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ames based on a licence have been 
around almost as long as the medium 
itself, with most gaining a reputation 
for being cheap tie-ins or ill-produced 

cash grabs that needed much longer in the 
development oven. It’s an unfortunate fact that, 
in most instances, the creative teams tasked with 
making a fun, interactive version of a beloved 
Hollywood IP weren’t given the time necessary to 
succeed – to the extent that the ET game from 1982 
for the Atari 2600 was famously rushed out by a 
single person and helped cause the US industry crash. 
After every crash, however, comes a full system 
reboot. And it was during the world’s reboot at the 
turn of the millennium, around the time a particular 
gun-fu sci-fi movie released in cinemas, when Atari 
was determined to not make the same mistake again.

“I was contacted by [film producer] Joel Silver’s 
office,” says Shiny Entertainment founder and 
former game director David Perry. “They had this 
movie called The Matrix, starring Keanu Reeves. I 
was a fan of the directors, but we were slammed 

» Art director at Shiny Entertainment 
Robert Nesler.

» Shiny Entertainment founder and 
former game director David Perry.
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TWO MOVIES. ONE 
ANIMATED ANTHOLOGY. 

AND THE MOST EXPENSIVE 
LICENSED VIDEOGAME 

EVER MADE. SEVENTEEN 
YEARS AFTER ITS ORIGINAL 

RELEASE, WE EXPLORE 
HOW ENTER THE MATRIX 

TRIED TO DEFY TRADITIONAL 
VIDEOGAME STORYTELLING 

BY SLOTTING INTO A WIDER 
TRANSMEDIA EXPERIENCE

ames based on a licence have been 
around almost as long as the medium 
itself, with most gaining a reputation 
for being cheap tie-ins or ill-produced 

cash grabs that needed much longer in the 

working on a really cutting-edge 3D game called 
Sacrifice, so I very embarrassingly passed on the 
project.” David chalks this up as being high on his 
“list of terrible career decisions”, though it wouldn’t 
be long before he and his team would be given a 
second chance. They could even use this pioneering 
tech to translate the Wachowskis’ sprawling 
universe more accurately into a videogame.

Most famous for creating the Earthworm Jim 
series of run-and-gun platformers back in the early 
Nineties, Shiny Entertainment might seem like an 
odd choice to develop Enter The Matrix. After all, 
this was an IP that placed some of life’s biggest 
questions front and centre of a blockbuster movie, 
asking mainstream audiences to ponder such ideas 

“THEN ALONG COMES 
THE WACHOWSKIS AND 
THEY WANT TO SHOOT 
AN HOUR OF MATRIX 
QUALITY MOVIE 
FOOTAGE FOR OUR 
GAME – AND WRITE 
THE ENTIRE STORY”
DAVID PERRY
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as ‘is the world a simulation?’, ‘will technology lead 
to society’s downfall?’ and ‘do humans exercise any 
free will?’. All Earthworm Jim ever asked of players 
was to make it to the end of the level without 
dying, but it was David’s previous history working 
on tie-in games based on Teenage Mutant Hero 
Turtles, Disney’s Aladdin and such that helped get 
his foot back in the door.

It was specifically working on The Terminator 
(1992) on Sega Mega Drive that led to David’s 
surprise about how much involvement his studio 
would have on the proposed Matrix multimedia 
project Warner Bros was investing in. “’Sorry, you 
can’t be the Terminator, and you can’t be Sarah 
Connor, actually you can only use one image of 
Arnold, and you have to play the guy, Kyle, that 
dies in the movie’,” he reflects, explaining what 
restrictions around licensed games was like before. 
“Then along comes the Wachowskis and they want 

» [GameCube] Enter The Matrix reveals how Niobe and Ghost caught up 
to save Morpheus from falling during Reloaded’s thrilling freeway chase. 

» [GameCube] Electing to play as Ghost or Niobe will 
see story sequences play out slightly differently.

