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Maybe I’m a lion

Tetsuya Nomura was born on October 8, 1970. He lived in Kôchi, 

in the south of the Japanese island of Shikoku. It’s a city located 

in the delta of the Kagami River with a 17th-century castle perched 

above it. With its forests filled with centuries-old trees, its fine sandy 

beaches like Katsurahama beach, its botanical garden, Ryugado Cave 

(one of the largest and oldest limestone caves in Japan, famous for its 

stalactites), its many rice paddy fields, and, of course, its various capes 

jutting out into the Pacific, Kôchi is heaven on earth.

It’s in this setting that Nomura grew up. He was a normal kid. He 

played baseball, built “forts” and “huts” in the rice paddies, and swam 

and fished in the river and the ocean. He spent most of his time outside 

and nature was very important to him. However, he also had a passion 

for drawing. In fact, his earliest memory is of drawing a lion on the 

lid of a box on his third birthday. When he came home from school, 

he would draw or play sugoroku5 using his father’s sets, with specific 

rules, then with his own sets (starting in elementary school) that he 

created himself and shared with his friends.

His father was very important to him, teaching him the basics of 

drawing, as well as the philosophy of creation. In middle school, 

his father bought him his first computer because “it was the age [of 

computers],” the new standard for moving ahead in the world. Young 

Nomura learned the BASIC coding language and programmed little 

games, while he also continued to draw. Around the same time, he 

discovered video games with his Color TV-Game 66.

In addition, he can remember spending countless hours playing 

Star Arthur Densetsu 1: Wakusei Mephius (Star Arthur Legend: Planet 

Mephius), a revolutionary game7 at the time made by T&E Soft. He 

5. Sugoroku: a Japanese board game similar to backgammon, played with a die.
6. Color TV-Game 6: one of the first Nintendo consoles, developed with Mitsubishi and 
released in June 1977. The version that Nomura had was the very first. It offered six variations 
of Pong (including Tennis, Hockey, and Volleyball).
7. Star Arthur Densetsu (1983) was revolutionary in that it was the first episodic adventure game 
to offer a point-and-click interface (a cursor that interacts with objects on the screen) that 
could be played with a mouse, and that had entirely spoken dialog. The MSX version (1985) 
went even further, introducing full-motion video backgrounds and cutscenes. A first for an 
adventure game.



23

Chapter I — the arChIteCt

didn’t buy a Famicom8 right away, instead waiting until high school 

to get one. With the Famicom, he discovered his first life-changing 

game (and to this day, probably his favorite): Dragon Quest. It was a 

revelation for him, but did nothing to draw him away from his dream 

of becoming a manga artist. That dream led him to pursue art classes 

at a high school called Tachioka Toyokata, located an hour’s bus ride 

from his home. At school, he spent his time coming up with stories and 

drawing. For that matter, he holds a record at his high school as the 

person who participated the most in Manga Koshien, a school-spon-

sored event related to manga, doing so 11 times. Tateki Sofue, his art 

teacher and first mentor, introduced him to many artists, including a 

certain Yoshitaka Amano. This was another revelation for the young 

Nomura, who was immediately taken by the charm of “this style 

somewhere between fiction and reality,” between “the impossible and 

the possible.” These impressions would stick with him for the rest of his 

life. Like most young Japanese teenagers, he abandoned his dream once 

he finished high school and pursued a career in advertising, enrolling 

in a senmon gakkô 9 in hopes of finding a job. While perusing want ads10 

one day, his attention was drawn to a somewhat unusual job ad with an 

illustration by Yoshitaka Amano. He decided to apply, without a clear 

goal in mind. He just wanted a job that would let him keep drawing.

Young Nomura’s first day at Square was April 16, 1991. As always, 

it was a busy day. No one had time for the new guy. When he asked 

if he could help, someone (probably Takashi Tokita11) told him to just 

join the other “kids” in doing one of the most important, but also most 

thankless, tasks in video game design (the typical hazing for newcom-

ers at Square): debugging12. Nomura got to work without a word. Still 

wearing his suit.

