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PREFACE

By Peter Molyneux, games developer

When I was invited to contribute the foreword to this book I didn’t hesitate in saying yes, not only because it’s the work of some of the brightest talents in the field of game writing, but because it’s a celebration of what I believe is the world’s most engaging form of entertainment. Video games have been my favorite way to pass time since I first saw a dedicated Pong console among the toasters and TVs in an electrical retailer way back in the 1970s. Pong, made by Atari, is a simple game involving batting a square-shaped ball back and forth to the accompaniment of bleepy sound effects, but I was bewitched immediately, and knew that I had to have one of my own. So I got the console home, plugged it into a portable black-and-white television… and within half an hour became consumed by boredom. Ten minutes later I took the machine apart in order to see how it worked. It never worked again, of course.

But I remained just as interested in playing games as I was in trying to decipher them. As the 1970s rolled around to the 1980s, video games had become a worldwide phenomenon. I began visiting pubs, not to drink beer but to play the arcade games you would always find there, nestled in corners. My visits to local cinemas were no longer about sitting down and watching the latest blockbuster movies but playing the arcade machines that lined the foyers. And of course I spent a lot of time in arcades, too. Nowadays most arcades—where they exist at all—have reputations for being seedy and anachronistic, but during their heyday they felt like magical places. Space Invaders. Asteroids. Defender. The incredible games during the early days kept on coming, and I played for hours at a time in these darkened spaces illuminated by alien spacecraft fizzing around cathode-ray tubes. I wasn’t good at any sport, and I had no interest in academic work, but here was something at which I could excel, registering my initials on hi-score tables with every session. Video games had become my life. I decided that I wanted to make my own.

My first computer, in 1980, was a primitively powered Acorn Atom, but I couldn’t wait to set about writing my first program: a routine that would make a dot move across the screen. Task complete, I ran the code and there it was on the television: a moving pixel. In that moment the world around me seemed to become brighter, as if somehow God had descended from heaven. It was like listening to The Beatles for the first time; I wanted to share it with everyone. Television joined cinema as an activity that no longer held any interest for me as I launched myself into the world of making video games. I bought piles of magazines containing typein game listings that either didn’t work or failed to deliver on the promise of the far-fetched illustrations that surrounded them on the page. At first I was disappointed, and then inspired to work harder on my own creations. That was 30 years ago. My passion for creating video games hasn’t diminished since—and nor has my appetite for playing them.

When I was presented with this list of 1001 games I was pleased to see among them many of my personal favorites from across the years. Games like Ultima, Dungeon Master, Dune II, Command & Conquer, Super Mario 64, Tomb Raider, Ico, Eternal Darkness, Metal Gear Solid, Half-Life, The Legend Of Zelda: Ocarina Of Time, Halo and Uncharted 2. Age hasn’t been kind to some of the older entries within these pages, but even the clunkiest-looking examples contain themes or ideas that have been important within the context of gaming’s evolution, and to anyone with a serious interest in the medium, the list as a whole provides a fascinating illustration of the progress made since its formative years during the 1970s.

You can look at this book as a catalog of games you must play before you die, but you can also look at it as an illustration of social and cultural change in our world. There was a world before games, and a very different world afterward. In making unbelievably sophisticated technology understandable—and interactive—within seconds, the change they have brought about has been immense. Video games do a better job than any other electronic medium in making technology accessible (compare the user experience with grappling with a spreadsheet or word processor, for example), and their influence today can be found everywhere.

Video games will continue to change the world. Right now we’re living in a particularly transformative age and undergoing more significant evolution than at any other time in gaming history. Consider the impact of social games via Facebook, the empowerment of players via user-generated content, the opportunities available to independent gamemakers, and the incredible diversity of options providing for downloadable content (once upon a time, getting hold of new games involved long waits between releases and then a trip to the store; nowadays, you can get new content piped into your home every day). Nintendo did a great deal to broaden gaming’s appeal with its DS and Wii consoles, and more recently Microsoft and Sony have moved further toward shaking things up, too. Microsoft’s Natal, in particular, by removing the traditional controller from the equation, represents an enormous step forward for gaming. As a consequence, it makes us designers really sweat—but it’s an immensely rewarding challenge.

The world has changed by a degree I couldn’t have imagined when I first returned home with my Pong console, to the point that nowadays, no matter where you are in the world, no matter what your age or gender, you cannot say that video games aren’t for you. There are certainly plenty of examples for everyone within the 1001 collected here. Hopefully you’ll be as inspired by them as I have been throughout my gaming life.

[image: image]

Guildford, United Kingdom


INTRODUCTION

By Tony Mott

When I mentioned to a friend that I was working on this book, his immediate response was: “You really think there are 1001 video games worth playing?” I couldn’t help but feel put out by his reaction. Of course there are 1001 video games worth playing. There are many more than that, in fact, but 2177 obviously doesn’t have 1001’s trim symmetry. (Also, 1001 is six fewer syllables to pronounce in a book store.) I don’t imagine that the editors of 1001 Books or 1001 Movies faced such cynicism, but of course the sort of preconceptions that tend to linger around video games do not afflict most other forms of media. Compared to television, literature or music, the lowly video game isn’t very widely understood.

