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THE MASTER
OF IMMERSION

Warren Spector talks choice and consequence, why playstyle 
matters, and the future of the PC’s most captivating sub-genre

“I
f I pulled out a gun in this restaurant, 
it would be the biggest moment of 
my life,” says Warren Spector. We’re 

having lunch on Melbourne’s Southbank 
Promenade, overlooking the Yarra River. 

His hand appears from his pocket, 
thumb and forefinger extended in the 
shape of a pistol. He takes aim over 
my shoulder at a quiet man enjoying an 
equally quiet seafood platter.

“That guy is going to start screaming,” 
he says. The man doesn’t notice.

Spector changes targets, acquiring a 
fashionable young couple sitting behind 
him. “Those people over there are going to 
draw their own guns,” he calculates.

He turns back to me. “What do you do?”
I stare pensively down the barrel.
“When I was making Deus Ex, I 

absolutely, in my heart of hearts, wanted to 
shame the rest of my business,” Spector 
continues. “I wanted them to never make 
a game like that again – where when you 
shoot somebody, all we do is pat you on 
the back. It should be a big moment. It 
should be a choice. You should see the 
consequences of your actions.”

Spector holsters his weapon.
“We’re the only medium that asks 

questions. That is the fundamental 
difference between games and everything 
else. Not to do that is a sin.”

I decide it’s probably best to ask 
another question.

P U N K  P H I L O S O P H Y
Talk to people at Spector’s studio, Junction 
Point, and they’ll describe him as the guy 
who yells all the time.

“I have very little patience for fools,”  
he tells me. “If I think you’re stupid,  
you’re going to know about it. I’m a real 
jerk, honestly.”

As a man closer to 60 than he is to 50, 
Spector is one of the oldest people in the 
industry still making games. He’s earned 
the right to a little abrasion. In those 
years, across twenty different teams, the 
subject matter has changed but Spector’s 
approach to design hasn’t, following a 
steady progression on a singular path he 
chose for himself in 1983.

“I am an absolutely dogged, determined, 
never-give-up, die-hard advocate of a 
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particular kind of game, and whatever role 
I’ve played on any individual project, I’m 
only going to support and work on games 
that I believe in,” he says. “Games that 
are part of that philosophy whereby the 
players are creative, not the designers. 
Players get to tell their story.”

This is a fundamental tenet of the 
immersive simulation – a design manifesto 
that began at Looking Glass Studios 
and evolved into a sub-genre of its own. 
Spector is often credited for coining the 
term himself, but actually has no idea 
where it first came from.

“It was something that we all sort 
of came up with at Looking Glass, 
back when we were working on Ultima 
Underworld and System Shock,” he 
recalls. “It was just the way we all 
described the work we were doing.”

What Looking Glass was doing was 
creating believable worlds to immerse 
players in; worlds stacked with simulated 
behaviours that offered multiple paths 
through an area or multiple solutions to 
a single problem. If you’ve played Thief, 
System Shock, or Deus Ex – titles that 
came out of a golden era of PC gaming – 
you’ve played an immersive sim.

“You don’t see it as a golden era when 
you’re in the middle of it,” says Spector. 
“We were a bunch of punks who were like, 
‘Why doesn’t everybody see that we’re 
geniuses? Why doesn’t everybody see 
that we’re changing the world? How can 
they think that cinematic games are the 
future when look at this real-time 3D first-
person game!’ It was intense, and fun, 
and exciting, and scary - you were building 
on a foundation of sand.”

T H E  P E R F E CT  STO R M
After Looking Glass’ sand castle 
collapsed, John Romero lured Spector 
into Ion Storm’s Austin studio to create 
what would become the pinnacle of the 
immersive sim: Deus Ex.

“It was like he was a fisherman, and he 
had a lure, and he was going, ‘Get it... get 
it, get it,’ pulling me in and hoping I would 
bite,” Spector recalls. “And he said, ‘Make 
the game of your dreams. No one will ever 
tell you anything. No creative input. No 
direction. No focus testing. No nothing. 
Make exactly the game you want to make.’

“But they tried. Eidos, in particular, 
tried. I can’t even tell you how many times 
I deflected ‘Why don’t you just make a 
shooter?’ But, at the end of the day, they 
respected that promise and I got to make 
exactly the game I wanted. Every time I 
talk to anybody since, I say, ‘You know, 
when people just let me do what I want to 
do... you get Deus Ex!’”

ORIGIN STORY
n Warren Spector and Harvey Smith met in the early 90s. Smith was working in Origin’s 
Quality Assurance Department, whilst Spector was working on System Shock. According to 
Spector, Smith was in the immersive simulation camp from the beginning.

