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			Foreword by Larry Ahern

			Tentacle Days – Time-traveling into Our Gaming Past 

			When Bob asked me to write the foreword to his Day of the Tentacle book, I was a bit surprised. I wasn’t even a writer on the game; I did character design/animation (although I did go on to write several games since). Am I even qualified? Honestly, I wasn’t sure I even knew what a foreword was, other than one of those sections we all skip to get to the actual book. Okay, maybe I am qualified. 

			Also, the project was so long ago that I’ve probably forgotten enough to fill several books, so really my only option was to just make up some stuff that hopefully approximates what it was like to work on this witty, irreverent, once-in-a-lifetime computer game (or so I’ve heard it described). Thankfully, Bob has done some painstaking research here conducting interviews with others who have much better memories (or are just better storytellers).

			But if I remember correctly, we made the game back in the 90s when we all wore flannel and hung out with Kurt Cobain. There were only about 50 people in the entire division at the time, so the LucasArts art department was a pretty small group. Picture an 80s office building with lots of oak trim and fifteen heavy oak desks crammed in a small room. (I knew they were heavy because we constantly had to rearrange them for changing project teams.)

			I was hired to make pixelated game characters, a process not unlike creating mosaics in ancient Greece. Thankfully, I had a better computer than the ancient Greeks to animate them with. I had just finished Monkey Island 2: LeChuck’s Revenge, where I kept showing Ron Gilbert roughs of Guybrush slipping on banana peels and getting crushed by anvils in hopes of convincing him to include them in the game when the call went out to staff a sequel to Maniac Mansion. Luckily, Tim Schafer and Dave Grossman recognized my struggle and offered to give my slapstick inclinations a home.

			We all bonded over a drive to do something forward-looking. So, naturally, we were inspired by looking back at the animated cartoon shorts of the 40s. Peter Chan had already done brilliant art on LeChuck’s Revenge, so he was a natural to create the colorful, skewed environments of the new game. In college, I dabbled in animation but found the process to be quite tedious. Then the company offered to pay me to drop anvils on characters’ heads and my opinion completely changed. I enthusiastically signed on to lead the animation effort. (Remember: 50 people in the whole company. I got lucky.)

			I should probably come clean now and admit that I may have misremembered the whole hanging out with Kurt Cobain part. However, we did listen to his music, and the team did feel a bit like a band—one in its early days when that first album comes together easily because everyone’s been jamming on the material awhile before laying it down on floppy disc. And, like any good first album, we didn’t have the time or budget to get overly ambitious. Plus, it was a sequel to the already impressive Maniac Mansion. So, really, it was more like getting to make “Smells Like Teen Spirit 2.”

			Okay, I admit we really just wanted to be in a band instead of making nerdy computer games. (Well, in addition to making them. Maybe making them in secret? Game development back then was not the rockstar career it is today.) And, in fact, after we shipped, Tim, Dave, Kyle Balda, and I actually did start a band. It only lasted a few months (we lost our practice space), and then we had to make a choice between games and music. Recently I visited Seattle’s Museum of Pop Culture and discovered Day of the Tentacle on display right next to Kurt Cobain’s guitar. Well, technically it’s in the science fiction wing nowhere near the cool rock memorabilia. But it’s still in the same building. So, I think we made the right choice.

		

	
		
			The Story of Adventure Games

			To understand what makes Day of the Tentacle so great—and book-worthy—you must first understand the adventure game. It’s a genre that once carved out a very sustainable niche in the PC market, and eventually lost mindshare to games like Doom, which came to redefine the PC as a home to fast-paced action games. Another blow to adventure games came when so many of their unique qualities gradually found their way into other genres: voice acting, dialogue trees, a focus on storytelling and characterization, and other elements that had made them such boutique experiences. 

			After a brief period of hibernation in the 00s, Telltale Games revived and reinvented this type of experience with episodic revivals of adventure game classics, and, of course, an extremely critically and financially successful adaptation of The Walking Dead comic book series. While the original incarnation of Telltale Games went out of business—mostly due to company mismanagement rather than player disinterest—adventure games still quietly thrive in many different incarnations.

			Though they articulate themselves in a variety of ways, all adventure games usually follow a similar approach. This genre features experiences that are typically slow-paced, with an emphasis on narrative over action. In an adventure game, the player progresses not by running, jumping, shooting, or stabbing—at least, not directly—but via vast networks of interconnected puzzles that rely on dialogue, inventory items, or both. In a pre–first-person-shooter era where action games often clumsily pushed against the limits of pre-Pentium hardware, adventures excelled as the types of games PCs did best. 