Perhaps we shouldn’t expect it to be. Though the earliest video games were conceived on devices such as laboratory oscilloscopes during the 1950s, the first commercial example did not appear until 1971. Books have been manufactured for many hundreds of years, while movies have their origins in the late 1800s. In comparative evolutionary terms, video games may have learned to walk, but they are still in the process of learning to feed themselves without smearing food into their hair. And, just as children are so often dismissed or chided by tutting adults, video games tend to be marginalized, often registering on the radars of social commentators only when it is time to serve up the latest round of condemnation. Over the years I have met many apparently otherwise sensible people who simply prefer not to engage with video games, preferring instead to believe that the world of gaming begins and ends with Space Invaders, a game that was released in 1978.

In reality, of course, over the past 40 years video games have evolved to the point that the key trait that defined them in the beginning—their interactivity—is about the only thing the early examples have in common with today’s state of the art. 1001 Video Games You Must Play Before You Die presents a vivid illustration of the progress made since the first Computer Space arcade cabinet was wheeled into an American bar in 1971, and I hope that in bringing together such a large number of video games this book proves to be an inspiration for all of us who make and play them. Nowadays there exist all sorts of books about video games, but to my knowledge there has never been one offering a critical collection as comprehensive as the one you’re holding in your hands. Many lists detailing the “world’s 100 best video games” have been published over the years—indeed, I’ve been responsible for a few —but 1001 Video Games You Must Play Before You Die is a more ambitious collection. Some of the most talented names working in video-game writing today have produced the content within these pages, drawing on many years of experience and, in every case, deep-rooted passion for the medium, and I’m confident that we have assembled an incisive, trustworthy companion for anyone with an interest in video games.

Why produce this book? On the one hand, it’s a celebration of video gaming, and serves as a guide to 1001 examples whose delights deserve an audience, but it’s also recognition of accomplishment. Not enough credit is given to the diversity that now exists within video games. They have evolved not only in predictable ways, exploring broader and more complex themes while their audio-visual fidelity has risen in line with the advance of technology, but in the way we interact with them, too. Now, via devices such as Microsoft’s Kinect, they can be played by simply standing in front of the television and moving your body. They can be played with keyboards, joysticks, and mice, via PlayStation 3 and Xbox 360 joypad controllers, by prodding iPhone or Nintendo DS touch screens, or by waving a Nintendo Wii or PlayStation Move motion controller. You can even cut out any kind of physical exertion and wear a headset that facilitates control directly from your brain. The only common thread, in fact, is the one at the center of all this entertainment: interactivity.

A widening of perspective among those who make video games has brought about this variety. The true revolution within the medium didn’t happen with the release of Space Invaders, or, later, as a consequence of technology being able to render realistic-looking 3D worlds on our screens. It happened when video game companies began to look beyond the young male demographic that, a long time ago, they identified as their key consumer, and whose focus-tested makeup they dedicated their energies to feeding. Research has shown that the average video game player today is in his or her mid-thirties—and it is very often a “her,” with some studies suggesting that the gender split is in the region of 50:50. We have reached a point at which there are video games for everyone, regardless of age, sex, or strand of society.

Where once video games were informed by pen-and-paper, roleplaying games like Dungeons & Dragons and sci-fi movie blockbusters like Star Wars, such staples no longer dominate the sales charts as they once did, and the form of the video game has evolved alongside the way we interact with it. In addition to embarking on monster-slaying quests and martial arts tournaments, the players of today’s video games can compete in cooking challenges, dance or sing along to their favorite tunes, get fit via exercise regimes, care for pets, manage farms, and explore the exotic world of hairdressing, to name but a few activities. Meanwhile the decision of game creators to put more power into consumers’ hands is having a profound effect on the relationships we have with our entertainment, giving life to a new world of usergenerated content. And all of this is increasingly happening against an online backdrop —the act of playing shared with friends (and strangers). Which brings us back to video gaming’s beginnings, when formative industry powerhouse Atari’s first release, Pong, was released as a two-player game predominantly because its designers believed that a game that encouraged social interaction would have a better chance of succeeding in bars across America. (They were correct: Pong was a minor phenomenon in the early ’70s.)

Given that this book is dedicated to the history of video games, many of the entries within its pages fall into the category of “traditional” video game, but there are plenty more leftfield examples, too. In terms of organization, we have ordered them by year of release. Each entry details the game’s format, original release date, developer, and genre. Many games have appeared on three or more platforms, in which case its format is referenced as “various,” although in certain cases where a definitive version exists that should be played in preference to others, that is the only format noted.

How to go about playing all of these games? Unlike other media, such as books, video games don’t tend to have long shelf lives. Instead, the traditional publishing model will see a game released with an attendant marketing push, at which point it has its opportunity to sink or swim. Sometimes a particularly profitable hit will be republished at a later date, but too few are given multiple bites of the cherry. More significantly, the devices on which we have played video games have been superseded by technologically superior hardware, and it’s only in recent years that backward compatibility—allowing GameCube games to be played on the Wii console that succeeded it, for example—has become a popular feature on console platforms. Even on a platform as ostensibly static as the PC, the evolution of operating systems mean that it can be a trial getting even a five-year-old game running on a brand new computer. Fortunately, enthusiasts around the world have worked hard to preserve video game history, and emulators exist that can resurrect on your PC’s desktop just about every home-gaming platform ever released—googling “emulators” will get you started. Elsewhere on the Internet, eBay represents a treasure trove of old games and gaming gear. For PC owners, Good Old Games (www.gog.com) republishes many classics for the platform, each one downloadable from the site for $10 or less. On consoles, creators of classic Japanese arcade games, including Capcom, Sega, and Namco, have released various collections that bring together notable arcade hits from the 1980s, including the likes of Ghosts’n Goblins, Space Harrier, and Pac-Man, which run on many of today’s platforms. Then there are initiatives on the part of console manufacturers Nintendo, Sony, and Microsoft; via their respective online gaming services users are able to purchase an extensive selection of legendary titles, including the standard-setting Super Mario World, the seminal Final Fantasy VII, and a galaxy of games that once lined the walls of video arcades the world over. With enough desire and persistence you should be able to track down even the strangest-looking curiosities featured within these pages.

