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Foreword

Carly A. Kocurek and Jennifer deWinter

During the initial rise of video gaming, most players would have been hard-pressed to name a game designer. While company founders like Nolan Bushnell and H. R. “Pete” Kaufmann made the news with some regularity, the design of games was treated as a technical practice, and titles by and large went uncredited, their designers anonymous and unknown. These same designers were often jacks-of-all-trades, responsible not only for the game’s design, but also for its writing, artwork, music, and sound. Warren Robinett’s act of defiance, the planting of his own name inside Atari’s Adventure, was an impulsive protest of the anonymity. After all, Robinett’s effort to cram the complicated game into the cartridge’s limited memory space was an act of technological wizardry for which he, like his colleagues, would receive little to no formal recognition or reward. Robinett’s hidden signature became the first discovered Easter egg in video game history, and Robinett has gone down in the annals of game history as a skilled designer.

In the years between Robinett’s subversive effort to include his John Hancock in Adventure and the present, the role of the game designer has become increasingly visible. Designers are interviewed in magazines and they sit on panels at conferences. They are recognized and increasingly organized. The International Game Developers Association now boasts over 12,000 members worldwide. Game design programs abound at universities across the United States and across the globe; there are so many that the Princeton Review, long-standing quantifier of higher education program quality, now offers rankings of game design programs at both the undergraduate and graduate level. The professionalization of the game industry has brought with it a growing awareness and visibility of game designers.

In launching this series on influential game designers, we aim to contribute to the study of and discourse surrounding game design by focusing on human agents. This series derived from a simple question: What would it mean to consider game designers the way we frequently consider film directors? So often, discourse around game design has to do with design components: how to integrate puzzles, how to write a game story, how to design a level. This approach, of course, has value, situated as it is in teaching the basic mechanics of game creation. However, designers concern themselves not with the component parts but with the whole experience, translating those experiences into systems. The act of play turns systems back into experiences, there for players to share with the game designer’s vision. Influential game designers create new systems, new experiences, shaping future games and the experiences of players.

This is not a charge into the churning debate of whether or not games are art; rather, it is an invitation to consider the creative labor of game design on its own merits. Game design is an act of creation, of building, of communication, of cultural production, and, of course, of design. That process of creation is worthy
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