how did we get here?

Key Chapter Questions

W What are the significant milestones in the history of electronic game
development?

B Who are the pioneers in game development, and how did they con-
tribute to the industry?

W How did the game industry evolve from coin-operated electromechani-
cal and mainframe computer games of the 1960s to the console, per-
sonal computer, online, and mobile industries of today?

B What factors contributed to the video game slump of the early 1980s?

B Why did certain game companies and game titles succeed during
game-development history—and why did some fail miserably?

If you plan to become involved in the game-development industry, it is important that
you learn about the industry’s evolution. Did it begin with video arcades? Was there life
before Pong? Has the industry always been successful? As you read this chapter, think
about the first electronic game you ever played. Did you play it on a personal computer?
On a home game console? At a video arcade? At a pizza parlor? What did you like about
the game? After you finish this chapter, you will probably be surprised at the strange
and unusual events that have occurred during the development of an industry that is

still in its infancy.
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chapter 1

Before the Arcades

The first electronic games were not played at home or even at video arcades.
Instead, research departments at universities, labs, military installations, and
defense contractors provided the backdrop for this industry. At military bases,
electromechanical games were provided for the recruits to escape from the rigors of
basic training. Meanwhile, a few bleary-eyed, overworked students, programmers,
faculty, and researchers in academic and government institutions turned their
mainframe computers into game machines—providing them relief from traditional
duties such as performing complex mathematical calculations for research. Late

at night, these pioneers spawned what would become one of the most compelling
forms of entertainment in history.

The first electronic games were played at military bases {left) and at academic institutions such as the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (right).

Two distinct segments of the electronic game industry developed in parallel, starting
in the 1950s. One of these segments began in 1951 when Marty Bromley, who man-
aged game rooms at military bases in Hawaii, bought electromechanical machines
and launched SEGA (an abbreviation for SErvice GAmes). This segment of the
industry grew into the coin-op video arcade industry, which experienced a boom in
the 1970s. Electronic versions of arcade favorites marked the beginning of what was

to become the console game industry of today.

The other segment of the electronic game industry started with mainframe com-
puter games developed by faculty and students at universities who wanted to either
hone their programming skills or entertain each other during breaks from the long
hours spent working on their dissertations. Although an adaptation of one of the
early mainframe games (Spacewar!) became the first coin-op video arcade game in
the United States, it was not until the personal computer revolution that mainframe
games were adapted for personal computers. It was then that the computer game
industry was born.



They're Not All Video Games!

Which of the above is not a video game? The term video game came out of the arcade business and gravitated
toward the home console game business. Games played on personal computers have always been referred to
as computer games—notvideo games. The term electronic game is used to refer to both.

Many companies and developers made significant contributions in the creation of
game systems and content. You might recognize many companies that were formed
in that era, and you might even have played some games that were developed during
that time. What companies made a difference in the evolution of this industry? Who
were the pioneering designers, artists, programmers, and producers responsible for

developing compelling games that continue to inspire developers today?

A few companies were ready to plunge in just as the electronic game industry began.
Some of them maintain a significant presence in the industry. You might be surprised
at how they began—and how they continued to develop. Some of them initially had
nothing to do with games, or even entertainment. Others tried, and failed, to dominate
every segment of the game industry. Many came and went, and a few are still going
strong. Some stepped out of the picture for a while, only to return with a vengeance
during the second “golden age” of the industry. As we look at the arcade phenomenon,

we'll focus on some of these companies and the popular games they developed.

The Arcade Phenomenon
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The public was first introduced to electronic games not through home game
consoles or personal computers, but through public arcades. Before video games
were introduced, the most popular arcade games were electromechanical pinball

machines. Arcades were often located in small amusement parks, attracting children
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chapter 1

and teenagers—who challenged each other to pinball matches as part of a regular
weekend social event. As video games became more popular, arcades became more
accessible. Conveniently located near schools and residential areas, arcades became
flooded with teens after school. At the height of the craze, kids spent hours at the
arcades—sometimes into the night, forgetting to eat, or to do their homework!