As Peter Molyneux notes in his preface, some of the older examples in this book are a little ragged around the edges, but don’t write off a game just because it looks like some kind of digital cave painting. The ships that sail the seas of 1982’s Utopia, for example, are hardly works of art—how could they be, consisting of so few pixels?—but the game as a whole is a key entry in the strategy game genre and counts among its progeny such all-conquering series as SimCity and Civilization.

I would encourage open-mindedness throughout. After all, it’s the willingness to look beyond convention and expectation that has so energized the world of video games down the years, and continues to push it forward today. It’s not always easy. None of the industry’s big publishers foresaw Facebook or Apple’s iPhone as gaming platforms waiting to explode, but that is precisely what happened, shaking away dusty, old-fashioned paradigms in the process. The one constant in the world of video games is change, and the more prepared we are to embrace it, the better placed we’ll be to benefit. At some point in the future hopefully we’ll be able to document such change in a subsequent edition of this book.


1970s
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• The first home video game console—the Magnavox Odyssey—is launched in 1972; 100,000 units are sold in the first year

• In 1975 Atari releases the coin-op table tennis game Pong on a home console; it is called Home Pong

• Pac-Man, Centipede, and other video games are first made available on home PCs such as the Tandy TRS-80

• Games are sold to players on floppy disk or cassettes, wrapped in plastic bags

• Space Invaders and Asteroids are released in 1979, triggering the golden age of arcade games

Contents

The Oregon Trail

Pong

Breakout

Boot Hill

Combat

Space Invaders

Adventure

Asteroids

Galaxian

Lunar Lander



1970s


The Oregon Trail

 


Original release date : 1971

Platform : Various

Developer : MECC

Genre : Edutainment
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Millions of children grew up in the 1980s with The Oregon Trail installed on a classroom PC. Notionally presented as educational software, students learned almost nothing about the actual Oregon Trail—mostly that it was a place where you shot bears, forded rivers, and occasionally died of cholera. Yet for a generation, The Oregon Trail was a glorious Trojan horse that somehow made it okay to play computer games during school hours. It’s a solid turn-based strategy game in its own right, too. So while it may have been a terrible history lesson, it did teach kids how to make a game plan and manage the balance of risk versus reward. Surely that was more important than some dusty old pioneers, anyway.

You begin in the city of Independence, where you choose your lot in life: farmer, carpenter, or banker. The cushier jobs may have more cash available to them, but even as a banker, the game is punishingly difficult. The pioneer life was no cakewalk, after all, so you have to manage resources carefully as your wagon lopes toward Oregon. Do you keep your family fat and healthy or starve them to stretch the food budget? Buy more bullets for hunting or grab a spare part in case of a breakdown? The long grind of the trail is broken up by landmarks, most memorably river crossings. It’s here that many foolhardy players have met their demise by wading into eight-feet-deep waters just to save a buck on ferry fare.

The Oregon Trail has seen countless ports and remakes since its 1971 debut, but the canonical version is probably the 1985 version for Apple II computers. It’s this edition, with color graphics that were remarkably detailed for the time, that most players remember as their first encounter with that strange beast known as “edutainment.” JT

See all games from the 1970s.



1970s


Pong

 


Original release date : 1972

Platform : Various

Developer : Atari

Genre : Sports
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According to legend, shortly after the first Pong prototype was installed at Andy Capp’s Tavern in Sunnyvale, California, Atari received a phone call from the bar’s owner, who complained that the machine had broken. The engineer who’d built the game, Al Alcorn, drove to the pub to take a look. He found that the hardware was working just fine. The problem was an unexpected one: Patrons had fed so many quarters into the coin slot that the machine could take no more. An industry had been born.

Pong conquered bars and arcades, and, eventually, living rooms too, with a dedicated home version. A game whose instructions can be summed up in one sentence, “Avoid missing ball for high score,” is easy for anybody to pick up and immediately understand. Players control one of two rectangular paddles along either side of the screen, trying to prevent the ball from escaping their side of the playing field, and sneak it past their opponent’s paddle on the other. As an electronic version of table tennis, Pong is simple and intuitive. Its lineage as a pub game is obvious—the rules are hardly different from those of foosball.

Pong also demonstrates a subtle and important lesson of good game design, still applicable today, which is that the little things matter. Depending on where the ball strikes the paddle, players can give it “English,” changing the angle of its trajectory to keep opponents off balance. Pong’s other unheralded accomplishment is its creation of credible artificial intelligence. Though playing against a human opponent is preferable, Pong’s computer-controlled second player is a worthy substitute. Good without being great, it’s capable both of great saves and boneheaded mistakes. Though, unlike Andy Capp’s customers, it’s still on top of its game at last call. MK

See all games from the 1970s.



