working on, are we okay,’” Nico tells me. “If the answer’s yes, then it’s like, okay, do it. So we’ll never make a decision that leaves something looming over our head.”

			If need be, House House can move on from here to the next project, knowing that they didn’t risk it all. Life has changed immeasurably for the team since their formation over ten years ago, but their core philosophies—their approach to learning the processes step by step, never looking too far ahead, never taking on debt or expanding beyond their means—have stayed the same.

			●

			I did not go looking for secret drama or conflict in the story of how Untitled Goose Game was made: I knew that if I talked to enough people and asked them to speak to me candidly about their experiences, I’d get the complete picture. But still, I found myself surprised at every turn by just how much the story of Untitled Goose Game’s development is one in which everything goes right. The right people met each other, found themselves aligned, then learned the right tools with a lot of help and guidance. One day, one of them made a joke, and within a few months all of them realized that the joke was actually an idea. They made a game, it resonated, and thanks to a mix of luck, kindness, and talent, they achieved a high degree of critical and commercial success. Yes, the final push to release the game was draining, and yes, that level of expectation put more pressure on the team than they were used to. But in games, where people frequently sacrifice their health and sanity in service of making games that often don’t feel particularly personal to them, Untitled Goose Game is a sort of miracle.

			One long-time developer I spoke to, who wished to remain anonymous, told me that House House is the one studio in games that makes them wonder if they’ve made major mistakes in their career path. Although this person had released several successful games and made a name for themselves doing so, there’s something to be said for going into work every day with a team of your best friends, not worrying too much about market viability, taking on no debt, with no plans to scale up or pursue a different business model. There are no bosses, no promotions, no clients. Every day at work, Nico, Jake, Stuart, and Michael get to hang out, tell jokes, and work on cool projects that may or may not make them all a lot of money.

		

	
		
			Conclusion: Honk! Honk!! Honk!!!

			Midway through working on this book, my partner Lisa and I took a vacation to Bali. We booked ourselves into a resort for five nights on an “all-inclusive” package and all food, drinks, and amenities were covered in the upfront cost. We’d been together for over four and a half years by then, but between the pandemic and our decision to buy a house just before interest rates soared, this was our first holiday as a couple.

			On the first day, as we explored the grounds and got our bearings, we saw them: two lovely, big white geese, waddling around a lake in the middle of the resort, flanked by ducks. We watched, delighted, as they gracefully slid into a nearby pond, honking proudly. Poolside cocktails could wait: We needed to get as many photos and videos of these geese as we could.

			We visited the geese every day. They were always in or near the pond, never far from each other. On the second day we saw them running across a bridge, honking at folks crossing from the other side. It was easy to imagine them haranguing a guest until they fell into the water. I wondered how many other guests there had played or seen Untitled Goose Game, and whether those people were also envisioning these geese getting up to mischief.

			On our third day we saw a wedding party assembling for photos, the geese warily watching them from a distance. It was easy to imagine the two geese loose inside a banquet hall, snatching up pieces of cake, frightening guests, clearing the dance floor with a flap and a honk. They could grab the bouquet after it had been thrown, or perhaps one of them would steal the ring. I’m sure that the House House lads would consider this a little too cruel—maybe the goose could settle for nabbing a corsage.

			In all the scenarios I imagined, it was hard to begrudge the goose. If the goose’s nature is to cause havoc, then who am I to say that their actions are wrong? As I write this, I’m picturing a goose showing up on the day Lisa and I get married, honking and grabbing cutlery and causing disruption. I can only imagine both of us being delighted by it.

			On our final morning at the resort, we checked on the geese one last time and found them gracefully swimming across the pond. One of them came up on land to flap its wings in our direction, almost as though it was waving goodbye. At the same time, a mother and her young daughter walked past, and the girl said, with clear delight, “Look at the duck, mommy!” The mom corrected her—”that’s a goose, honey”—and the girl instinctively giggled.

			I can’t know for sure what was behind that giggle, but I suspect it was because the word “goose,” the very concept of a goose, is fundamentally funny. It’s why Michael, Nico, Jake, and Stuart spent a day talking about how funny their little bodies are, their wobbly waddle, the curious bump on their beaks.

			“I think we just hit on a joke that everyone sort of had in their hearts, but needed someone else to point it out, which is that geese are funny,” Jake says. “We pointed out a truth that a lot of people felt and didn’t quite realize.”

			House House did more than that, of course—they built a lovely little video game full of beautiful systems and aesthetic pleasures. But perhaps the game’s massive success really comes down to an in-joke that was properly, universally funny. What if you made a game about a goose? That would be pretty weird, right?

