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A report on the failure of games:
How the companies accounted for their failings and what they could have done differently

Introduction

As has been said, the definition of a “failure” as applied to the cases in this report, stands for a 
game, games console or console accessory that didn't generate enough of a revenue for the company
to keep it going.

This monetary failure need not simply correlate with being a poorly designed game or 
manufactured device, as has been previously illustrated. For example, the Sega Saturn was released 
earlier than was forecast, so as to compete with the Sony Playstation. However, this was too early 
for the potential game developers, and so the Saturn succumbed to Playstation's larger arsenal of 
games, and tremendous rise in popularity (Gamepro article).

Contrarily, devices such as the Nintendo 64DD failed due to being late to the game, rather 
than for being too eager. The 64DD was Nintendo's tacked-on solution to compete with the Sony 
Playstation's fast and high data-density CD-ROM technology, but lost out in that few games were 
released on the 640 MB cartridges, and thus mostly acted as a technologically and physically 
unwieldy add-on (citation needed).

This report will cover two computer games as case studies: S.T.A.L.K.E.R.: Shadow of 
Chernobyl and URU: Ages Beyond Myst. Both games will combine to provide a gamut of failings 
that will be used to discuss how the companies have dealt with the failings, and propose alternative 
solutions.

S.T.A.L.K.E.R.: Shadow of Chernobyl

Announced 2001, developed by GSC Game World, released March 2007(1). The game was gaining 
considerable excitement over the prospect of being a more realistic First-Person Shooter in 
massively expansive photorealistic environments, following its announcement in 2001. Hype for the
project was  further promoted by continuing releases of screenshots and videos previewing its 
impressive (for the time) technology, including photorealistic graphics, advanced physics 
simulations, AI and the style of gameplay being biased away from the typical shooter, and more 
towards a gritty roleplaying game, in which the player has to find food, rest and has the freedom to 
roam the large environments in search of quests(2).

In the meantime, Half-Life 2 was released (November 2004), and boasted many of the 
cutting-edge selling points of S.T.A.L.K.E.R.: the photorealism, the advanced lighting effects, the 
physics simulation, and gained tremendous attention from players and is regarded as one of the 
most critically acclaimed computer games of all time(3). Its expansion releases (Episode 1 and 
Episode 2) came and went, boasting increasingly more advanced real-time rendering effects. It is 
therefore little wonder that the game S.T.A.L.K.E.R., eventually released in 2007, had lost much of 
its original hype, and had little to gain on account of its original selling points appearing dated in 
comparison to the fresher games of 2007, including Half-Life 2: Episode 2.

S.T.A.L.K.E.R.: Shadows of Chernobyl provides a good example of how too much hype at 
the wrong time can be damaging, or in other words: how interaction with the media can be very 
important. It is true that the developer garnered media attention, with plentiful screenshots and 
videos, but for better success they would have to release earlier, to ride the wave of excitement, 
before newer and more visually impressive game arrive to take its place. Alternatively, they may 
have better predicted their delays, and stave off media attention until they are closer to the time of 
completion.

As an added advantage, holding off on media attention would perhaps have given GSC 
Game World more time to update the game to today's standards of environment simulation. It is 
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telling that the sequel S.T.A.L.K.E.R.: Clear Sky, which does indeed overhaul the various 
technologies of the game, arrived so soon after the original Shadows of Chernobyl was released(4).

URU: Ages Beyond Myst

Cyan Worlds, Inc (founded as Cyan, Inc, 1987), the computer games company that created one of 
the best selling games of all time: Myst, and its comparatively less successful sequal Riven.

Cyan Worlds franchised the Myst title to other games companies – Presto Studios (Myst III: 
Exile, 2001), Ubisoft Montreal (Myst IV: Revelation, 2004) – while it was working on a secret 
project called DIRT.

This project was announced as Uru: Ages Beyond Myst.
Rand Miller's premise, as co-founder of Cyan Worlds, was that the Myst games could be 

very social. Despite being typified as solitary puzzle games, he believed a good many players 
enjoyed discussing their progress with friends, sharing notes and solutions, and even sitting at the 
same computer to play the game together.