1970s


Breakout

 


Original release date : 1976

Platform : Various

Developer : Atari

Genre : Action
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Nearly four decades on and video games still regularly draw inspiration from Atari’s formative, blockbusting arcade game. In a very real way, Breakout defined the proto-vocabulary of its medium: taking the paddle and ball of Pong’s redacted approximation of table tennis and repurposing it into something unique, novel, and only possible in a video game.

Conceptualized by Atari founder, Nolan Bushnell, and one of the company’s most influential engineers, Steve Bristow, the top third of Breakout’s screen is lined with bricks. You bounce a ball off these bricks to make them disappear, one by one, catching the ball on its rebound with a sliding paddle to prevent it from disappearing off the bottom of the screen. The skill comes in directing your shots in such a way as to hit the remaining bricks at the top of the screen, scaling up from Pong’s need to simply hit the ball to take into greater account the angle at which you strike it. Walls too must be used to bounce the ball around the play area, introducing yet more scope for strategy and showboating.

Originally played on a black-and-white monitor in arcades, cabinet screens had strips of tinted acetate applied to give the impression of color. Increased difficulty was introduced to the game by having the paddle shrink to half its size once the ball has broken through the top row of bricks and hit the top of the play area.

The understated elegance of both the core idea and its execution ensures that Breakout remains a playable classic to this day. One of the cornerstones of the medium of sports games, its influence can be felt in countless contemporary titles from PopCap’s pachinko hybrid Peggle to Q-Games’ Reflect Missile. SP

See all games from the 1970s.



1970s


Boot Hill

 


Original release date : 1977

Platform : Arcade

Developer : Midway

Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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You could argue that Boot Hill is really just Pong redesigned by a John Wayne fan. Two players take on the role of cowboys on opposite sides of a Western backdrop lined with cacti and the odd wagon. Just as in Atari’s landmark bat-and-ball game, you can ricochet your shots off the top and bottom of the screen. Yet unlike Pong, with its famously concise instructions to avoid missing the projectile at all costs, the aim is to dodge everything your opponent fires at you.

With only six shots in your revolver and a merciless time limit set on the action, the game is surprisingly realistic. Just as in a real-life gunfight, you’re torn between coming out blasting (and unwisely emptying your clip in a flash; there’s no reload) or taking your time and trying to plug your CPU or human opponent with a single, wellaimed shot. Designed by Dave Nutting, as a jazzed-up semi-sequel to his earlier Gun Fight (1975), Boot Hill builds on Pong’s simple projectile physics and lets you fantasize about becoming a quick-draw shooter.

One of the problems of resurrecting retro coin-op games is that you can’t always recreate the tactile realities of their cabinets—emulation on a modern PC only goes so far. Back in the day, a large part of Boot Hill’s attraction came from its cabinet’s low-tech approach, which used mirrors to project its monochrome action onto a hand-drawn overlay of a frontier town. Playing without it isn’t half as fun, especially since you don’t get to see Boot Hill itself—a graveyard where dead players are transported and turned into headstones while a funeral march blasts from the speakers. The graveyard is a cheap trick, yet it does nod to the high-stakes at risk in every Old West gunfight: bang, bang, you’re really dead. JRu

See all games from the 1970s.



1970s


Combat

 


Original release date : 1977

Platform : VCS

Developer : Atari

Genre : Shoot ’Em Up



Anyone buying one of the seminal Atari VCS gaming consoles would find the Combat cartridge bundled as a part of the package. So from the five years following its launch in 1977, millions slammed the plastic wedge into their faux-wood-grained machines and thumbed away at rubberized joysticks, lobbing square electronic bullets at the person on the couch next to them. And yet the chunky tanks, jet fighters, and bombers eternally warring in Combat never quite managed to enter the public consciousness in the same way as Pac-Man, Space Invaders, or Mario. That’s because the enemy in Combat was us. It’s easy to forget that before games evolved into predominantly single-person experiences, they were more usually player-versus-player contests. Combat is an early, vital example of the multiplayer shooter.

Atari claimed that Combat was able to deliver twenty-seven different games, but back then the addition of a cloud, barrier, or different kind of bullet was considered dramatic enough to earn another tick on the back of the box. There are really only a couple different ways to play: with tanks or with planes. The most game-changing variation adds bullets that ricochet. The “tank pong” flavor transforms volleys into trigonometric contests, making a connected bank shot mandatory to score a hit. Game play itself is simple: Opponents tilt joysticks to jockey for position, aim, and fire. Hits score a point and put the enemy in a debilitating, momentary tailspin. The formula isn’t all that different from the kill, spawn, and repeat of the contemporary first-person shooter.

The end result was the same in 1977 as it is today—when players are evenly matched and competition gets heated, the graphics and sounds fade into the background. It’s just you against them. GM

See all games from the 1970s.



1970s


Space Invaders

 


Original release date : 1978

Platform : Arcade

Developer : Taito

Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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Everybody knows Space Invaders. Almost everybody’s played it too, struggling through wave after wave after deadening wave of planet Earth’s least imaginative attackers; firing at endless wobbling drones, who track back and forth, getting ever closer until mankind is reduced to a single turret, scurrying around the bottom of the screen, taking its last few careful potshots from behind the slowly disintegrating shield.