Sega: Setting the 25-Cent Standard

In 1956, just a few years after Marty Bromley
started SEGA, Rosen Enterprises’ David Rosen
began importing coin-operated electromechani-
cal games to Japan—Iaunching the country’s
coin-op business and becoming Japan's larg-
est amusement company. In 1964, Rosen Enterprises merged with SEGA to form
Sega Enterprises. Acting as a bridge between the United States and Japan, Sega
Enterprises released the first Japanese export, Periscope, in the United States. Itis
interesting that the high shipping costs of this export were what made U.S. arcade
owners charge 25 cents to play the game—setting a standard for future arcade
games. Sega was purchased by Gulf & Western in 1969—but David Rosen and partner
Isao Okawa bought it back in 1984. The price tag: $38 million.

Several games are considered milestones of this era. Although limited by the tech-
nology of the time, these games were innovative—inspiring new trends in content,
genres, gameplay, and development techniques that had never been considered.
Some of these games were extremely popular—successfully capturing a broad mar-
ket that went far beyond the stereotypical “male teen” demographic. They provided
hope for the future of electronic games as a mass entertainment medium. Many of
these games are considered so nostalgic by gamers from this era that they have been
re-released in console, computer, or handheld format so that they can be experi-
enced again. You might recognize a few of them!

Computer Space

In 1961, MIT student Steve Russell developed Spacewar!—the first interactive com-
puter game—on the university’s mainframe computer. Nolan Bushnell, who later
founded Atari, saw the game and decided to bring it to a larger market by adapt-
ing it into a stand-alone arcade coin-op game. Calling his version Computer Space,



Bushnell sold the idea to Nutting Associates in 1971.
The game, which consisted simply of trying to shoot
a flying saucer, might not have been as compelling

as a pinball game—and its low sales reflected this.
However, Bushnell started the coin-op video arcade
industry by bringing an elitist form of entertainment
that had remained enclosed within the ivory tower of
the university system out to the masses. In 1978, after
video game arcade technology became more sophis-
ticated, Cinematronics released Space Wars—another
arcade adaptation of Russell’s mainframe game.

hen | think of arcade games that just blew my mind, | remember The
WDiscs of Tron. This game might have been the first attempt at actually
submersing the player in the game atmosphere. It was like a photo booth, with
the screen in front of you and surround sound speakers. | must have played that
game for hours on end; | am sure someone somewhere is a few hundred dollars
richer because of me.

Computer Space, the first
coin-op video arcade game,
was an adaptation of —Christopher E. Williams (Game Art & Design student)
Steve Russell’s Spacewar!
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After Computer Space, Bushnell left Nutting Associates to
start Atari with partner Ted Dabney. (The word “Atari” is
from the board game Go and means roughly, “Look out! The
move I'm about to make will be dangerous to you"—similar
to “check” in chess.) After surviving a legal dispute with
Magnavox over the rights to the first successful video game
(Pong), Atari became the most prolific presence in the arcade
business—churning out games such as Asteroids, which
became the first blockbuster video game and forever associated the name “Atari”
with the video arcade. After Bushnell left the company to start several ventures,
Atari was purchased by Warner Communications in 1976, and began spending more
energy on business affairs and marketing than design and development. Concerned
about the growth of the console and personal computer industries, Atari also began
shifting its focus away from its arcade business and toward console systems (such
as the VCS/2600) and personal computers. In 1984, Atari was sold to Commodore
founder Jack Tramiel—who in turn sold it to disk drive manufacturer JTS, who then
filed for bankruptcy in 1999 and sold it to Hasbro Interactive. The Atari name was
revived when Infogrames purchased it a few years later.
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chapter 1

Pong

The beginnings of the first memorable—
and controversial—electronic

game appeared in 1958 when Willy
Higinbotham of Brookhaven National
Laboratories in New York showcased

his table tennis-style game (Tennis for

Two) on an analog computer. Almost a

s a young child in the late 1970s, |
A encountered my first video game,
Pong, prominently displayed in the
children’s clothing section of Macy's
Department Store in San Leandro,
California. | was entranced, excited to
play, and mesmerized as | watched my
hand control a rectangle that bounced
a square to my opponent. Both of us
gleefully volleyed the square back and
forth, feverishly trying to get the other to
miss a shot—as Pong's simple “beeps”
and “blips” added to our delight.

—Jennifer Penton
(Experimental Animation student)

decade later, Ralph
Baer of Sanders -:Q“

Associates began

&

o Pong—the first successful coin-op arcade game.
researching ideas

for an interactive “table tennis” television system. He patented
his idea in 1968, and Magnavox licensed it from him in 1970.
The Magnavox Odyssey interactive game console—featuring
Baer’s “table tennis” game—was demonstrated in 1972. The
first Atari game, Pong (designed by Atari engineer Al Alcorn)
was released that same year. The controller was a two-direction
rotary dial, and the rules of the game were simply “use your
paddle to avoid missing ball for high score” Pong soon became
the first successful coin-op arcade game. Magnavox sued Atari
that same year, claiming that Bushnell had stolen the idea. The

case was settled out of court.

