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How to Make or Break an Icon: Mario Versus Rockford 

Nintendo and First Star Software established themselves and their flagship franchises 

Super Mario and Boulder Dash around the same period in history, 1982-1985. However, 

Mario has become a world-wide cultural icon while few people know about the Boulder 

Dash series today, let alone Rockford. This paper will examine the games in each franchise –

including what they did differently, what they did well, what they did poorly- and how the 

franchises compare, hoping to come down to determine why Mario became a cultural figure 

and Rockford did not. 

There are images and video displaying the evolution of Mario all over the Internet. 

While Mario’s design has changed from game to game over the years as graphics improved, 

he was always recognizable as Mario. The same cannot be said about Rockford. There are no 

slight changes in Rockford’s character design. Either there are no changes, or else the 

changes are so drastic that he is borderline unrecognizable and the mechanics are the only 

part that make the game a Boulder Dash game. Iconic characters are recognizable from title 

to title. 

This should go without saying, but iconic characters do not get replaced in new 

additions to the franchise. For example, if Mario was replaced with a strapping knight in a 

suit of armor, fans of the franchise would absolutely revolt. It does not matter that a knight 

would be better suited than a short, pudgy, Italian plumber when it comes to defeating 



  

dragons and saving princesses. The Super Mario series would not be the same if Mario was 

not… Well, Mario. Yet this was the case with Rockford in Boulder Dash EX (2002), Boulder 

Dash Xmas 2002 Edition (2002), GemJam Gold (2003), and the most recent addition to the 

series, Boulder Dash-XL (2011). 

Boulder Dash EX (2002) was the first in the series to feature power-ups, a life bar 

instead of instant death (a single rock to the head was still fatal, but enemies and falling 

diamonds only cause damage), the loss of being able to dig out square next to you without 

moving, and tragically, the disappearance of Rockford himself. He was replaced by an 

irritating generic pixie/elf/monkey thing for no discernable reason… This did not seem to be 

a planned switch for the entire series because in the next two installments, Boulder Dash 

Xmas 2002 Edition (2002) and GemJam Gold (2003), the pixie elf monkey was replaced by a 

little blue dragon. Rockford returned in the next few releases in the franchise before being 

replaced by a little robot in Boulder Dash XL (2011). 

Unlike what Nintendo did with its mascot Mario, First Star Software has not put any 

real effort into developing Rockford as a character. Rockford (1988) was the last game that 

treated Rockford as a character rather than just a player avatar… First Star seems more 

interested in porting its select successful entries everywhere possible, which was made 

painfully apparent when its original title became the first home computer title to be converted 

to an arcade console. 

Which brings up another point… First Star Software did not try to grow the Boulder 

Dash series. If one watched walkthroughs of Boulder Dash (1984) and Boulder Dash XL 

(2011) side-by-side, it is plain to see that most of the differences between the two are only 

skin-deep. Obviously, the graphics and audio have improved, the levels are well-designed 



  

and set in differently themed worlds, and the main character has been fundamentally 

changed… However, the mechanics have remained the same. Dig, avoid falling rocks, avoid 

enemies or lure them into the path of falling boulders, collect diamonds, and move onto the 

next stage. Fans of the original Boulder Dash (1984) will probably be fans of this new 

addition, but it is nothing new. 

Nintendo is always innovating with Mario games. Take Super Mario Odyssey (2017) 

for example. Super Mario Odyssey (2017) is a platform game, like many others in the Super 

Mario series. However, in this entry, Mario is accompanied by Cappy, a spirit that turns into 

Mario's hat and allows him to possess other characters and objects. In place of the linear 

gameplay of prior entries, the game returns to the primarily open-ended, exploration-based 

gameplay featured in Super Mario 64 (1996) and Super Mario Sunshine (2002). This 

installment was designed with the series’ core fans in mind, with many Easter eggs and 

callbacks scattered all over the worlds just waiting to be found. Critics even called it one of 

the best games in the series, with particular praise directed toward its inventiveness and 

originality. 

In History of Video Games, the class discussed how the early games that laid the 

foundation for the video game industry cannot compete with AAA titles released today. 

Some games, like Boulder Dash (1984), have aged remarkably well despite being incredibly 

simple by modern standards of gaming. The controls are tight and the mechanics are solid, so 

the core game is still enjoyable… However, there simply is not much to see or do. Even 

when the concept was fresh, it did not reach icon-status like Super Mario Bros (1985). 

Playing the original games on ports or emulators now mostly just invokes nostalgia to older 

generations of gamer or displays a style of game that newer generations of gamers cannot 



  

quite grasp. In comparison to games today, it would be a mini-game in a large title or a 

mobile game at best. 

Nintendo may have arrived at the idea for a game creation system for Super Mario a 

little late in the game, but Super Mario Maker (2015) has received positive reviews upon its 

release, with reviewers praising the game's user interface and course editing tools. Players 

enjoy being able to create and play their own custom courses using items, themes, and 

enemies from Super Mario Bros (1985), Super Mario Bros 3 (1988), Super Mario World 

(1990), and New Super Mario Bros U (2012). Once they are happy with a level, they can 

share it online and download and play courses designed by others as well. Good idea, right? 

First Star Software made a game creation system for Boulder Dash in 1986 when it 

released Boulder Dash IV, also known as Boulder Dash Construction Kit (1986). It was 

comprehensive and easy to use, and thus it would be the foundation for countless “unofficial 

sequels” for years to come… Super Mario Maker 2 (2019) has just been announced, while, 

despite its popularity, an updated version the Boulder Dash Construction Kit has not been to 

this day, thirty-three years later. There are two possible reasons why. One, First Star does not 

listen and take into account fan base criticism and praise when it starts developing a new 

Boulder Dash game, which is inadvisable. Or, two, it is not an intelligent financial decision, 

given that new levels are what First Star is selling every time it releases a Boulder Dash title. 

 Everyone around the world knows Mario and can recognize him on sight. Nintendo is 

a household name. Meanwhile, First Star Software’s Rockford has become lost in the annals 

of history. This is due to how the companies handled their characters and platforms. 

Nintendo built on the same base character design and developed that character further with 

each successive title while First Star kept switching between Rockford, an elf, a dragon, and 



  

a robot, never keeping one around long enough to develop the character. Nintendo was 

constantly innovating with their games, within and without the Super Mario franchise in 

particular, whereas Frist Star stuck to their moneymaking franchise Boulder Dash and 

focused more on releasing ports and new levels than truly new games. Lastly, Nintendo gave 

its fans more of what they wanted with a game creation system, whereas First Star purposely 

did not, because it would cut into their profit margins. 
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