If Pac-Man is about memory and Donkey Kong is all about story, then Space Invaders is fascinated with panic: the unshakable twitchiness that picks up as the last invaders evade your frantic shots; as the speed increases and the nasty little deep-space squids get lower and lower until you’re within touching distance of their mandibles.

The game’s controls are simple to the point of being invisible, and the objective so direct that Space Invaders couldn’t help but be a classic. (It was so successful in Japan that the Ministry of Finance was forced to mint more of the 100-yen coins the arcade machine ate in such staggering quantities.) That said, Space Invaders does have a few subtleties in store—from the passing UFO that can give you a much-needed points boost (particularly if you’re using one of a handful of well-used methods to predict its arrival), to the matter of locating the best places to aim and fire as you keep ahead of the descending horde.

Sparse and monochromatic, Space Invaders is one of those games whose appeal younger generations will struggle to understand. At the time of release, however, this was nothing less than a full-blown phenomenon. Clones, such as Galaga, would go on to break bold new ground of their own, but without Taito’s humble mega-hit, video game history would most probably be unrecognizable territory. CD

See all games from the 1970s.



1970s


Adventure

 


Original release date : 1979

Platform : VCS

Developer : Atari

Genre : Adventure
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All the early adventure games on home computers were purely text based. Players would type in commands, such as “go north,” “drink potion,” “throw rock,” “kill snake,” and subsequently be rewarded with a paragraph or two informing them of just how their plan had played out. You needed a keyboard to make them work properly. In other words—and unless you were a fan of computer fonts—there wasn’t much in the way of spectacle along the way. Everything relied on imagination—a dangerous foundation on which to build a business.

In 1979, however, all that changed when Atari effectively ported Will Crowther’s legendary text adventure, Colossal Cave Adventure, to its VCS home console. Somewhat basic graphics replaced the time-worn prose, the VCS’s controller stood in for the keyboard, and a rather primitive—but wonderfully evocative—genre took its first baby steps toward the elaborate and florid fantasy worlds available to today’s players.

A programming marvel at the time, the game fit into the space of just 4K (by way of comparison, the standard Google logo takes up 8K). Adventure also provided the gaming world with one of its first Easter eggs. Designer Warren Robinett, tiring of his years of anonymous toil spent at the coal-face of game production, hid his name within one of the game’s rooms—a chamber that could only be opened by using a single-pixel key known as “The Dot.” Stiff as the challenge was, and slight the reward, it wasn’t long before someone had uncovered the secret and told everyone about it—proof that even in the early days of the genre, adventure games were already capable of generating real devotion in their audiences. Some things, then, never change. CD

See all games from the 1970s.



1970s


Asteroids

 


Original release date : 1979

Platform : Arcade

Developer : Atari

Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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Games these days tend to have complex stories; three-dimensional characters; and rousing, near-cinematic soundtracks. They start with a bang, pace themselves carefully for a big finale, and leave you wanting more—generally even teasing a sequel as the fireworks die down. They have epic drama, decent performances, and elaborately detailed worlds. Asteroids doesn’t, and never did. Asteroids has boulders, unforgiving physics, and very little else. Oh, yes. You play as a triangle.

Despite such inauspicious details, Atari’s coin-op champion remains more than just a dusty curio today. At the time of release, the sharp laser-etched vector visuals and frantic rock-blasting explosions made it quite the looker, and it’s proved rather timeless in its simplicity, blinking out of the screen in the twenty-first century with a chic sense of stripped-back assurance a lot of modern games have tried, unsuccessfully, to emulate.

More important, though, is the quality of the game play itself. Asteroids is still good for a sweaty half hour as you blast chunks of space matter into shrapnel, dodge the oncoming debris by boosting cautiously around the screen, and lie in wait for the points-heavy flying saucer that twitters through the mayhem every so often, just itching to be blown to pieces.

A stark hi-scoring compulsion, Asteroids is a lot smarter than it looks. Veteran Atari developer Ed Logg was something of a perfectionist, paying attention to everything from the heft of the game’s physics to the peculiarly memorable leaderboard font, and his craftsmanship shows in every facet of the game itself. These rocks may be made from nothing but light, but even now they remain entirely capable of bowling you over. CD

See all games from the 1970s.



1970s


Galaxian

 


Original release date : 1979

Platform : Arcade

Developer : Namco

Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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Galaxian was the first release by Namco, a former merry-go-round manufacturer whose later hits (perhaps you’ve heard of Pac-Man) would leave this debut in the dust. To the modern gamer, Galaxian looks like an evolutionary step that’s best forgotten: the missing link between the groundbreaking but rigid Space Invaders and Galaxian’s own successor, Galaga.

On release, Galaxian was revolutionary, boasting a full-color display and replacing the clumsy aliens of Space Invaders with sharp-winged, sinister, yet vividly colored, ships. (The flagship enemy type became a minor icon and a bonus item in both Pac-Man and Dig Dug) Another significant advancement was in the movement of the enemy’s attack, the robotic to-and-fro motion of Space Invaders enhanced by squadrons of fighters unexpectedly peeling out of formation to dive-bomb your positions. Namco’s game even had a theme tune. Clearly it represented a step forward (something certain arcade operators recognized by making one game of Galaxian cost twice as much as what players expected to pay).