Ralph Baer and Simon

Ralph Baer, who invented the Magnavox Odyssey
(the first home console system), was inspired by
the Steven Spielberg film Close Encounters of the
Third Kind when he created the successful musical
memory game, Simon—released by Milton-Bradley
during the holiday season in 1977. Baer also invented
the first light-gun game.
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Asteroids: Goodbye, Pixels!

ari Interactive

Although Space Invaders (1978) was
the first arcade game that recorded
high scores, Asteroids (1979), was the
first to allow players to enter their ini-
tials into a high score table. Asteroids
(designed by Ed Logg) utilized mono-
chrome vector graphics, which
allowed the game to display fast-mov-
ing objects made up of very sharp lines
instead of the crude pixel graphics
common in video games of that time.

In 1976, the first public controversy over video game violence occurred in response
to the Exidy Games release of Death Race, in which players drove over “stick fig-
ures” representing pedestrians. (Compare this to the Grand Theft Auto series!) The
game was inspired by the 1975 cult film, Death Race 2000 (starring David Carradine
and Sylvester Stallone in one of his first roles)—in which pedestrians are run down
for points in a cross-country car race of the future. Protests were so widespread
that even 60 Minutes did a story on Death Race—bringing video games into public
awareness. The publicity didn't help the game, though—since nervous arcade own-
ers eventually refused to carry it.

y first experience with an electronic game was the original Asteroids. It was
M on the second floor of my mom's racquetball club in Cincinnati. The most
memorable thing about the game was that for years | only got the chance to dream
about destroying the “real detailed” silvery-looking asteroids because | was never
allowed to insert 25 cents. My mom thought video games were a waste of money.

—Rebecca Voss (Game Art & Design student)

Pizza & Mechanical Animals: The Family Arcade Experience

In an attempt to remove the stigma associated with the public's idea of arcades,
Atari founder Nolan Bushnell opened up a string of pizza parlors initially known as
Pizza Time Theater. Eventually becoming Chuck E. Cheese, these family restaurants
offered game tokens with every meal, a video arcade for kids who would play while
waiting for the pizza, and a “live" floor show featuring Chuck E. Cheese himself (along
with other mechanical robot animals) for the whole family to enjoy while eating.

e e S e e e

Asteroids® screenshot courtesy of Atari Interactive, Inc
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Pac-Man
was like
a dream. As a
child, | felt as if
| became part of
a cartoon world.
| kept playing and
playing until my
parents would
turn off the lights.
—William A.
Henderson
(Director,
International
Finance & Business
Development,

Fox Home
Entertainment)

Bally/Midway Introduces Color with Galaxian

tesy of NAMC

"A" for "Activision”

Bally/Midway imported some of the most popu-
lar “slide and shoot” games to video arcades.
Space Invaders was the first blockbuster video
game, and Galaxian was the first video game
with a full-color monitor. Galaxian was followed
by several sequels—including Galaga, Galplus,
Galaga ‘88, and Galaxian 3.

It is not uncommon for employees in the game
industry to leave one company and start a new ‘ IIVISION
R

one so they can retain creative leadership.

Activision, one such company, was the first third-party game publisher, and was
established in 1980 by former Atari programmers. The name was specifically chosen

because it came before “Atari” alphabetically.

Pac-Man

In 1980, Namco released Pac-Man—which appealed

to a much wider market, in part because it did away
with the “shooting” theme that pervaded most other
games. The game’s controller consisted only of a multi-
directional joystick. Instead of shooting spaceships,
Pac-Man ate power pills—which allowed him to
munch on his ghostly enemies for a short while.
Pac-Man was developed primarily by Namco employee
Toru Iwatani over a period of 18 months. Over
300,000 units were sold worldwide—making

Pac-Man the most popular arcade game of all time. As
players successfully completed one maze, they moved

up a level —which contained the same maze, but play

Pac-Man is one of the most
popular arcade games of all time.

was more difficult. Pac-Man spawned an even more popular and inclusive sequel:

Ms. Pac-Man, the first game to star a female character. Instead of the increasingly



difficult maze used in levels of play in the original game, there were four
different mazes used in Ms. Pac-Man. The game even incorporated a rough
three-act plot structure that featured animated sequences (a primitive form
of the cinematics used in today’s games) as dividers. In Act I, Pac-Man and
Ms. Pac-Man meet; in Act 11, Pac-Man woos Ms. Pac-Man by chasing her
around the screen; and in Act I11, Pac-Man, Jr. is born. The game had great
crossover appeal, helping to further widen the market to include girls and
families. Boys played it, too—finding the game even more challenging

and addictive than its predecessor.