			House House is an art project between four friends who got on a tram too early one day and decided to turn back around and go play games together. Eventually, years later, they made a game about a goose. They did so not because they had an immediate, clear vision, or because it seemed like a hot concept that could ignite publisher interest, or because they knew that they could sell over a million copies. They made it because Stuart posted something funny in the work Slack chat one night, and a few months later they were still laughing about it.

			There’s a little joke in the credits of Untitled Goose Game. After the voice acting credits and a list of the characters they played, there’s an additional figure: “and introducing a Goose as the Goose.” It’s cute, but there’s also a certain truth to it. The bird in Untitled Goose Game really is the goose I think about when I hear the word “goose” now. And that’s pretty funny.

			Honk!!!

		

	
		
			Addendum: To-Do List

			•Honk out loud in public

			•Scare a duck

			•Trick someone into buying this book

			•Turn one blank page into an origami goose (if you’re reading an ebook, just honk again, but louder this time)

			•Locate a typo in the book and highlight it

			•Write your own book (jot down on a blank page: a title, a one-sentence synopsis, an interview subject, a chapter breakdown, a publisher’s email address)

			•Play a game developed in Australia

			•Honk! Honk! Honk! Honk! Honk! (etc.)

		

	
		
			Notes

			Throughout the book, the term “Twitter” is used to refer to the company formerly called Twitter, now known as X. This is era-appropriate to the main periods discussed.

			Unless otherwise noted, anecdotes from the team at House House (Nico Disseldorp, Jake Strasser, Michael McMaster, Stuart Gillespie-Cook) come from interviews I conducted with the team across several dates in 2023, as well as a series of emails. This is true of all other interviewees featured in this book: Terrence Myers, Isabella Scheiber, Ryan Daly, Rose Jackson, Shang Lun Lee, Liam Routt, Nick Suttner, Ricky Haggett, Dan Golding, Goldie Bartlett, Trent Kusters, Marie Foulston, Kalonica Quigley, and Cherie Davidson. Interviews were conducted and quotes were amassed in-person, via video call, and through email exchanges. All anecdotes from anonymous sources were given in-person and were not recorded. Some direct quotes have been lightly edited for clarity.

			Prologue

			Sportsfriends, published by Die Gute Fabrik, launched out of Early Access in May 2014.

			Trent Kuster’s comments from the D.I.C.E. Awards come from the IGN video “Game Devs React to Winning DICE Awards,” posted on February 15, 2020.

			House House’s acceptance video for  was uploaded to YouTube on February 14, 2020 by user BrutalSam.

			A Lovely Morning

			The original tweet revealing  was posted by House House on October 4, 2017.

			In their 2017 developer commentary for Fantastic Arcade, the members of House House say that they received a lot of emails about this sound being a duck quack rather than a goose honk, which was taken from an audio file of numerous goose honk noises, most of which sounded “really bad.”

			The three-minute pre-alpha trailer was uploaded to House House’s YouTube page on October 4, 2017.

			Michael McMaster’s tweet showing Stuart’s Slack message about a goose was posted on August 11, 2016.

			My review of  was posted on October 2, 2019.

			Kyle MacLachlan tweeted about  on October 12, 2019.

			Laying the Foundations

			My understanding of “cellular automata” comes from the online Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy.

			Nico’s game Ancient Greek Geography can be played on his website, Science vs Magic.

			Mark Serrels’ interview with the folks at House House, “The Story of the Most Disgustingly Cute Video Game Ever Made,” was published on July 30, 2014 on Kotaku.

			The AIS Game Maker’s Notebook podcast episode referenced here and throughout this book, hosted by Robin Hunicke and featuring Nico Disseldorp and Jake Strasser, was published on July 27, 2020.

			The tidbit about the four team member’s names shuffling each time you visit the official House House website comes from Kalonica Quigley, who was interviewed for this book.

			Game Development Down Under

			Information on Beam Software was gleaned from research conducted—including interviews—for a piece I have published in Lost in Cult’s A Handheld History Volume 2: 88-95. Other research was gleaned from my own university lectures on the history of Australian game development, and over a decade of discussions with local developers. A previous interview-heavy piece I wrote for the April 2012 issue of Hyper magazine (#222) entitled “Australian Game Dev Story,” was also used as a reference. Some information was gleaned from a video that the Australian Center for the Moving Image allowed me to access from their archives: an interview with Beam founder Alfred Milgrom.

			Information about the floating of the Australian dollar, and its impact on interest rates in 1983, comes from the article “Australian Dollar Floated” at the National Museum Australia website, accessed in June 2023.