But it didn’t step far enough. You’re still limited to just one shot at a time—and with so much happening on the screen, that limit feels unnatural. You have to plan every shot and watch every attack, even as kamikaze line up for a crack at you. And even the dive-bombing mechanic feels limited next to the complex and graceful patterns that would emerge in Galaga, the sequel that endures as one of the most highly regarded classics of the golden age of video gaming. But Galaxian is still worth a credit or two, even if you’re not a history buff. With its appealing visuals and well-balanced game play, Galaxian delivers a well-executed shooter game that, in truth, can only be faulted for what its maker hadn’t yet invented. CDa

See all games from the 1970s.



1970s


Lunar Lander

 


Original release date : 1979

Platform : Arcade

Developer : Atari

Genre : Flight Simulator



Cold and actually rather serious in tone, Lunar Lander may sound like a knockabout science-fiction romp, but this classic arcade game is tainted with a very slight whiff of education. In essence, Atari’s offering is a bare-bones physics simulator in which you balance fuel consumption, thrust, gravity, and momentum to land the titular spacecraft on a brightly abstracted moon, frantically recalculating your strategy on the fly, to avoid blowing yourself into pieces in the process.

It may sound fairly dull, but—surprisingly—it isn’t at all. In its peculiar mixture of abstraction and precision, Lunar Lander actually feels real in a way almost none of its competitors ever have. Other space games may offer flashy nebulae, swift pirouetting craft, and intergalactic adventure filled with alien encounters and laser battles, but Lunar Lander is the only one to allow you to briefly lose yourself in the fantasy, that you’re genuinely onboard an Apollo mission, staring feverishly at the control panel, praying that you aren’t about to get your away-team buddies comprehensively pulverized before they get to plant their flags.

And, in its own modest little way, Lunar Lander was forward thinking, too. Physics is now one of the great battlegrounds of modern gaming, a back-of-the-box bullet point in everything from shooters like Half-Life 2 to quirky puzzlers like Boom Blox. Lunar Lander got there first, when other games were still drawing childish mazes or trying to convince you that a large letter X was actually a racing car. Atari’s classic might be light on genuine fun, then, and a title that appeals to the more bookish, solitary manner of children, but it’s also an early indicator of the potential scope and quirks of games that the industry is only now reaching to embrace. CD

See all games from the 1970s.


1980s
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• Pac-Man is released in 1980, attracting players of both sexes to game arcades

• Released in 1982, the Commodore 64 becomes the most popular US game platform

• The Nintendo NES first appears in 1983; its US launch in 1985 is accompanied by the release of eighteen titles, including Super Mario Bros.

• Home computer gaming overtakes the playing of games in arcades in 1984

• In the late 1980s dedicated sound cards improve the gaming experience

• Nintendo releases the Game Boy handheld video game device in 1989
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1980s


Battle Zone

 


Original release date : 1980

Platform : Arcade

Developer : Atari

Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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When it was first released back in the dark mists of time known as 1980, Battle Zone’s sharp three-dimensional graphics were so astonishing and unprecedented that people who played the game started going a little bit crazy. Some of them made up impossible stories about the things they’d achieved within the tank fighter’s world, such as driving up the side of the erupting volcano that lurked, eternally, on the game’s horizon, and dropping inside to explore the mysterious caldera.

Even if you weren’t an out-and-out fantasist, designer Ed Rotberg’s action game still had a lot of pleasures waiting in store for you. Its three-dimensional arena, filled with rampaging wire-frame tanks, was built from the smooth, unbroken lines of vector display units. That means that even today, the game has a clean, futuristic vibe that has barely aged, while the action itself, focusing on shooting at a variety of enemies and threats—ranging from speedy supertanks to nasty guided missiles to even the odd UFO—manages to be both twitchy and strategic in equal measure. Shooting things feels really good in such a stylish universe, and avoiding getting shot—moving out of harm’s way at the last possible moment—remains one of the great pleasures of the golden age of arcades.

Such was the game’s overwhelming success that Rotberg received unrequited attention from an unexpected source: the US military asked him to build a bespoke version of his classic game with more realistic physics as a tool for training army personnel. Despite such ambiguous offshoots, it’s this entirely harmless original that earned the developer a place in the history books and gave gamers everywhere one of their first genuine jaw-dropping graphical experiences. CD

See all games from the 1980s.


1980s


Defender

 


Original release date : 1980

Platform : Arcade

Developer : Williams

Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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Like Donkey Kong, another arcade game that would change the industry’s formative landscape, initial reports on Defender, Eugene Jarvis’s space side scroller, suggested it simply wouldn’t catch on. With backward and forward movement, fire, smart bomb, and hyperspace, there were too many buttons, the enemies came at you in awkward strands of death, and the whole thing had no recognizable top or bottom. Play Defender like Space Invaders, as many arcade players initially would, and you’d be blown up from behind when an enemy you couldn’t even see wobbled out from behind the screen.

Defender was, however, a marvel. Jarvis, who had grown up wanting to make pinball machines rather than arcade games, had understood that the player of tomorrow wanted something more than just predictable enemies to memorize and destroy by rote. They wanted ever-changing action, tricksy foes, and explosive options. They wanted something to protect—the tiny spacemen, in this case—as well as something to destroy. They wanted glowing spectacles as their enemies erupted into sprays of pixels. Most of all, they wanted the incredible levels of control that Jarvis’s game would offer.