Thus Uru was born, a real-time 3D online multiplayer form of Myst. It was to be a game for 
the Explorers and Socialisers, rather than focusing on and rewarding the Achievers and Killers(5) as
intensely popular MMORPGs like World of Warcraft rely on (that said, a large part of the draw of 
Myst is in the achievement of solving the puzzles and completing the game).

The market for this type of multiplayer game was much smaller than the typical 
achievement/grinding game, as evidenced by the increase in action-based RPGs and First-Person 
Shooters, and the decrease in popularity of point-and-click puzzle games (for the purposes of this 
report, Myst will be classed as a point-and-click puzzle game, though it is also part of the Graphical 
Adventure genre). Grim Fandango, the last attempt by LucasArts to make a point-and-click puzzle 
game, turned out to be a financial flop, even though it had critical acclaim by fans of the genre(6).

With funding from the original Myst franchise (for the purpose of this report, Uru will be 
considered a “spin-off” to the Myst sequal lineage), and creative services Cyan occasionally offers, 
Cyan Worlds joined with publisher Ubisoft to produce their online Uru game in 2003.

Unfortunately, they managed to squash their already small market into near insignificance, 
and not without devastating effect. This section of the report will discuss the range of failings on the
part of Cyan Worlds, and offer suggestions as to how they could have improved their situation.

The burden of the game's initial failure is largely based on the internal workings of the game
and company, whereas the later failings can be partly attributed to external interactions with fans of 
the game and the general public.

The internal workings can be listed as: the production and marketing of the game, and the 
gameplay experience itself.

Firstly, is the failure to address the most immediate market: previous players of the single-
player Myst games. The graphics in Uru were intensely high-resolution in mesh and texture, and 
used next-generation pixel-shading technologically for water surfaces. This was considered very 
beautiful by the fans, but many were not impressed that their computers would not run the game at 
all. This might sound odd for gamers, until you realise that original Myst games before Uru were all
pre-rendered, and required considerably less GPU power than a modern real-time 3D game.

Therefore a large portion of the immediate audience was practically alienated from joining 
the game and community, lowering revenue income that would support the game's success.

A remedy for this would have been to try to achieve the same level of immersion and 
atmosphere, only with lower resolution meshes and textures. This would have made the game more 
accessible to the typical Myst player, and as a bonus would have reduced the loading times of 
levels, which is a gameplay problem to be discussed shortly.
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It is possible that a reduction in polygon data would aid network transfer efficiency, which 
relates to another form of alienation: high-speed internet coverage. At the time of its first release in 
2003, a fair number of people did not yet have access to broadband connections, and so the already 
small market for the multiplayer puzzler was made even smaller. It can be well argued that no 
Massively Multiplayer Online game of any sort would fare well with dialup (excluding text-based 
MUDs), no matter how optimised, and therefore the best solution would have been to postpone the 
game's release until broadband had wider coverage. This would also allow for a rise in computing 
power, making for a more comfortable transition into the 3D world of Uru: Ages Beyond Myst.

In addition to those failures in production and design, Uru was not available for the Apple 
Mac. The Myst games are exceptional in the games industry for having always been made for both 
Mac and PC, and therefore have a larger proportion of Mac-using fans. This was due to the Havok 
physics engine, and it would be recommended that they take into consideration that part of the 
market before releasing the game, as indeed they rectified in the later resurrection Until Uru, which 
used the engine PhysX(7).

Part of the trouble Cyan Worlds had in gaining support from a wider audience (i.e. people 
who were not already players of Myst) was due to the gameplay itself. Although considered a very 
good looking game, the stilted and jerky controls were often criticised by reviewers(8)(9), and made
exploration of the worlds slow and risky. The players were transported back to the hub age 
whenever they fell down a dangerous pit, which was not hard to do since their character was so 
difficult to control. Combined with the extraordinarily long loading times, this made the exploration
of the Ages Beyond Myst very tedious.