			The notion that video games are recession-proof comes from Shannon Liao’s article in the Washington Post, “Are video games recession-proof? Sort of, experts say,” published on August 22, 2022.

			Statistics about the shrinking Australian game developer scene between 2007 and 2012 are from page 56 of Brendan Keogh’s The Videogame Industry Does Not Exist, MIT Press, 2023. A quote featured later in this book comes from page 29.

			The primary report of mismanagement and dramatic overspending with Team Bondi come from Andrew McMillen’s piece for IGN, “Why Did L.A. Noire Take Seven Years To Make?” published on June 25, 2011.

			Statistics about the success of Flight Control are taken from Mex Cooper’s April 22, 2009 article for the Sydney Morning Herald, “Aussie-made iPhone game a global hit.”

			Edge’s 9/10 review score for Stickets is taken from Metacritic. Fun aside: the 8/10 review from Hyper magazine listed was from a review written by the author of this book.

			Push Me

			A video of Push Me Pull You being played at Camp Nong, titled “the first ever PUSH ME PULL YOU tournament,” was posted to House House’s own YouTube channel on January 15, 2014, two weeks after the tournament.

			The Push Me Pull You is still available as of July 2024.

			More information about the International Game Developers Association (IGDA) can be found at their website.

			Pull You

			The anecdote about Christian McCrea comes second-hand from Trent Kusters. Trent is also the one who recalls needing to climb into the nook at That Party to access the game.

			Nick Suttner is also the author of Boss Fight Books #10, Shadow of the Colossus.

			The Nicest Little Boy in the World

			On September 29, 2016, Michael McMaster tweeted a screenshot of a portion of an interview with Shigeru Miyamoto in which Miyamoto off-handedly referenced Mario being “about 24-25 years old.” He highlighted that text and captioned it “oh my god.” This was too funny to leave out.

			The Fantastic Arcade 2017 developer commentary video by the members of House House was posted on the YouTube account of organizer Brandon Boyer on November 23, 2017.

			An example of an Australian Nintendo 64 television ad for Super Mario 64 was posted to YouTube by user adelaidecrowsrdabest, titled “Nintendo 64 Super Mario 64 Australia Commercial.”

			The interview with Shigeru Miyamoto where he discusses the size of the Super Mario 64 team was published in Electronic Gaming Monthly (EGM) #98, in September 1997. The relevant page can was accessed through archive.org.

			The James Newman quote is from his article “The Myth of the Ergodic Videogame: Some thoughts on player character relationships in videogames” in Game Studies, 2.1, July 2002.

			The quote from James Paul Gee is on page 55 of What Video Games Have To Teach Us About Learning And Literacy, Palgrave Macmillian, 2004.

			Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman’s quote about avatars is on page 453 of Rules of Play: Game Design Fundamentals, The MIT Press, 2004.

			My interview with Shigeru Miyamoto was published in Hyper magazine #251, September 2014.

			Let’s Make a Game About This

			Michael McMaster’s tweet with the Slack screenshot of the team talking about geese was posted on August 11, 2016.

			More information about the Docklands Spaces project, and how House House benefited from it, is available from Renew Australia in the case study “House House: Docklands Spaces and Renew Australia alumni making big waves in the gaming industry.”

			Vulture’s interview with Jake Strasser and Michael McMaster, conducted by Kathryn VanArendonk, was published on September 30, 2019 under the title “The Creators of Untitled Goose Game Just Wanted to Make a Funny Game About a Goose.”

			Inside Joke

			The IGN interview where Stuart tells of how the team discussed alternate names was posted by Matt Kim on September 28, 2019 under the title “Here’s What Untitled Goose Game Was Almost Called.”

			House House’s tweet about the game being officially untitled was made on September 13, 2019.

			Taking a Gander

			Michael McMaster’s PhD thesis, Videogames and the Public Museum: Six Months Behind the Scenes, was submitted to RMIT University in June 2023.

			Untitled Goose Chapter

			Information about goose worship throughout the ages is taken from an episode of the BirdNote podcast, “Graylag Goose,” written by Bob Sundstrom.Throughout the chapter, I have used the far more common spelling “graylag,” which is accurate to the UK, so that any English goose enthusiasts reading this book about an English goose don’t feel slighted.

			Fun fact: Queen Elizabeth II did not seem to have the same predilection for geese as Elizabeth I, but she did have an unusual connection to another waterfowl. Thanks to an obscure old British law, all unclaimed mute swans in England and Wales are the property of the monarchy, and their numbers are recorded annually in July as part of a process called “Swan Upping.”

			My reference copy of The Odyssey is Emily Wilson’s wonderful 2018 translation, published by W. W. Norton & Company.

