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Introduction


The opening minutes of season two of Stranger Things wonderfully depicts both the agony and the ecstasy of classic arcade gaming. A frantic montage follows the series’ four protagonists as they scramble for loose change and optimistically rush to the local arcade. The four friends meet and huddle around a single game cabinet, but within seconds of gameplay it is over, sending the user, Dustin, into a fit of profanity: “overpriced bullshit—piece of shit!” Notably, the game that they are playing (and cursing) is Don Bluth and Rick Dyer’s Dragon’s Lair (1983).

The game was an obvious choice; perhaps no arcade game is so nostalgically remembered yet so critically bemoaned. A bit of a technological neanderthal, Dragon’s Lair implemented a unique combination of videogame components and home video replay, garnering great popular media and user attention at a moment of contracted economic returns and popularity for the videogame arcade business. But subsequently, writers and critics have cast the game as a cautionary tale of bad game design which left users spending most of their time watching rather than doing, which utilized a system that only occasionally scanned for user input, and which activated a game narrative that deployed repeated rooms and obstacles, all complicating emerging ideas around interactivity in both media studies and practice.

The strange case of Dragon’s Lair offers a provocative conundrum to the emerging discipline of videogame history. In Erkki Huhtamo’s (2005) genealogy of arcade machines of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the historian sketched the division of these devices into two broad functions: the automatic, a tradition of marveling at the “untouchable” as in the case of automatons and elaborate store window displays, and the proto-interactive, which gave users the “largely illusory, feeling of being in command” in mutoscopes, slot machines, and other mechanical games (8). While Huhtamo acknowledges that early amusement parks freely intermingled these two machine experiences, the construction and execution of Dragon’s Lair demonstrates that their segregation into dedicated objects was never so simple and required negotiation. In this simple manner, Dragon’s Lair already offers a productive wrinkle to smooth, standardized, linear timelines of technical progress and efficiency, offering an ideal site to conduct what Siegfried Zielinski termed “media variantology.” In this loose methodology, Zielinski zooms in on lost experiments and presumed failures of the deep media past not to preserve them as curious but to lay bare the often-neglected heterogeneity of media change and to “discover fractures or turning points in historical master plans that provide useful ideas for navigating the labyrinth of what is currently firmly established” (7). Similarly, Raiford Gains (2014), in his exhaustive archival examination of another early game experiment later dubbed Tennis for Two, advocates against the utility of “linear narratives of video game history,” highlighting instead a method that outlines media change as “a complex of disparate, isolated events not easily plotted in a progressing timeline” (102).

In this book, I plan likewise to recuperate Dragon’s Lair as a fascinating textual experiment
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