Super Nintendo Entertainment System (SNES)/Super Famicom

Nintendo released the Super Famicom i 1990 in Japan and the Super Nintendo Entertainment System (SNES) mn 1991
North America and 1992 in Europe. The naming choice was intended to leverage the widespread success of its
predecessor, the Famicom/Nintendo Entertainment System (NES), which had dominated the home video game markets
of Japan and North America after its release. Nmtendo’s plan was to sit back and profit from Famicom/NES sales for
years, but the looming threat of an upcoming competitor, the NEC PC-Engine console in Japan (eventually released in
North America as the TurboGrafx-16), stirred the sleeping giant into announcing a follow-up 16-bit console i 1987—the
Super Famicom—with promises of state-of-the-art technical capabilities. Its release allowed Nintendo to successfully
counter the PC-Engine in Japan and to mitigate the success of the SEGA Genesis in North America (known as the SEGA
Mega Drive in all other markets) during a heated console war from 1991 to 1995. Nintendo then lost the market lead to
new rival Sony, which released the PlayStation, and 1ts next console, the Nintendo 64, did not recapture the kind of
market share Nintendo had been known for since the NES.

The SFC/SNES’s development was an eleventh hour reaction to a technologically superior competitor, and as such, it
faced a conundrum: it needed to match or exceed 1ts competitor’s technical capabilities to convince game developers and
consumers that it would be the dominant next-generation system; vet, it also needed to be affordable like its 8-bit
predecessor had been and to build upon its success. For more than a year, through press conferences and news reports, a
backward compatibility feature (that would allow consumers to retan their Famicom game libraries) was said to be
comung, but the costs of supporting Famicom games with the new hardware proved too costly i the end.

The displacement of the NES by the Super Nintendo Entertainment System (SNES) i the Umited States (meaning the
need to invest into a new machine to replace the old) at a time when the NES still enjoyed considerable success created a
significant amount of negative consumer response that profited SEGA’s quicker entry in the 16-bit generation, the SEGA
Genesis. Even without backward compatibility, the rushed development and need to bridge with the past, combined with
the need to cut costs and deliver a new console quickly, left a mark on the system’s components and architecture. The
Super NES. as evidenced by its name, 1s best understood as an extension or upgraded version of the same underlying
principles that were responsible for the NES. To push games further in an era of rapid technological development, the
overarching philosophy of the console was to use low-cost base components dedicated to specific functions and arranged
in a modular architecture with expandability mn mind for future proofing instead of gambling on a costly smngle and
powerful central processing unit that should offer lasting performance for many years ahead.

The SNES sports a picture processing subsystem like the NES, but this time 1t had two dedicated units (PPUs): the
PPU1 handling the regular sprite and background graphics and the PPU2 being responsible for special effects. A separate
audio processing unit (APU) processes and outputs sound and music with eight channels of (severely limited) sound
samples. The APU i1s especially notable for usmg Sony’s SPC700 sound chip, marking the beginning of a relationship
between the firms that would ultimately spawn the PlayStation. Finally, the SNES could mtegrate a peripheral through 1ts
expansion port and also stream data (and eventually offload processing tasks) directly from the cartridges, which would
feature custom enhancement chips to improve the baseline capabilities of the console.

Expansion chips were extensively used in many games, starting right from the system’s birth with Pilotwings 1n 1990,
but the expansion port was practically unused. Japan saw the release of the Satellaview in 1995, a satellite modem
accessory that received broadcasts of varymng nature following a schedule: games, digital magazines, news and
advertisement, and so on. The most promising use of the expansion port was to be the SNES CD-ROM accessory,
announced with great fanfare as a partnership with Sony to match the technological edge of Nintendo’s competitors, but



the CD-ROM was never marketed, as Nintendo stalled and announced another CD-ROM attachment with Philips, which
failed to come through as well. A prototype umt of the Sony SNES-CD peripheral was recovered in 2016, stirrning
widespread mterest in the case and the development of homebrew games to use the machme’s specifications as hacks and
thought experiments.

The technical components of the SNES were arranged around the needs and practices of game developers of the time,
who had developed a number of techmiques for programming NES games, such as mnplementing different scrolling
backgrounds or displaymng environments in pseudo-3-D perspective. The 16-bit successor automated some of these
operations mnto a number of preset background graphical modes hardwired into the system These eight graphical modes,
set from O to 7 in the machine, allow different arrangements for up to four layers of scrolling backgrounds, with 4, 16, or
256 colors and differing properties for rendering graphics, such as a pseudo-high-resolution setting. transparency, and
color mixing.

Visually, the SNES was a huge improvement over the NES, and the complex interweaving of specific settings was
reduced mto simple (and high) mumbers in the press releases and promotion for the console: 32,768 colors, 128 moving
objects (sprites), and mynad special effects, such as parallax scrolling, mosaic tiling, zoom, rotation, and 3-D
perspective. Nintendo claimed technical superiority with these numbers and promoted 1ts umique “Mode 7 graphics that
would create 3-D environments. In reality, Mode 7 performed matrix transformations (rotation, translation, scaling, and
shearing) on 2-D planes, creating only illusions of depth and perspective, albeit convineing ones.