This style of gameplay could be criticised in itself, but the main point here is that they have 
yet to fix a single part of it in their numerous revisions, up to today's Uru: MORE (Myst Online 
Restoration Experiment), and this will be discussed now.

With the lack of customers, the publisher Ubisoft pulled support on Uru, but stayed as 
publisher for the original Myst games.  The offline content of Uru was released as the packaged 
game Uru Prime, as Cyan Worlds realised the online game was dying, and that the main interest was
a small group of beta-testing Uru fans.

With support from said fans, Cyan brought back a freely playable form of the game (dubbed 
Until Uru), largely hosted on fan-run servers until Cyan was able to run their own official server. By
this point, it would perhaps have been wise to look into fixing the aforementioned gameplay and 
production flaws that hindered Uru in the initial release, but there is no such development at this 
stage.

Contrarily, Cyan appears to be catering to a very small but vocal minority of original beta-
testers, who have a nostalgic and personal attachment to the game and small community they had 
formed during the beta testing period.

Ubisoft resigned as Cyan Worlds' publisher, as Cyan was going under, but not before Cyan 
Worlds released the last game of the Myst series: Myst V: End of Ages. The game's purpose was to 
wrap up the story line of the Myst series, and the Uru effort, before they disbanded.

Cyan managed to pull back together as a very small team shortly afterwards, after laying off 
the vast majority of employees(10). After which they worked on small games for other companies, 
such as Fanista's Hex Isle(11).

But that was not the end for Uru: Ages Beyond Myst. Nor was it time for a change of 
graphics (which by this time were looking dated, but still quite slow on account of an inefficient 
game engine). It wasn't even time for a rehaul of the character handling controls. In fact the only 
noticeable improvement was that it now worked on Macs because they dropped Havok for PhysX in
time for their 2007 Gametap deal(12).
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Rand Miller's ideal for Uru was to draw players in with continuous updates to the content 
and storyline. It is with the internet publisher Gametap where they renamed Uru: Ages Beyond 
Myst to Myst Online: Uru Live, and started an on-going story for the fans to participate in.

It would be important for Cyan Worlds, at this tentative point, to provide a steady stream of 
periodical updates, but the on-going 3D development, story writing and puzzle creation would not 
be effortless and cost-free, which is perhaps not the best thing for a recovering company to be 
spending its resources on. A better use of their time might have been to work on a game that would 
garner a wider audience, so that they get a stronger revenue stream to spend on such things as story 
writing and content creation.

As it happens, Gametap was forced to pull support on account of Myst Online: Uru Live not 
making enough money(13).

Cyan reduced staff count once more, and regained the rights to Uru(14) in 2008.

Another, more alternative observation, into the failure of Cyan Worlds and Uru is the 
attention they gave to fans.

It is good to listen to the audience, but Cyan seems to have blinders to all but the small 
subset of Myst fans and fans of its genre, and continue to cater and even work with (as with Until 
Uru) this small group of devotees. The original game was intended to draw in new members to the 
Myst universe, and when that failed to happen, Cyan continued to cater to the original community 
of beta testers. They have now instigated a roadmap for their new project MORE (Myst Online 
Restoration Experiment), which is literally more of the exact same Uru game with the exact same 
controls and engine – rather than recuperating ideas for a game that would generate enough revenue
to keep the company afloat.

Rand Miller himself has stated that although the premise still holds (that puzzle games can 
be social), the specific execution of his Uru game had failed. That it is still going implies that he has
either changed his mind, and now believes Uru to have a chance of adoption (despite what history 
appears to show), or Cyan Worlds is devoted to a small group of strong supporters.

At first glance this looks honourable, but when the games company is unable to pull its 
weight, and flounders (hence the continuing deaths and rebirths) it increasingly loses public interest 
to all but the most determined fans, who in turn are placed with an unfair burden. It would be wise 
for Cyan Worlds to get out of this rut, remove responsibility from the fans, and regain respect from 
the community and games industry by developing a new game (by all means along the same 
premise) that takes into account the failings of Uru and looks towards a sustainable market.
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