			Mike Ashton and Chris Ashton’s book Keeping Ducks & Geese, published by David & Charles in 2009, informed much of this chapter.

			The video of the grandmother and the geese is “The Four Loyal Geese On Guard For A Grandmother,” posted to YouTube by Kritter Klub on September 16, 2018.

			The video shown by House House during their Fantastic Arcade talk was “Panda cubs and nanny Mei’s war II,” posted to YouTube by pandapia HD on May 23, 2016.

			A Musical Prelude

			The Blue Mountains Gazette piece “Fun and games,” about Dan Golding, was written by Michael Short and published on August 7, 2011.

			The Untitled Goose Game is distributed through iam8bit.

			Share House House

			Details about Em Halberstadt’s contributions to the game are informed by an interview she and Nico gave to fmod, published on October 21, 2019, titled “Interview: the sound of Untitled Goose Game.” An interesting detail shared in the interview is that most of the game’s voice cast, who provided the small sounds made by the villagers, come from A Shell in the Pit, too—Em recorded them during her process.

			Game credits for the members of House House are available from both the Internet Movie Database (imdb.com) and MobyGames (mobygames.com).

			The entire presentation of The Game Awards, hosted on December 8, 2023, can be viewed on the official Game Awards YouTube page.

			The console ports of Untitled Goose Game were handled by 22nd Century Toys, a company with a quietly incredible list of titles under their belt, including Night in the Woods, Minit, Death’s Door, Tunic, The Stanley Parable: Ultra Deluxe, and A Hat in Time.

			The Goose That Laid the Golden Egg

			Chrissy Teigen tweeted about  on September 27, 2019.

			Journalist Nathan Grayson tweeted a clip of Blink-182 shouting out  on September 29, 2019: he YouTube page blink-182 chile uploaded  on the same date.

			Information about the development of Hades comes from Bryant Francis’ article for the website Game Developer, “Supergiant’s fourth outing Hades introduces a more mature, organized dev process,” published January 17, 2019.

			House House tweeted about the villagers being Marxists on September 25, 2019.

			House House’s commitment to “pay the rent” is reported in my own news piece on GameSpot, “Untitled Goose Game Devs Commit 1% Of All Future Earnings To Australian Indigenous Groups,” published January 28, 2020. You can learn more about the Pay the Rent initiative at their website.

			The Kotaku article about the team striking, “Untitled Goose Game,” was written by Nathan Grayson and published on September 20, 2019.

			The Untitled Goose Game apparel is no longer available, but House House tweeted images of the items on August 27, 2019.

			Long Stroll

			The Revive document is available from the Australian Office for the Arts.

			Brendan Keogh’s article for The Conversation, “A sustainable Australian video game industry? Production rebates are a small, important step,” was published on September 29, 2020.

			The GamesIndustry.biz interview with Trent Kusters, titled “League of Geeks: “We’ll fight till the last breath,” was conducted by Marie Dealessandri and posted on the site on December 5, 2023.

			Statistics about games industry job losses in 2024 come from the Game Industry Layoffs tracker, checked last checked in July 2024.

			This chapter was further informed by another article by Marie Dealessandri, “The Australian games industry’s journey back to a complete healthy ecosystem,” published to GamesIndustry.biz on November 12, 2023.

			An industry snapshot of Australian Game Development for the financial year of 2021-2022, titled “Australian Game Development Industry Records Job Boom,” can be found on the Interactive Games & Entertainment Association (IGEA) website.

			Information about the 30% Federal tax offset was taken from Jini Maxwell’s reporting for ScreenHub, titled “30% Federal tax offset for videogame development announced,” posted on May 10, 2021.

			Statistics about layoffs across 2023 and 2024 come from numerous sources. Of particular note is Kotaku’s report from February 28, 2024, “59 Days Into 2024 And 8,100+ Video Game Layoffs Have Been Announced.”

			Details about Screen Australia’s national game development funding initiatives come from reporting by David Smith and Emily Spindler for Kotaku Australia on October 2, 2023, “Screen Australia Announces Three New National Games Development Funding Initiatives.” It can be viewed via the Wayback Machine.

			Details about Screen Australia’s First Nations Game Studio fund come from a May 8, 2023 media release on Screen Australia’s website: “Screen Australia Launches The First Nations Game Studio Fund.”

			Sifter’s definitive lists of games developed in Australia for 2022 and 2023 can both be found on their website (as can lists for 2019-2021).

			The Big Walk was posted to YouTube by House House on December 8, 2023.

			Conclusion: Honk! Honk!! Honk!!!

			Just in case anyone’s really curious, the resort was the Meliá in Nusa Dua, Bali.
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