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Preface

We recently spent an evening at a Round1 arcade in Albuquerque, and we both walked out with plush toys plucked from the venue’s many many claw machines. Claw machines are games of both skill and stupidity; some are winnable with careful strategy, but others are impossible—the claw’s grasping fingers too weak, the prizes too compactly stuffed into the holding pen. But playing stupid games is enjoyable, especially when you win stupid prizes. The sound of a prize hitting the chute is almost always drowned out by the player’s roar of victory. If the player is standing with friends, they almost invariably join in. That thrill of victory, fiero in Italian, is one of the most intoxicating emotional rushes available. Crane games and shooting galleries, cornhole and carnival games all have it as a key lure. The prizes are, after all, stupid (neither of us really needs giant stuffed animals, and they’re not especially valuable in their own right), but the high of triumph is dazzling.

In this book, Matthew Thomas Payne documents the career of a game designer whose work is inextricably entangled with the chase of that high and has had an oversized impact on the arcade spaces that we just inhabited. In his early games at Williams, Eugene Jarvis quickly established a reputation for games that harnessed punishing difficulty. Players can win, but those wins must be earned through the cultivation of skill and the mastery of the game’s challenges.

His first game for Williams, Defender (1980), proved so successful that its hardware became a platform for subsequent games, shaping the company’s house style. The game is iconic. So is Jarvis, who worked on such varied critical and commercial successes as Defender, NARC (Williams Electronics, 1988), and Cruis’n USA (Midway, 1994) before founding his own arcade game company, Raw Thrills, in 2001. Jarvis’s work steering Raw Thrills perfectly demonstrates his ability to exploit the affordances of arcade machines and react effectively and nimbly to shifts in the often-punishing arcade business. Of course, a developer known for making difficult games would revel in the challenges of a difficult business.

Jarvis’s work has spanned a number of upheavals in the coin-op industry. His career spans from pinball in the 1970s and the 1980s crash to the movement into novel arcade interfaces and the oversized arcade spectacles of recent years. Raw Thrills games use massive cabinets, distinctive hardware, and flashy marquees to draw players. Jarvis has a showman’s flair, and his recent games exhibit it par excellence. When gaming communities talk about video game design, we so often talk about design for consoles first, computers second, and arcades nowhere. But the legacy of arcade games and arcade game designers remains critically important to understanding approaches to the creative and business potential of video games writ large. Today, Jarvis and Raw Thrills bring media franchises and like Jurassic Park, Minecraft, The Fast & Furious, and Nerf to the arcade, simultaneously luring sometimes unlikely arcade players through familiar brands and characters and expanding media empires that began in toy aisles, movie theatres, or home computers.

In documenting Jarvis’s lengthy and sometimes surprising career, Payne asks us to consider the unique affordances and challenges of designing for arcade games and demonstrates how a particularly successful designer has built a signature style on the arcade floor. Throughout this book, Jarvis’s unique voice comes out, brash and joyous, much like the games he is credited creating. In considering the legacy of both the designer and the games he was involved in, Payne coins a new portmanteau: arcade-sploitation. Payne points to the exploitation film canon to makes sense of Jarvis’s designer vision, and this makes sense. Consider Schaefer’s quotation from Exploitation producer David F. Friedman, who defines exploitation pictures as any subject forbidden, “as long as it was in bad taste!”1
 We can imagine Jarvis yelling this same thing about arcades in the same breath as his assertion to “Go big or go home!” Payne then makes a compelling case, through content, through personality and show-person-ship, and through the physical design and instancy of the hardware itself. Jarvis goes big all the time.

Influence is ineffable and often hard to prove. Jarvis’s influence is visible in the people he mentored, in the teaching he does at universities, and in the forty years of games that he has created for arcade spaces. With this type of influence, we can talk about auteurs, and for sure, we have used this concept in other books in this series. Auteurs bring to mind a person with a strong artistic vision, someone who doesn’t bend to outside forces if it undermines that vision. In some ways, someone who stands above the economic fray. Jarvis humorously defies that mold. While his early games were famous for being almost unbeatable, his newer games are more friendly for a different type of arcade social space. Indeed, at one public roundtable, Jarvis joked that he’s “sold out,” creating games that are easy to leap into or simply just have bigger screens. But Payne notes that this is less “sold out” and more adapted. Jarvis has always paid attention to market forces, to who the players are and what they want, and most important, what the player will pay for. Most organisms adapt for survival, and Jarvis is proof of this, having survived half a century as a designer in the volatile arcade industry.

Jennifer deWinter 
Carly A. Kocurek


Notes


	1 Eric Schaefer, “Bold! Daring! Shocking! True!”: A History of Exploitation Films, 1919–1959 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), 3.
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Note


	1 Andy Seifert, “Professor of Play: How Eugene Jarvis Parlayed the Fine Art of Killing Martians into the Best Job Ever,” Newcity, April 3, 2008, https://www.newcity.com/2008/04/03/professor-of-play-how-eugene-jarvis-parlayed-the-fine-art-of-killing-martians-into-the-best-job-ever/.
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