The system’s architecture and approach of skirting around the promises of 3-D gaming illustrate Nintendo’s mixed
stance on technological mnovation overall, particularly in the SNES era. Over the years, the SNES embraced the new
horizons of the future of gaming, but from the current vantage point of established practices. Games that looked three-
dimensional were still created and operated in layers of 2-D graphics. Full-motion video (FMV), powered by CD-ROM
attachments, was gamning momentum on the PC, SEGA Mega Drive/Genesis, and NEC PC-Engine/TurboGrafx-16 front,
but the announced SNES CD-ROM peripherals never materialized. The shift to full-fledged three-dimensional games,
rendered in real-time through computer-generated polygons and simulation, was eschewed (save for a handful of cases—
Star Fox [1993], Fortex [1994], Stunt Race FX [1994], Dirt Racer [1995)], Dirt Trax FX [1995], and Winter Gold [1996]
—thanks to expansion chips); instead, computer-generated three-dimensional models were pre-rendered in high-qualty
animated frames, which were then integrated m classic 2-D genres in games such as Donkey Kong Country (1994) and
Killer Instinct (1994). Games m fully simulated 3-D that were developed by Nintendo’s expert partner Argonaut
Software (who had been working with Nintendo since the development of the SNES, helping with Pilofwings and
developing the Super FX chip integrated n Star Fox and many other high-profile games, such as FX Fighter and Star
Fox 2) were not released.

The resistance to experimentation and the focus on lucrative and proven genres, steered in part by the system’s
architecture, was also the result of the business model and practices that Nintendo had imposed with the NES: an
emphasis on high-quality games in fewer numbers, with appropriate care and consideration, as enforced through
restrictive publishing agreements and a robust internal certification process before green-lighting games from third-party
firms. In North America, Nintendo’s tight control over the market, a classic “walled garden™ approach to partnering with
other firms, contrasted with SEGA’s (and evenfually even more with Sony’s) more liberal licensing policy.

The competition forced Nintendo to soften 1ts restrictive policies to accommodate its partners, particularly after the
Mortal Kombar (1992) fiasco. Although the Genesis port of the highly violent arcade title kept all the blood and gore that
contributed to its appeal (safely locked away behind a “secret code™ that quickly became widespread knowledge as it
circulated through video game magazines), Nintendo forced Acclaim to tone down the SNES version, having characters
lose gray “sweat” instead of blood during combat and similarly limiting the “fatality moves™ to less gory variants. This
version of the game was largely derided and tarnished Nintendo’s image as a “kids’ games™ company, which played right
mto SEGA’s marketing strategy of targeting older teens Although the Genesis did not outsell or surpass the SNES
(except in Europe and Latin America), Nintendo’s public image was as damaged as its reputation among game
developers, who considered 1ts policies overbearing. When Sony moved in with 1ts PlayStation in 1995, many gamers
and game makers felt they were ready for more. Nintendo went from a totalitarian grip on the home video game console
market with the NES to a modest lead with the SNES. This slow erosion would later continue with the Nintendo 64 and
Nintendo GameCube systems.

The Super NES honored the NES's legacy of housing a wide variety of high-quality games and franchises. Worthy of
mention are Nintendo’s first- and second-party games Super Mario World (1990), F-Zero (1990), The Legend of Zelda: A
Link to the Past (1991), Super Mario Kart (1992), Srar Fox (1993), Super Metroid (1994), Donkey Kong Country (1994),



and Super Mario World 2: Yoshis Island (1995). While fightmg games and arcade ports were the Genesis’s forte, the
SNES had its share with Streer Fighter II (1992), Fartal Fury (1992), Killer Instinct (1994), and the previously mentioned
Mortal Kombat.

One of the console’s strong suits was role-playing games (RPGs), the bulk of which were developed by Square or
published by Enix; rival companies that later merged. Notable games included Square’s Final Fantasy 2 (1991), Secret of
Mana (1993), Final Fantasy 3 (1994), Chrono Trigger (1995), and Super Mario RPG (1996); Enix’s conceptual action-
RPG series .ActRaiser (1990), Soul Blazer (1992), Illlusion of Gaia (1993), and Terranigma (1995; released in Japan and
Europe only) as well as other stand-alone fitles, such as the strategy-RPG Ogre Baitle: The March of the Black Queen
(1993) and The 7th Saga (1993); and, finally, Capcom’s Breath of Fire franchise also originated on this system with
Breath of Fire (1993) and Breath of Fire I (1994).

Action and platform games were numerous, but some of the more recognized classics included Konami’s Super
Castlevania IV (1991), Contra 3. The Alien Wars (1992), and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles IV: Turtles in Time (1991) as
well as Capcom’s Mega Man X series. The total number of games released, give or take some for all territories, amounted
to 535 in Europe, 720 in North America, and 1,440 in Japan As with all platform title lists, the exact count depends on
whether one mcludes special pack-in titles, altered rereleases, or combmation and special-event cartridges, such as Super
Scope 6 (1992), Donkey Kong Country Competition Cartridge (1994), and Super Mario All-Stars + Super Mario World
(1993). Eager fans have translated many of the Japan-exclusive games in recent years, particularly RPGs and games from
known franchises, such as Mystic Ark (The 7th Saga 2 [1995]) and Seiken Densetsu 3 (Secret of Mana 2 [1995]).

The console enjoys enduring popularity and 1s routnely hailed as one of the best consoles of all time. Nmtendo
released the SNES Classic m 2017, a mmiature replica emulation machine with twenty-one onboard games, including
Star Fox 2, officially released for the first time. SNES games are also released in virtual consoles and online Nintendo
stores for the Wi1 and the Switch, yielding access to the beloved classics to younger generations.
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