“When you talk to a guy every day, until two or three in the morning, bleary-eyed, about game 
design stuff, you get to know people pretty well.” he recalls. “He was the first disciple at Origin.”

Spector describes how himself, Smith and Doug Church would regularly gather at 
Origin, where Smith would soak up knowledge like a sponge, whilst contribute his own 
growing expertise.

“Harvey would probably be really pissed that I said this, but I’m a lot older than he is, and 
we had a very sort of father-son relationship,” Spector adds. “I always thought of him as like 
the son I never had.”

I ask if he ever got the sense the feeling was reciprocal. 
“I did,” he replies. “But we’ve never talked about it. I don’t know if he felt that way, and 

honestly, if he didn’t, that’s okay.” Spector gets a little emotional. “I just love that guy.”
Spector created a Producer Group – a business union within Origin, which was a part 

of Electronic Arts – and pulled Smith right out of QA to work on Technosaur, a real-time 
strategy game that upheld much of the immersive sim manifesto.

“Navigating through the political waters was very difficult in that time,” Spector explains. 
“There may be no cause and effect here at all, but I left and that project didn’t survive.”

Spector then brought Smith back to Ion Storm to be the lead designer on Deus Ex. He 
describes Smith, Lead Programmer Chris Norton and Art Director Jay Lee as the primary 
group that made the game.

“Harvey was my left hand and Chris was my right hand,” Spector says. “I feel bad for Jay 
Lee because I never cared about graphics much. I would meet with those guys every day 
and we would talk about what are we going to do today? What is this game going to be?”

But the time would come when Spector and Smith would have to part ways.
“It was this whole Oedipal thing,” Spector describes. “He had to kill me and go out 

and do his own thing. And I’m really proud of him. I wanted to kill him when he got up 
in Montreal and came close to destroying his career, but I’m just really proud. He’s 
continuing the tradition and making the games that I’m going to play when I’m in my 
dotage and no longer making games and actually have time to play them again.”

Smith is now the Co-Creative Director at Arkane Studios, working with fellow purveyor of 
the Looking Glass legacy, Raphael Colantonio, on the next big immersive sim: Dishonored.
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Does this mean that, by some 
extension, John Romero has actually made 
everyone his bitch?

Spector laughs. “Maybe... sure!”
If not Romero, it’s Spector that is often 

credited as the man who single-handedly 
“made” Deus Ex – but it wouldn’t have been 
possible without the team at Ion Storm.

“The most dysfunctional team I’ve ever 
been a part of,” he says. “Everybody hated 
everybody else.”

Spector purposefully 
established a team with clashing 
ideologies – part Ultima RPG 
traditionalist developers, part 
Looking Glass immersive sim 
die-hards – to create the genre-
defying game he envisioned.

“And I would manage the tension,” he 
says, before pausing and looking down at 
his plate. “Stupid.”

“No!” he snaps, looking back up with 
a sudden burst of energy. “You know, 
it wasn’t, because it frickin’ worked! It 
frickin’ worked!

“Everybody on that team – every person 
– will tell you two things. They will all tell 
you, now that it’s over... it was the best 
experience of their professional life. And 
all that rancour and pain – gone.

“The second thing they will all tell you, 
each individual that worked on that team 
– all 34 people, including our testers... 
all three of our programmers – three 
programmers! – every one of them will tell 
you they are the reason the game is great. 
Harvey Smith will tell you I had nothing to 
do with it – it was all him. Chris Norton 
will tell you Harvey was a stupid jerk – 
it was all him. Steve Powers, who was a 
designer I worked with for nineteen years, 
will tell you he’s the reason the game is 
great. Alex Brandon, that music, that’s why 
the game is great. Neil Long, the concept 

artist – that’s why the game is great.
“You don’t get that very often. That kind 

of team coming together through pain. 
That team was forged in the fires of hell. 
I’m convinced that’s part of why it worked. 
I’m completely convinced.”

Spector believes a lot of people will say 
that he’s trying to recreate hell at Junction 
Point right now. Perhaps that’s a part of 
the reason he yells all the time.

“But who knows?” he asks.

FA L S E  P R E T E N S E
According to Spector, players 
and creators of immersive sims 
all share common personality 
traits: a certain level of 
pretension, a desire to rebel, 

and a large ego. Spector admits his own 
ego is the size of a house, but it’s an 
essential part of being a game designer.

“You’re going to get beaten down 
constantly,” he continues. “You have to 
have this unshakeable confidence that 
what you’re doing is right, and  
everybody else can go talk a long walk  
off a short pier.”

However, Spector believes an 
immersive sim cannot be imbued with a 
single drop of this pretension. Instead, 
the sub-genre requires designers to put 
their egos completely on hold. Spector 
repeatedly tells his designers that their 
job is to get off the stage so that players 
can jump on it. 