» [GameCube] An early form of motion 
capture allowed Shiny to accurately 
capture the performances of Anthony 
Wong and Jada-Pinkett Smith.

to shoot an hour of Matrix quality movie footage for 
our game – and write the entire story. It was the 
most exciting project we’d ever been offered.” 

ollowing rigorous meetings with both 
the Wachowskis and producer Joel 
Silver, the outline for what would 
become Enter The Matrix was agreed 
upon. It would serve primarily as a 

third-person action game with driving, shooting and 
hacking elements, running parallel to the story of The 
Matrix Reloaded so that familiar characters and events 
could crossover. Never before or arguably since has a 
tie-in videogame worked so intimately alongside the 
production of the property it’s based on. The intention 
was to make a game purposely designed to imbue 
players with additional narrative context that average 
moviegoers would be lacking. 

“The Wachowskis explained it to me that they 
wanted to have two experiences,” David explains. 
“The people that saw the movies would enjoy 
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watching them, but the people that played the 
games would have a different experience. In the 
movie Morpheus falls off a fuel truck, but he’s saved 
by Niobe driving a car. As a gamer you had to get 
that car there, YOU saved Morpheus, but that movie 
viewer it just happy to see Morpheus survive. So 
to be clear, if these two people were watching the 
movie together – after one had played the game – 
they’d be having very different experiences.”

Pulling this off effectively meant Shiny 
Entertainment had to stay true to The Matrix’s 
established art design and wholly unique 
iconography. 2003 was a time where dialled-in 
tablet devices didn’t yet exist, maintaining online 
social profiles wasn’t quite an everyday occurrence, 
and the sight of green code trickling down a 
black screen was still a novelty. To ensure that 
Enter The Matrix felt like a legitimate piece of this 
franchise’s puzzle, art director Robert Nesler ate 
up all the movie assets he could get eyes on. 
“[Warner Bros] provided us with a tremendous 

■ Unlike most other interactive tie-ins that either 
recreated a movie or TV show’s events and were 
developed after the fact, Enter The Matrix was 
the fi rst example of a videogame being made in 
tandem with its IP. A mere part of a much wider transmedia 
experience that also included the two new Matrix movies 
being fi lmed back to back and an anthology series of animated 
shorts called The Animatrix, Shiny’s game featured over an 
hour’s worth of original footage written by the Wachowskis 
themselves and was shot using 35mm filmstock. 

Niobe and Ghost’s parallel adventures were seen as the 
perfect vice to reveal certain story aspects that couldn’t be 
explained in either Matrix sequel due to time constraints. 
“While there are lots of little and big things here and there, 
the one that stands out to me is the one in which we reveal 
and explain the changed Oracle,” remembers art director 
Robert Nesler. Actress Mary Alice had sadly died between 
filming Reloaded and Revolutions, leading the character to 
be succeeded by Gloria Foster in the latter. This meant Enter The Matrix could 
explain the change through a sequence where the ominous Merovingian 
acquires the deletion codes for the Oracle’s original shell. 

Actors had their likenesses scanned, lines recorded and motions tracked to 
help create a more accurate representation of their character, lending Enter The 
Matrix a noticeable ‘Hollywood’ quality. Such attention to detail even stretched 
to the choreography of in-game manoeuvres, as well as those featured in 
cutscenes and live-action footage. This is because Jada Pinkett Smith (Niobe) 
and Anthony Wong’s (Ghost) stunt doubles also had their movements captured, 
resulting in kung-fu fi ghts overseen by the franchise’s fi ght choreographer Yuen 
Woo-ping to end up in the game.
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Melee combat
■ Fighting anyone who isn’t an Agent 
involves performing a range of martial 
arts moves made up of roundhouse 
kicks, hand chops and bone-crushing 
slams. One button is dedicated to 
punches while the other unleashes leg 
moves, becoming more devastating to 
enemies whenever focus is engaged. 
Grab manoeuvres are also deadly.

Car chases
■ Driving sequences play out differently 
depending on who you’re playing as. 
Niobe, as the captain of the Logos ship, 
sees you navigate streets from either 
a fi rst or third-person view. Ghost’s 
version of events, meanwhile, temporarily 
transforms the game into an on-rails 
shooter, with you gunning down cars 
from the passenger’s seat window. 

Third-person shooting
■ Taking a bullet in Enter The Matrix does 
a lot of harm, so picking up a shotgun, 
sniper rifl e or dual-wielded pistols pays 
dividends. This predates the age when 
cover shooting was king, however, leading 
most gun battles to play out in the open 
as you unload endless clips at enemies. 
Eventually they do go down but it does 
feel a bit strange when playing today.

