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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.
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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
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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





[image: image]


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


Contents


Battle Zone


Defender


Eamon


Missile Command


Rogue


Tempest


MUD


Pac-Man


Phoenix


Zork I


Warlords


Centipede


Galaga


Donkey Kong


Qix


Scramble


Stargate


Venture


Ms. Pac-Man


Frogger


Gorf


Ultima I


Gravitar


Joust


The Hobbit


Choplifter


Robotron 2084


Dig Dug


Miner 2049er


Moon Patrol


Mr. Do!


Q*Bert


Xevious


Sokoban


Tron


Time Pilot


Utopia


I, Robot


Archon


Star Wars


Chuckie Egg


Dragon’s Lair


Gyruss


Mad Planets


M.U.LE.


Planetfall


Spy Hunter


Crystal Castles


Jetpac


Juno First


Lode Runner


Manic Miner


Tapper


Track & Field


Ballblazer


Bank Panic


H.E.R.O.


Boulder Dash


Bomb Jack


Elite


Kung-Fu Master


Deus Ex Machine


The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy


Hyper Sports


Marble Madness


Karate Champ


Knight Lore


Demolition Derby


Lords of Midnight


Jet Set Willy


Pac-Land


Paperboy


Spy vs. Spy


Bounty Bob Strikes Back


Déjà Vu


Summer Games II


A Mind Forever Voyaging


Commando


Yie Ar Kung-Fu


Gauntlet


Ghosts ’n Goblins


Green Beret


Gradius


Mercenary


Little Computer People


Tehkan World Cup


Super Mario Bros.


The Bard’s Tale


Fairlight


Paradroid


Skool Daze


Tetris


Trinity


Alex Kidd in Miracle World


Leader Board


Alter Ego


Arkanoid


Darius


Gauntlet II


Salamander


Bubble Bobble


Kid Icarus


Spindizzy


Ikari Warriors


Rebelstar


OutRun


Solomon’s Key


Dragon Quest


Defender of the Crown


Rolling Thunder


Super Sprint


720°


The Sentinel


Thrust


Space Harrier


Super Mario Bros.: The Lost Levels


Buggy Boy


The Legend of Zelda


World Games


Super Hang-On


Blasteroids


NetHack


A.P.B.


Dungeon Master


California Games


International Karate +


Double Dragon


Head Over Heels


Nebulus


Oids


Galaga ’88


Maniac Mansion


R-Type


Gemini Wing


1943


Operation Wolf


Rainbow Islands


Shinobi


Xybots


Sid Meier’s Pirates!


Wizball


Carrier Command


Forgotten Worlds


Ghouls ’n Ghosts


Laser Squad


Impossible Mission II


Power Drift


Super Mario Bros. 2


Splatterhouse


NARC


Zak McKracken and the Alien Mindbenders


The New Zealand Story


Exile


Fantasy World Dizzy


North & South


SimCity


Midwinter


Minesweeper


Final Fight


Revenge of Shinobi


Herzog Zwei


Pang


Populous


Prince of Persia


Strider


Stunt Car Racer


Wonderboy III: The Dragon’s Trap





1980s




Battle Zone



 




Original release date : 1980


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Atari


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up





[image: image]


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
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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
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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
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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 world but plays a crucial role in your beating the game.


Infocom remains synonymous with interactive fiction twenty years after the company closed its doors. The game reminds us that since the birth of computing, programmers have tried to bring adventure, fantasy, and the imagination of a Tolkien or a Gygax to the binary world. Zork I has the distinction of being one of the first milestones on that journey. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Warlords



 




Original release date : 1980


Platform : Arcade, VCS


Developer : Atari


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up





Long before Nintendo marginalized the once-ubiquitous D-pad with its N64 controller, Atari was providing smooth analogue input in classic paddle-driven arcade games such as Pong and Breakout. Building on those games’ defense and block-breaking mechanics, Warlords, despite not being a huge hit at the time, epitomizes the competitive party nature of the early 1980s arcade scene. Available in a four-player cocktail cabinet with color display, or a black-and-white two player upright unit, the game was ported to Atari’s VCS the following year. Its vociferous fans covet the arcade version, however, due to its superior graphics and smoother movement.


That advantage soon becomes apparent once the dragon that flies around the screen during the attack sequence launches its first fireball. Each player must defend their corner of the screen, a task with which they are supported by a thick fort wall and moveable shield capable of catching the dragon’s expulsion and redirecting it at opposing players. Every successful hit chips away at the wall, gradually exposing the eponymous warlords; a single direct hit, and it’s game over for the unlucky defender. Additional fireballs are added to the chaos as players fall, requiring deft paddle work and a cool head to prevail. As if that wasn’t enough, the velocity of the fireball can be altered by the speed and direction it ricochets from the shield, leading to bluffs and double-bluffs as players do their best to outsmart one another. When only one contestant remains, a point is scored before the next fast-paced round begins.