“It is not about how clever and creative 
you are; it’s about how clever and creative 
you can empower players to be.” he says. 
”I’m trying to invite you to explore the 
space between your ears.”

As Spector sees no difference between 
story and gameplay, such restraint applies 
not just to the mechanics of the games 
he designs, but also to the themes they 

THE TRUE MASTER
n Doug Church, one of the key Looking Glass visionaries and programmers, is described by 
Spector as being the secret master of gaming.

“We talk to each other and say, ‘We’re just not wired for happy. What is happy? Who 
cares about that. Let’s do something great. Let’s do something hard. Let’s do something 
impossible. Let’s change the world.’”

Given unlimited resources, Spector would choose to change the world by creating what he 
calls the one block RPG: a mile-deep, inch-wide simulation of a small, amazing environment.

“I want to simulate one square block of a city – and just have every door openable,” he 
says. “Every person have a story. Everything is there.”

Spector describes how Church took the concept to the next level – the one room RPG.
“He called it the Cheese Shop,” he says, coyly. “I’m not going to say any more than that, 

because it’s his idea, and I shouldn’t really be talking about his ideas.”
With Church having joined Valve early last year, could something similar to the Cheese 

Shop be in the works? As Church shuns the spotlight, only Valve Time will tell.

“that team was forged in the 
fires of hell. i’m convinced 

that’s part of why it worked”
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explore. A conversation between JC 
Denton and a Hong Kong bartender that 
snowballs into a political debate is one of 
Deus Ex’s more complex examples.

“If you ever know what I think about 
a subject because you’ve played one 
of my games, I’ve failed,” he says. 
“As long as you have characters who 
are willing to express multiple sides 
of an argument, you force players to 
interact with different ideologies.

“That’s a pro-social thing to do. And only 
games can do it, because we’re the only 
medium that requires participation.”

Because of this, people often mistake 
Spector’s games for including morality 
systems – something he actively avoids.

“Never judge the player!” he proclaims. 
“The morality system is between here,” he 
points to his ears, “in every player’s head.”

C O P Y,  R I G H T
Though Spector will defend to the death 
the immersive sim philosophy, he no 
longer believes in its etymology. 

“Immersive simulation is too geeky, and 
doesn’t speak to enough people, frankly,” 
he says. “I’m not sure it ever did.”

He wrote a twelve-page revision of 
this manifesto as his personal mission 
statement, as well as that of Junction 
Point as a studio. 

No one read it. Not even the studio’s 
developers. It was too long. 

“It’s ridiculous,” says Spector, describing 
how he whittled the document down to 
four pages, then two, then one, and then a 
single paragraph. Still no one read it.

“So finally, I just said, ‘Okay, how about 
this: playstyle matters’,” he concludes. 
“And Disney has now trademarked 
that term, which is annoying. ‘Playstyle 
Matters’ is a registered trademark of 
the Disney Corporation. It’s so marketing 
speak! I want the twelve-page manifesto! 
I want people to read it!”

Spector went so far as to spend 
a weekend covering the walls of the 
Junction Point office in giant word stickers 
depicting the ‘Playstyle Matters’ mantra.

“When people came in on the Monday, 
they were furious! ‘What do you think we 
are, children? We don’t need to be told this 
all the time!’ And I said, ‘Yes you do! You 
do! You’re constantly asking what I mean. 
You do need to be told that.’ But now 
nobody even notices, so it has become 
completely subliminal. But it’s important.”

At the same time, Spector values a 
consistent and regular deconstruction of 
his house-sized ego.

“My Studio Director, and my Design 
Director, are under strict orders to literally 
say, ‘Warren, you are full of shit,’ once a 

HUMAN REVOLUTION
n With a third Deus Ex game out that neither developed, we asked both Warren Spector and 
Harvey Smith what they thought of Eidos Montreal’s prequel. 

Spector was delighted that Human Revolution captured Alexander Brandon’s distinctive 
soundtrack. “It sounded just like Deus Ex!” he says.

Smith applauds the studio’s ambition in even attempting to tackle a Deus Ex game, and 
appreciated being able to play one that he himself did not work on.

“But I am not a fan of sticky cover,” he adds. “I certainly did not like the boss battles. 
More to the point, it felt more discreet, like – this is the right moment to do this thing, this is 
the right moment to do that thing. I think the original Deus Ex was messier, in a sense that it 
was a shooter all the time. The options to sneak, or hack, or do whatever – they all bled over 
into other things, all at the same time. There were no ‘channels’.”
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week,” he proclaims. “If they don’t, I’m 
going to fire them. Chase Jones, Paul 
Weaver, fired – if they don’t say ‘You’re full 
of shit’.”