It came at a price, of course. Defender is hilariously difficult at first, with fledgling pilots careering into a mutated alien, hyperspacing into the path of a bullet, or surviving long enough to lose all their spacemen and end up sucked into the nebulous and terrifying void.

The result was a game that saw the future more clearly than most of its peers. Memory and repetition were never going to be enough to keep arcades busy for very long. Sooner or later, players would want something devious enough to really make them sweat. CD

See all games from the 1980s.


1980s


Eamon

 


Original release date : 1980

Platform : Apple II

Developer : Donald Brown

Genre : Text Adventure



[image: image]

In the 1970s, the original adventure games passed freely from computer to computer, picking up contributions from geeks along the way. This early spirit of community paved the way to Eamon, Donald Brown’s text-based adventure series that combined stats-driven combat and head-scratching interactive fiction. Brown started the franchise by creating the tutorial adventure and the main hall, which served as the character’s home base. From there, players could swap floppies containing new adventures designed by Brown or by anyone else who cared to chip in.

The Eamon community wrote almost 250 adventures spanning every genre and idiom. The quality of these adventures varied, but fans published lengthy newsletters that ran reviews and kept one another apprised of what was out there, while in the dark age of dial-up modems, new adventures were shared on bulletin boards.

The game itself certainly feels quaintly from another era, but Eamon’s true legacy lies in the community that came together to build it. CDa

See all games from the 1980s.


1980s


Missile Command

 


Original release date : 1980

Platform : Arcade

Developer : Atari

Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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The digital version of a game that schoolchildren play by scratching lines across the back of their notebooks, Missile Command demands spatial reasoning and ace timing. Nuclear missiles rain down on your cities. To stop them, you must counterstrike from one of your ground bases. Your defense missiles burst into a cloud, destroying anything caught in its radius. Fire blindly, though, and not only will you let a few warheads through, you’ll also use up your stockpile, leaving you open to total annihilation.

As a piece of pop culture, Missile Command is perched between two eras. The premise can’t help but evoke American fears of Russian nukes. After all, just three years later, The Day After would teach a television audience what radiation sickness looked like. But the game’s giant trackball interface anticipates the dawn of mouse-driven computing: Modern players will feel right at home, rolling the cursor around the screen.

Today, the game is a trying proposition, but players with a sharp eye can feel nostalgic for a time when we knew where the missiles would come from. CDa

See all games from the 1980s.


1980s


Rogue

 


Original release date : 1980

Platform : Various

Developer : Michael Toy, Glenn Wichman, Ken Arnold

Genre : Strategy / Role-Playing



[image: image]

Rogue first appeared on college Unix systems in 1980. It contains infinite variety via a series of randomly generated, ASCII-rendered dungeons that must be explored in a bid to retrieve the Amulet of Yendor from somewhere beyond the twenty-fifth level—an unlikely achievement given the imposing difficulty of even the earliest dungeon layers.

Practically no information is disclosed to the player, so every new game is a voyage of discovery, not just of the dungeon’s layout, but also of the monsters and items within. Progression to the deeper parts of the dungeon is such a rarity that there are inevitably new monsters to meet. Quaffing potions and reading scrolls along the way is always a calculated risk; you might discover that you’ve just gulped down a potion of strength (“You feel stronger. What bulging muscles!”), but if you’ve guzzled a potion of blindness (“A cloak of darkness falls”) you can kiss goodbye any chance of surviving to the later levels.

Other obstacles include simple hunger, which can wipe out even the bravest adventurer; dead ends; and a cruel variety of traps. DM

See all games from the 1980s.


1980s


Tempest

 


Original release date : 1980

Platform : Arcade

Developer : Atari

Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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Tempest was born from an ideas book and a nightmare. Hot off the success of Missile Command, Dave Theurer was browsing Atari’s book of game concepts and stumbled across the idea for a first-person version of Space Invaders. He sketched out the concept, marrying it to the new technology of color vector graphics. The clincher, though, was the nightmare in which Theurer dreamed he was watching hideous monsters clawing their way out of a hole in the ground.

The idea is simple: You are the pilot of the Claw, hanging at the top of a tunnel in space. Spinning around the edge, you fire at an array of fast-moving monsters coming at you from the hole at the center.

Unique to Tempest was the game’s control system. You navigate by rotating the cabinet’s “paddle”—a weighty, smooth-moving dial that is both quick and precise. The controller makes the game thrillingly fast and fluid, allowing the player to strafe half the board with a flick of the wrist and then spin back to mop up survivors with a fearless, steel-nerved aim. CDa

See all games from the 1980s.


1980s


MUD

 


Original release date : 1980

Platform : Various

Developer : Roy Trubshaw, Richard Bartle

Genre : Adventure



1975’s Adventure popularised text-based fantasy in video games, largely by incorporating Dungeons & Dragons into a virtual world. Three years later, Roy Trubshaw, a student at Essex University in the UK, took that formula and added multiple players. The result was MUD (Multi User Dungeon), the first virtual world.

There’s plenty to say about MUD’s history, but the salient facts are that in late 1980 its development and maintenance was taken over by Richard Bartle, another Essex University student, who went on to create many of the features that define MUD’s reputation. It would run in various forms until the late ’80s, its popularity greatly boosted when it became possible to ’dial in’ from external networks. The seeds of World Of Warcraft were sown here.