Arcade Screen Evolution

PR N S NN SN
T T L L L L L

o M S S

L L L L L L L
R R K K- R R X R KN

Arcade games evolved from the static screen and horizontal movement of Space Invaders, to the limited verti-

cal movement of Centipede and, finally, to the scrolling screen of Xevious.

really enjoyed playing
Pac-Man. It was exciting
—and the thought of the
ghosts catching me made
my heart pound. It was
a simple but fun game.

—Katrina Ruban Graniczny
(ArtGrafx)

Women Enter the Arcade World

Released by Atari in 1981, Centipede was the first arcade game co-designed
by a woman. Dona Bailey and Ed Logg teamed up to create a game with the
goal of shooting quick-moving centipedes as they appeared at the top of the
screen and tried to snake their way down. Each time a segment of the centi-
pede was hit, it turned into a mushroom. The game was designed in a unique
pastel color scheme.

Donkey Kong

hen | played Space

Invaders, | really
thought | was fighting aliens—
and | was afraid to lose!

—Tracy Heilman
(Interactive Design student)

In 1977, Shigeru Miyamoto was hired as Nintendo’s first staff artist. The company

initially assigned him to Radarscope

a submarine game that consisted of repetitive

button-pushing without any real story or characters. Although this was the typical

game style of the time, Miyamoto wanted to create something unique. The result
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was Donkey Kong, a game that represented a cross between

King Kong and Beauty and the Beast. In Donkey Kong, an ape
steals his keeper’s girlfriend and runs away. The player takes
on the role of the keeper (Mario)—who becomes the hero of
the story as he attempts to rescue his girlfriend (Pauline) from
the clutches of the beast.

Nintendo made its phenomenal entry into the U.S. market
with Donkey Kong. Like Pac-Man, the popularity of this game
resulted in a series of successful, although confusing, sequels.
Mario (originally called Jumpman) first appeared as the heroic
carpenter whose goal was to rescue his girlfriend. The game’s
sequel, Donkey Kong Junior, switched the roles of Mario and
the ape so that Mario was the enemy—an evil carpenter who
had caged the now apparently innocent ape from the origi-

nal game. The player took on the role of the baby ape who
attempts to rescue his father (the ape from Donkey Kong) from
Mario’s evil clutches. In the third game, Mario Bros. (released
in 1983), more confusion arose. Instead of being a carpenter,
Mario was a plumber. He and his brother, Luigi, were known
as the “Mario Bros.” (Was Mario’s full name “Mario Mario™?)

The action takes place in a sewer, where two players take on

the roles of Mario and Luigi to battle each other and an infi-

Donkey Kong kicked off a successful series of nite supply of creatures (e.g., turtles, crabs, and flies) that

games that are still wildly popular. emerge from the surrounding sewer pipes.

~
@
=
4
£
-
L]
o
W
H
=
v
3
-]
£

After Donkey Kong, Shigeru Miyamoto went on to develop a series of Mario titles.

In fact, each time a new game system is introduced by Nintendo (starting with the
original NES—discussed later in this chapter), Miyamoto designs a Mario game as
its flagship title. Miyamoto’s credits also include Zelda,

1000000 | T0P-000000 Star Fox, Pikmin, and Metroid Prime.

(2A5268) %)
Why “Donkey Kong”?

You might wonder why a game involving a gorilla and
a carpenter would be called Donkey Kong. Since the
gorilla in the original game was “stubborn,” Shigeru
Miyamoto—creator of Donkey Kong—wanted to call
the game Stubborn Gorilla. \n search of a more snappy
English translation, Miyamoto found that "donkey”
could represent “stubbornness” and “kong” could
represent a gorilla (as in the film, King Kong)!

Historical Elements

chapter 1

Donkey Kong Screen