F E E L I N G  S M A L L E R
Spector’s current challenge lies in 
bringing the immersive sim into the next 
generation. But the sands are, once again, 
shifting beneath him.

“It is clear that smaller games, and 
smaller teams, and platforms like the iPad, 
are a big part of our future,” he tells me. 
“So what I’m doing right now is trying – 
and so far failing – to figure out how to 
do that immersive simulation, playstyle 
matters stuff in the context of a tablet 
game, or a cell phone game.”

Spector has not yet found the answer. 
But he sees indie successes like Notch, 
with Minecraft, as the beginning of a 
paradigm shift that reflects the way he 
felt about the industry when he began his 
own career.

“I really wanted to destroy the world 
so I could remake it as something else,” 
he says. “Right now, there’s someone in 

a garage somewhere who’s sitting there 
thinking, ‘That Spector guy is old and 
over the hill, and doesn’t know what he’s 
talking about. He’s yesterday’s news. I’m 
going to destroy him.’ And speed the day 
– it’s time for them to show me what I’m 
doing wrong.”

But Spector is already aware of what 
he’s doing wrong. It’s been a source of 
constant frustration that has caused him 
to both love and hate every game he’s 
ever worked on. 

“They’re cerebral games, they’re 
intellectually challenging,” he says of his 
own work. “But, up until recently, I never 
felt like I had created a single moment 
as emotionally compelling as moments 
I’ve experienced playing Valve games, or 
Square games, or Zelda games. 

“I don’t want to be cold and calculating 
and intellectual – I want people to 
experience emotion!”

I remind Spector that, unlike his 
own work, such emotionally compelling 
moments in a Valve game are the same for 
every single player that experiences them.

“That’s exactly it!” he agrees. “But 
there is a sacrifice there. If I could find 
a way to give people the freedom to 
act, to choose, and to experience the 
consequences of their choices – if I could 
get that and actually deliver an emotional 
experience at the same time, that’s on par 
with what Valve does, I mean, my god. We 
could rule the world.”

Though he considers the original Half-
Life one of his top ten games of all time, 
Spector could never consign himself to 
making what he describes as the best-
disguised rollercoaster ride ever.

“I’m never going to make as much 
money as Gabe Newell, but I’m alright with 
that,” he adds.

So why does Spector feel the immersive 
sim lacks emotional impact? Because it’s 
always been easier to simulate the world 
and push calculating players toward its 
systemic manipulation, than to simulate 
the characters within that space.

“We can’t do conversation,” he says, 
flatly. “We can’t do non-combat AI. Making 
a game that isn’t about killing stuff starts 
sounding like a stupid idea. Especially 
when you’ve got to sell three million copies 
just to break even.”

Spector envisions a changed world 
where technical geniuses like John 
Carmack and Tim Sweeney devote as 
much time and energy to AI as they do to 
graphics rendering. Until then, he simply 
throws down the gauntlet.

“We need someone to come along and 
figure out how to create humans.”

When that happens, the next immersive 
sim you play will not just absorb you in a 
systemic world, but in the complex and 
ambiguous human interactions of its 
simulated population. So the next time 
Spector pulls out a gun in a restaurant, 
someone will definitely start screaming. 

CLUB MIX
n Deus Ex’s club theme was recorded 
by Reeves Gabrels, David Bowie’s lead 
guitarist for twelve years.

“I’m not intimidated by a lot of people, 
but, you know, holy cow – I saw Gabrels 
on stage with David Bowie!” says Spector. 
“And I just hung out with him. We ate six 
meals together. He was blasting Bowie 
for, like, two days about what a jerk he is. 
It was unbelievable.”

A self-confessed guitar freak, Spector 
was stunned when Gabrels let him keep 
his custom-modified 57 Les Paul Junior.

“It was the best guitar I’ve ever 
touched in my entire life,” he says. “I 
actually have trouble playing it, but in my 
dreams, I’m up there with David Bowie 
hitting it up! It’s outrageous!”

FUTURE OF THE IMMERSIVE SIM
n Harvey Smith has always believed that the immersive sim is the future of gaming, with its 
philosophies already creeping into other genres. Through this, he hopes to eventually see 
more games with verbs other than ‘shoot’.

“Part of it is picking subject matter,” he tells me. “You pick something like Spaghetti 
Western, and suddenly it just hints at other verbs that you might want to approach. The 
action photographer game might be cool as an immersive sim. There are probably a slew of 
things that would be interesting.”

Warren Spector is not so sold on the same vision.
“I do not believe that it is the future of gaming,” he says. “I don’t believe anything is. If we’re 

ever at the point where there is ‘a’ future of gaming, I will be doing something else.”
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