Warlords has been updated for today’s generation of gamers via an Xbox Live Arcade version, but it’s difficult not to lament the lack of paddle control and the pinpoint accuracy afforded by the original. BM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Centipede


 




Original release date : 1980


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Atari


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up





So much of the early history of gaming is focused on space and war, subjects guaranteed to appeal to the young male audience that filled the arcades of the early 1980s. Centipede is the game that bucked the trend. It’s microcosmic rather than cosmic, it brings the conflict home, and it’s notable for being perhaps the first game to attract female players to the arcades. How did it do that?


The obvious answer would be that it was designed by a woman. Dona Bailey was the only female programmer working at Atari at the time, and Centipede was her one and only game, created with Atari legend Ed Logg. But there has to be more to it than that. On the face of it, Centipede is a typical shooter, but with one key difference: Instead of a joystick, it’s controlled by a trackball, offering a much more intuitive method of moving about. It’s more direct, removing the layer of abstraction between the player and the action that the joystick puts in place, and allowing for precise movement in two dimensions rather than the one prevalent in other shooters of the time.


In addition, consider the setting. Centipede isn’t about epic space battles, it’s about pest control in the back garden. The action is as intense as the fiercest shooters of its era, but the setting can be identified with from real life rather than from the cinema screen. Testosterone-fueled it isn’t. And it’s a closed system with its own internal logic that’s easy to grasp. It becomes about trying to create order from chaos, controlling the number of mushrooms, attempting to herd the centipede and preventing other garden invaders from doing too much damage. If you’d like, it’s gaming at its most down-to-earth, and beyond its appeal to the fairer sex, it’s also challenging enough to give the most hardened of players a tough time. A rare combination, indeed. JM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Galaga



 




Original release date : 1981


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Namco


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up





Although thought of as a classic of the early arcade era, Galaga is essentially little more than a Space Invaders clone. Ships attack in waves, while a lone fighter must see them off with nothing but twitchy reflexes and a single fire button. And yet a few simple hops in technology made for a dazzlingly refined experience. Compared to Taito’s austere classic, Galaga is a deep-space fireworks display: Enemies whirl and jitter and course about the screen, as if attached to invisible Catherine wheels; lasers sear the air and stars slip past in a jaunty range of unlikely colors.


If Space Invaders’ alien menace seems culled from the bottom of the sea, with their empty eyes and twitching tentacles, Galaga’s are from the nasty little world of insects: buzzing wasps and dragonflies, larvae and butterflies. And while Space Invaders’ meanies inch progressively lower in a slow back-and-forth descent that is easy to understand (even if it can be tricky to elude), Galaga’s seem ever impatient to burst from their original formations, zooming down like kamikaze, disappearing off the bottom of the screen, only to warp right back to the top, looping in and out of view until the player is forced to give in to overstimulated panic.


It makes for a game with a lot more spectacle, but more options too: position yourself just right when a long line of baddies swoop in, and you can finish them all off without moving. But if you’re more dangerous, so is the enemy, with its tractor beams and the ability to wriggle out of harm’s way at the last second.


So while there’s no doubt that Galaga remains heavily indebted to Taito’s classic, and to Galaxian, its predecessor, it has always had just enough novelty of its own to keep things fresh. It may have been following templates, then, but it wasn’t afraid to embellish their rules. CD


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Donkey Kong


 




Original release date : 1981


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Nintendo


Genre : Platform





[image: image]


One of the more famous video game facts, Donkey Kong’s awkward title came straight out of a Japanese-English dictionary: The game’s soon-to-be-legendary designer, Shigeru Miyamoto, wanted stylish synonyms for the phrase “stubborn gorilla,” and his choices would initially land Nintendo in hot water with movie studios over the rights to another famous gorilla. Its design, however, came straight from the future: a blast of elaborate cartoon japery that set ablaze an arcade scene filled, for the most part, with aliens and space rocks, and where the most charismatic figurehead yet created was a yellow circle who appeared to suffer a crippling drug addiction.


Miyamoto’s game had jokes when most other games didn’t even have characters. It had decent animation when other games had shimmering blips that just sort of wriggled around. And it introduced two characters who would dominate the gaming landscape for decades to come. In addition to Donkey Kong, we were introduced to a carpenter named Jumpman. Renamed Mario and given a career change—he becomes a plumber—he was already doing what would later make him so famous: leaping from platform to platform and dodging obstacles, in an endless quest to save Pauline, his kidnapped love interest.