MUD is a simple concept: your goal is to become a wizard (or witch). But the genius lies in its player-to-player interaction. For the first time, you could talk to other adventurers, squabble over loot, help each other out, and get into axe fights. To look at, the interface is almost identical to its precursor’s, and the scoring system is simple: pick up items, perform tasks, or defeat competing players for various amounts of points. But killing other players is the most rewarding task, imbuing this virtual world with a little survival of the fittest—despite the social structures created by players, rogues prospered.

The world is more than just backdrop to the gameplay. By encouraging people to role-play their fantasy characters, the very bareness of the elements such as ’Large Mountains’ and ’Thatched Cottages’ became an advantage, an invitation to the imagination. And that is MUD’s legacy: the first game to realize not just how empowering a player’s imagination is, but how powerful it can be when mixed with the imaginations of others. RS

See all games from the 1980s.


1980s


Pac-Man

 


Original release date : 1980

Platform : Arcade

Developer : Namco

Genre : Maze



[image: image]

He’s not the superstar he once was, but Pac-Man is probably still the most readily identifiable video game mascot—more universally recognizable than Mario, Sonic The Hedgehog, and Master Chief.

The inspiration for Pac-Man’s simple yellow circle and its gaping mouth occurred—in the apocryphal yet charming story—when arcade developer Toru Iwatani took a slice out of a pizza and looked at the shape made by the remaining sections of pie.

The story may well have survived because the world of Pac-Man is all about eating: he races through mazes, gobbling pills—not forgetting the special power pills that will allow him to turn the tables on the ghosts pursuing him—with no thought in the world except what he can chow down on next. And for the best part of a decade, audiences around the world couldn’t get enough of him. At the height of Pac-Mania, even his spooky enemies—Blinky, Pinky, Inky, and Clyde—were household names, and books that featured in bestseller lists taught players the most successful patterns for beating the game and earning the really big scores.

The patterns are important to mastering Pac-Man, in fact, and, arguably, one of the game’s weaknesses. Lacking any particularly inspiring AI, Pac-Man’s pursuers race around the maze, following predictable paths, meaning players can effectively beat the game through memory and timing rather than inventive reactions. It’s an exploit, for sure, but it doesn’t change the fact that Namco’s game is at its best (and most enjoyable) when played fast and loose, with players taking the risks on stretching a powerpill streak as far as it will go, making mad dashes for the high-scoring fruit, and racing through those eerily familiar mazes like a Pac-Man possessed. CD

See all games from the 1980s.


1980s


Phoenix

 


Original release date : 1980

Platform : Arcade

Developer : Amstar Electronics

Genre : Shoot ’Em Up



Of all the space shooters to follow in the footsteps of Taito’s legendary Space Invaders, Phoenix may be the creepiest. Whereas games like Galaxian rendered their foes as vaguely birdlike attackers, Phoenix took the next logical step: Your enemies can actually appear first as eggs, sidewinding down the screen and then hatching before your eyes into giant menaces that take multiple shots to bring down. Their eerie cries as they dive-bomb you from formation, and the shrieks as you pick off their wings, still cut right to the nerve. It is almost a letdown when, after four scenes of feathered hellbirds, you reach the boss—a giant battleship with an armored underside that must be progressively chipped away by your projectiles in order to get to the skinny little alien at its core.

Designed by the otherwise forgotten producer Amstar Electronics, the game consists of five scenes—two that pit you against a formation of birds, two against the hatching eggs, and, finally, the boss fight against the mothership. While Phoenix’s boss encounter isn’t the most challenging, it can claim to have been the first.

The game’s most interesting tactical innovation is a shield protecting against all forms of attack, but which takes several seconds to recharge between uses. A player can deal with the swooping birds by blasting away and then triggering the shield just in time for the enemy to crash into it. This makes the game more sophisticated than a simple nostalgia trip.

Mention should also be made of the clever audio design—one of the earliest examples of a disturbing atmosphere seeping into the bright, simple violence of a video arcade game. In 2005, Phoenix was reborn for younger generations on Xbox, PlayStation 2, PSP, and the PC as part of the Taito Legends series. CDa

See all games from the 1980s.


1980s


Zork I

 


Original release date : 1980

Platform : Various

Developer : Infocom

Genre : Adventure



Of all the classics that Infocom produced in its early 1980s heyday, its first, Zork I, may be the worst possible place to start. A descendant of Colossal Cave Adventure, and originally bearing the drab name Dungeon, Zork I spent many years evolving on a mini-computer at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.

Its commercial release is a hodgepodge of unrelated mythological references and fantasy signifiers, gated by puzzles both logical and loopy—finding your way through a maze by leaving a breadcrumb trail of objects? That’s sensible. Scaring off a cyclops by yelling “Odysseus”? That’s a little esoteric. Infocom’s later text adventures prized carefully crafted stories, memorable characters, and puzzles that were at least a little more sensible than the ones that greeted explorers who broke into the white house to discover a vast world underneath.

At heart, Zork I is little more than a treasure hunt. But if anything saves it from feeling dated, it’s the charm and the humor that shine through every inventory item and room description. The writers didn’t just force you to bring a light into the caves, they invented a dark-dwelling monster—a Grue—to keep you in line. Grues would feature in many future Infocom games. Also noteworthy was the role of the Thief, gaming’s first major nonplayer character. He is an autonomous antagonist who moves through the
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