			That’s roughly 40 years of adventure game history in a nutshell, but where did it all begin? The genre as we know it today has its roots in the age of computer games before graphics, only within the reach of the relatively few people who could access room-filling mainframe systems—most often on college campuses. Though they may be extremely primitive now, text-based games like Hunt the Wumpus and Colossal Cave Adventure offered a degree of narrative sophistication and complexity far greater than the Pong clones and simple Atari VCS games of the late 1970s. Even though text adventures persisted throughout the 80s and still exist today, graphics eventually became an expected feature of the adventure game, making the genre much more accessible and enticing than anything featuring a sterile screen of white-on-black text. And that’s where Sierra On-Line comes in.

			In 1980, Sierra (then known as On-Line Systems) released Mystery House, the first graphical adventure game. Though it still asked the player to input text for commands via the same means as graphics-free adventure games, its harsh, vector-based illustrations provided important context previously only left to the imagination. It didn’t take long for Sierra to become the dominant force in the adventure game market, and throughout the 80s, the developer became synonymous with the genre thanks to the very effective branding of its various “quest” series of games: King’s Quest, Space Quest, Police Quest, Quest for Glory, and the adult-themed Leisure Suit Larry—perhaps breaking the pattern because “Sex Quest” would have been too much for Reagan-era software stores. 

			Sierra developed an intense fan following despite (or perhaps because of) the fact that their games were adversarial and cruel to an absolutely comical level. They didn’t set out to make frustrating and tedious experiences, though. It was simply the style at the time for adventure games to punish simple curiosity with death, lock players into fail states for seemingly arbitrary reasons, and turn every screen into a guessing game where players had to pin down the name of a crudely rendered object out of several possible synonyms. (Is that cluster of green leaves on the screen a bush? A shrub? A thicket?) Though these choices have made many Sierra adventures age particularly poorly, their games aren’t bad—just designed for an entirely different audience with different expectations. Modern game designers now understand the perfect amount of friction to build into a video game to make it a satisfying experience; often, Sierra adventure games were mostly friction.

			During the rise of Sierra On-Line, LucasArts (originally known as Lucasfilm Games) came into being. LucasArts started its life within Lucasfilm’s computer division as the Games Group, and its initial releases have nothing to do with the developer’s adventure games legacy. In the early- to mid-80s, LucasArts started off making zippy, technological showpieces that did an effective job of simulating 3D graphics on underpowered hardware: games like Ballblazer, Rescue on Fractalus!, and Koronis Rift. Even though George Lucas owned the company, thanks to an exclusivity deal with Atari, LucasArts could not make Star Wars games—an unfortunate stipulation when you consider the studio found itself housed within Skywalker Ranch, the private playground of Lucas himself. This would change at the dawn of the 90s, but until then, LucasArts would have to populate their games with new worlds and characters. Developer Ron Gilbert, who joined the company in 1985 and eventually spearheaded its adventure game efforts, didn’t enter the LucasArts fold as a fan of the genre—in fact, his experience was limited to dabbling with the text-based mainframe game Adventure at his local college.

			When it came time for Gilbert and his LucasArts collaborator, Gary Winnick, to develop Maniac Mansion, the two had a visual concept in mind, but absolutely no genre. Their homage to classic B-movies mixed with a wink at the then-burgeoning slasher genre had a cast of characters and a setting, but the two couldn’t think of a basic gameplay concept to power these creative ideas. It wasn’t until Gilbert saw a graphical adventure game for the first time that he realized the shape Maniac Mansion needed to take: “I went down to see my aunt for Christmas, and my cousin was playing [the original] King’s Quest, and that was the first time I had seen any of the King’s Quest games and the first time I had ever seen an adventure game with graphics,” Gilbert told me in a 2015 interview for USgamer. “My understanding of adventure games before that were all text, and I just watched him play, and it was like this epiphany moment... Like ‘Oh, this is what Maniac Mansion needs to be. It needs to be an adventure game with these pictures on it.’”

			This “adventure game with pictures on it” was released for the PC in 1987 as Maniac Mansion, a modest hit that reinvented adventure games from a much-needed outsider’s perspective. And thanks to Gilbert and Winnick being new to the genre and not knowing the perceived limitations, Maniac Mansion’s design ended up being remarkably ambitious, even when compared to much later games in the LucasArts catalog. In his mission to rescue his girlfriend Sandy from the demented Dr. Fred Edison’s brain-sucking Zom-B-Matic machine, protagonist Dave can recruit two of six friends, each with different abilities that lead to different puzzle chains and endings. To complicate things further, players must coordinate the actions, inventories, and locations of all three characters to finish the game, all while the residents of the titular mansion go about their normal routines—often via then-novel “cut-scenes,” which cut away from the playable characters’ perspectives.

			Thanks to its very user-friendly nature, Maniac Mansion remains incredibly approachable, and was undoubtedly a huge breath of fresh air to adventure gamers of the late 80s. The game drops the then-standard text interface in favor of a
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