Computer hacking
■ Enter The Matrix handled cheats in 
a way that made sense in-universe, 
letting players access unique weapons, 
special skills and even a hidden 
two-player fi ghting mode by way of a 
DOS-style hacking system accessed 
from the main menu. Low gravity, 
infi nite health and more were just a few 
passwords away.
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amount of useful and sensitive material,” 
Robert remembers, “including development clips 
of the tanker explosion. We were actually given 
concepts of some, maybe all, of the hovercrafts, the 
Merovingian’s henchmen, some story boards and 
other stuff. Our senior producer, Stuart Roch, spent 
some weeks on location in Australia and was able 
to take a bunch of photographs of the sets. We all 
of course had DVDs of the first movie that we were 
able to review for reference.”

Like most other aspects of Enter The Matrix’s 
tight two-year development, though, nailing the 
look of this cyber-obsessed universe wasn’t as 
simple as copying an aesthetic and then calling it a 
day. No, Robert and the rest of the art department 
had the challenge of replicating the tonal shift 
seen in the colour palette of the real world versus 
the Matrix, having to communicate the visual 
differences between each in a similarly subtle way 
to how the movies did. 

obert notes one particular problem 
that he and the folks at Warner 
Bros kept coming back to, “Getting 
the greenish quality in the Matrix 

to everybody’s satisfaction,” he reveals. 
“Owen Paterson, the movie’s production designer 
explained to us that he never felt that the DVDs 
got it right.” This wasn’t ideal considering Robert 
had been using these as a primary reference. “To 
be honest, I don’t recall the exact issue, but I think 
at the time the method for shifting colour in film 
was called ‘colour timing’ and it was a manual/
analogue process. For whatever reason, when the 
DVDs were made, that quality was not matched 
exactly and so we were off.”

The Matrix’s fondness for green was well 
cemented even before Shiny Entertainment’s 
involvement, but especially so by the time 
Reloaded and Revolutions entered simultaneous 
production and doubled down on it. After frequent 
disagreements and continuous tweaks around the 
subject, Shiny Entertainment eventually managed to 
implement a distinctive difference in colour grading 
between scenes that took place in and outside 

of the virtual space. However, to this day Robert 
admits that it was very frustrating and that “I don’t 
think we ever really solved the problem completely”. 

Enter The Matrix running parallel to the efforts 
of Neo’s main adventure meant that Jada Pinkett-
Smith’s Niobe and Anthony Wong’s Ghost – crew 
members of the Logos ship – were ideal candidates 
to be fleshed out as the game’s lead protagonists. 
Whereas the movie would only see the pair crop 
up for a scene or two, only here could you find out 
how they impacted events while off-screen. Players 
were even able to select which revolutionist to play 
as, so as to witness further variations of the game’s 
exclusive story and encourage repeat playthroughs.

One example is the car chase sequence that 
takes place immediately after the opening post 
office level. Opt to play as Niobe and you’ll be 
behind the wheel, evading agents and pursuing 
police officers as you navigate streets according 
to the Operator’s commands. Play as Ghost, 
meanwhile, and you’re suddenly the trigger man, 
peering outside the passenger’s seat window to 
take aim and gun down as many threats as possible. 
Though nowhere near as meaningful as electing to 
take the blue or the red pill, minor changes like this 
helped to break up the third-person portions.

» [GameCube] Carrie-Anne Moss makes a brief appearance in Enter 
The Matrix as Trinity, training with Ghost in a minor boss battle.

» [GameCube] Opting to fight multiple upgraded agents at once will 
almost always result in death. Luckily, these instances are rare.

» [GameCube] Because Enter The Matrix released months before the final film, it 
marked the first appearance of Mary Alice’s changed Oracle.
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1v1 fights
■ Entering the right password into the 
hack menu unlocked an unadvertised 
1v1 fi ghting mode, where two players 
could recreate iconic duels from the 
movie trilogy. These scenarios were 
predetermined and functioned the 
same as the main game’s boss fi ghts, 
serving as a fun Easter egg rather 
than a full game mode.