8. Famicom: abbreviation of Family Computer, also known as NES or simply Nintendo, a 
home video game console released in 1983. Over 61 million units were sold worldwide.
9. Senmon gakkō: what’s known in certain countries as a “vocational school,” a school with train-
ing for a specific job. In Japan, this type of school is part of higher education. Training there 
lasts two years after high school.
10. Want ads were a very popular way to recruit in the 1980s, especially for video game publish-
ers. Quite a few major creators were recruited this way.
11. Takashi Tokita: director of Chrono Trigger and Parasite Eve, and the real lead designer for 
Final Fantasy IV. On a side note, he decided to use barely a quarter of the script, which he 
wrote himself, in addition to managing game design.
12. Debugging: work that involves playing a video game in order to provoke and reproduce 
logical defects (bugs) so that they can be corrected.
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Four Hearts

A few weeks after the release of Final Fantasy IV (on July 19, 1991), 

the founder and president of Square, Masafumi Miyamoto, was on his 

way out. He appointed Hironobu Sakaguchi as executive vice president 

of the company, a logical choice13. This gave Sakaguchi a management 

role that required much delegation. Moreover, he could impose new 

ways of working. The first thing on his agenda was to hold a “global” 

meeting to share his philosophy, the goal of which was to fairly distrib-

ute personnel according to the needs of each project. This was a change 

from the dusty old model in which employees had to “prove themselves” 

to their co-workers. I want to warn you, what happened next will seem 

unreal to you. Sakaguchi was in the meeting room facing the 50-odd 

Square employees. Next to him, there was a large whiteboard with three 

columns, each with a title at the top: Romancing SaGa, Seiken Densetsu 

(II) and Final Fantasy (V). Three major series in the making and also 

three developments intended for the Super Famicom14.

One by one, the employees saw their names added to one of the 

columns; Nomura was put under Final Fantasy. It was fate… or 

something like that. In any case, this was a defining moment for him: 

the day that Tetsuya Nomura joined the Final Fantasy V team.

 x Interlude – Mentors

From the outset of Final Fantasy V, and mirroring its main concept 

(the Warriors of Light), the Final Fantasy myth essentially relied on a 

foursome. They were the cornerstones of the series, but also mentors 

to Tetsuya Nomura, the only real “child” of the series. Their heir, 

custodian of their tradition and methods. Guardian of a certain “punk” 

philosophy of video game creation according to which the work and 

the player are given priority over the interests of the company.

13. Tetsuo Mizuno arrived in 1992 and replaced Miyamoto as president of Square until 1998. 
He was the only person above Sakaguchi during the “golden age.”
14. Final Fantasy V was the first game under the Squaresoft “brand.” On a side note, at the 
time, everyone used this name to refer to the company (especially in the late 90s), which was 
incorrect because it was actually just the name of a collection.
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Hironobu Sakaguchi: the father 

The greatest figure in the history of Square. One of its first employees 

and the father of the Final Fantasy series. This primordial role led 

him, in 1991, to take on managerial roles that required him to take a 

step back from “pure” development. Final Fantasy V was, incidentally, 

the last installment he directed. From there, he became one of the 

best producers in video game history before committing the irredeem-

able act of trying his hand at show business (the animated film Final 

Fantasy: The Spirits Within), plunging Square into the worst crisis in 

its history. He then founded his own studio—Mistwalker—but has 

never since achieved (as much) success. In spite of the fact that he 

departed the company in 2001, his spirit lives on at Square. He was a 

father-figure, almost godlike, to Nomura, who has tried, even to this 

day, to walk in his footsteps.

Tetsuya Takahashi: the artist 

Before beginning his life’s work (the Xeno series, which he still contin-

ues to work on for Nintendo today), he was the graphic director for the 

Final Fantasy games for Super Famicom, then for Chrono Trigger. He 

also collaborated on the backgrounds for SaGa, Seiken Densetsu, and 

Front Mission. One of Nomura’s mentors and closest friends.

Hiroyuki Itô: the designer 

Responsible for the game systems in Final Fantasy, then the “signa-

ture” combat system of the series starting with IV, the Active Time Battle 

(collaboration with Akihiko Matsui and Kazuhiko Aoki). He was also 

co-director of Final Fantasy VI, Final Fantasy IX and Final Fantasy XII. 

And, “among other things,” game designer for Final Fantasy Tactics.