Bullet Time
■ The Matrix’s signature bullet time 
can be accessed in Enter The Matrix 
through what’s known as ‘focus’, where 
players can perform more effective, 
slow-motion actions in combat and 
gunplay whenever the meter is charged. 
Shooting in mid-air, running along 
buildings and kicking off walls is all 
possible in stylistic fashion.

RETRO GAMER  |  85

» [GameCube] 
When sprinting at 
full speed Ghost 
does his best 
impression of the 
Tom Cruise run. 

» [GameCube] Reloaded’s ghostly twins return in Enter The 
Matrix, chasing Niobe and Ghost through tunnels before 
joining the iconic freeway chase.

peaking of which, Shiny determined 
early on that its Enter The Matrix 
game wouldn’t feel authentic without 
adapting the first movie’s standout 

moment into gameplay. The image of Neo leaning 
back on that cityscape rooftop, dodging bullets in 
slow motion all as the camera swerves with his 
trench coat slowly flapping in the wind, had instantly 
engrained itself in pop culture. Remedy’s Max Payne 
set a precedent for a bullet-time mechanic in games 
just two years after sci-fi fans witnessed this moment 
aghast, but Shiny’s take worked just as elegantly 
if not more, keeping the action smooth whenever 
‘focus’ was engaged by having manoeuvres like wall 
runs and cartwheels be contextual. 

David Perry thinks it one of the best ways Enter 
The Matrix captured the franchise’s cinematic quality. 
“When you experienced it,” he says, “it would add 

so much drama to a moment that would normally 
be over in just a couple of seconds. Bullet time was 
used in some other games after the movie came 
out, I can’t imagine the Max Payne game without 
it. It turned out not to be as big a technical hurdle 
as expected, but I do love that an idea like that can 
become part of gaming forever.”

Despite being one of the most expensive games 
ever made at the time, the project was subject to 
a lot of stress due to the tight two-year deadline. 
Warner Bros was adamant in having the game 
release alongside The Matrix Reloaded in May of 
2003 and reached a point where funding became 
an issue. This led to original publisher Interplay 
losing the rights and an unexpected ally to step in. 
“Atari bought our company just to get control of 
the licence,” David recalls. “[They] turned out to 
be a big supporter of the project, so despite all the 
turmoil it was worth that giant move.” 

Enter The Matrix eventually released on 
GameCube, PC, Xbox and PS2 to middling reviews, 
with many critics citing its inherent repetition, lack 

of polish and inability to excel in any one of its 
core gameplay aspects. Even still, most came to 
appreciate just how well the game integrated into the 
wider Matrix canon, with special attention paid to the 
visuals, actor performances and fun implementation 
of bullet time. Such a tight development turnaround 
was the root cause for many of the finished game’s 
issues, but the project still serves as an exemplar 
that future studios can use for adapting other 
entertainment media into a videogame. 

When asked what advice he would pass onto 
any prospective developers working on a tie-in to 
the upcoming Matrix reboot scheduled to release in 
2021, David doesn’t mince his words. “If they have 
not already started, I’d recommend they launch a 
year after the movie. For many reasons they really 
need Lana [Wachowski] to spend time dedicated to 
the gameplay after the movie is out. The game could 
be absolutely incredible given the time, funding and 
talent that she can bring to the table.”  

» [GBA] To retrieve a piece of the amulet you have to venture 
into the twisted Dr Dolittle-Goode’s lab.

MUCH MORE THAN JUST 
DODGING BULLETS

peaking of which, Shiny determined 
early on that its 
game wouldn’t feel authentic without 
adapting the first movie’s standout 

moment into gameplay.

 [GBA] To retrieve a piece of the amulet you have to venture 

» [GameCube] Wooden stake at the ready! A visit to the Merovingian’s 
manor from The Matrix Reloaded soon leads to a vampire battle.

» [GameCube] Fight choreographer Yuen 
Woo-ping’s direction had influence on live-
action segments and in-engine cutscenes, 
as demonstrated by Niobe’s cartwheeling.

» [GameCube] Niobe and Ghost are both well equipped 
to recreate Neo’s amazing bullet dodge from the 

first movie when engaging focus.

» [GameCube] Segments that take place outside of the 
Matrix are fleeting but reflect a cooler colour palette.
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