At first viewing, Nintendo’s American team were pretty much certain that the game would destroy their ailing division, but, inevitably, the truth was that Donkey Kong would launch the toy maker into the global stratosphere. It may not be as character filled as Miyamoto’s later games—and Mario, at times, has a mean glint in his eyes as he races after his accomplice Yoshi—but the precision, the imagination, and the physics that would make the series great were all to be found here, for the first time, and it’s still good, simple fun today. CD


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Qix



 




Original release date : 1981


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Randy Pfeiffer, Sandy Pfeiffer


Genre : Action





[image: image]


It makes sense that the writers of Futurama kept a Qix cabinet in their office. Taito’s arcade puzzler is mathematically minded—the kind of game that a robot (although one more sober than Futurama’s cigar-smoking Bender) might cook up. Players race to divide space, drawing lines and capturing territory by moving a diamond-shaped marker horizontally and vertically through an empty playing field. Levels are cleared when a predetermined percentage of territory has been claimed. And there’s a risk-versus-reward factor: slowly drawn lines are worth more points, but getting caught halfway through sketching a division means doom.


The game’s titular enemy wreaks havoc with all sense of order. The Qix is a wavy, mercurial force that swoops and undulates like something (gasp) organic. Like an electronic specter, the Qix haunts the playing field, unconcerned with the player’s movement. It’s this force of nature that makes Qix interesting, transforming it from a contest between number crunchers into a struggle between the orderly and logical and the utterly unpredictable. GM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Scramble


 




Original release date : 1981


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Konami


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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Often placed alongside other early side-scrolling shooters, Scramble isn’t about shooting so much as ducking and weaving. The mission is to fly through hostile territory to bomb an enemy base. Five stages lie in your way, with surface-to-air rockets, zippy UFOs, and even a comet storm waiting to stop you. Tall mountains and skyscrapers impede your progress as the course grows trickier and narrower, until you’re threading through tunnels on the way to your goal.


Your jet is armed with two weapons: a front-firing gun and a vertical bomb that lobs forward in an arc. The bomb is difficult to control and even experienced players find themselves missing narrow targets on the ground while struggling to dodge comets. And on top of all this, you also have to contend with the jet’s limited fuel supply.


While slower and more convoluted than some of its peers, the varied courses and challenges made Scramble an enduring hit on home systems, which has stuck around to the latest generation—a visually reimagined version on Xbox 360 via Xbox Live Arcade. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Stargate



 




Original release date : 1981


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Vid Kidz


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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Stargate was designed by Eugene Jarvis and Larry DeMar as a sequel to the hugely popular Defender, which, within six months of its launch, was one of the biggest coin-op earners in arcade history. But the commercial requirement for a sequel posed a question: In a market where the customer was always ready to defect to the latest novel craze, how did you follow a game that players still found so challenging? The answer was to make it even tougher.


Although working with the Defender format, Stargate introduced fifteen different types of alien—some cruelly designed to unbalance techniques learned at length to master the original game. Also new, the central feature of the game field was the Stargate itself, which enabled the ship to warp from one side of the planet to the other, but behaved differently depending on the state of play.


Stargate was featured in an episode of the US sitcom NewsRadio, during which studio manager Dave revealed that he failed his high school SAT exams due to his addiction to the game. Playing Stargate for the first or the hundredth time, you can understand his plight. MKu


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Venture


 




Original release date : 1981


Platform : Various


Developer : Exidy


Genre : Dungeon Crawler
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Crude graphics were a fact of life in the earliest video games, but few games looked as primitive as Venture, which tried to conjure up a fantasy world with geometric visuals. Your dungeon is a rectangle, and it’s filled with other boxy rooms where treasure and monsters lie. The hero, Winky—a smiling circle with a bow and arrow—races between rooms, grabs the goods, and dodges a series of archetypal foes, from skeletons and snakes to two-headed ettins, all of them rendered as stick figures.


The game looks so primitive that it lost almost nothing in the move from the arcade to home consoles. But for its limited technology, the game shows imagination: Each monster has a different gait, offers a new challenge, and, in a unique twist, the corpses themselves are toxic, spelling instant death you if you bump into them.


The constant peril and fast pace convey a thrill beyond the graphics: Winky’s always on the move; linger, and the boss monsters will get him for sure. And while Winky never made it into the video game hero canon there is a charm and ambition about Venture that is timeless. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Ms. Pac-Man



 




Original release date : 1981


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Midway


Genre : Maze





The original Pac-Man may be the choice of purists, but there are plenty of arcade aficionados prepared to argue that Ms. Pac-Man is the superior game—even though it wasn’t even supposed to exist in the first place.


The game started out at General Computer Corporation, a small outfit that reverse engineered the Pac-Man code and created a hack called Crazy Otto, featuring new mazes and other enhancements. The Otto character was simply Pac-Man with a crude pair of legs tacked on. But when American Pac-Man distributor Midway saw Crazy Otto, its execs were impressed enough to purchase the rights, replace Otto’s legs with a pretty red bow, and call it Ms. Pac-Man.


Most of the tweaks in this semi-illicit sequel, such as dancing bonus fruits, are mild, although the use of four different maze designs introduced a variety lacking in the original. But the game play update that had a more significant impact for coin-op jockeys was an element of randomness programmed into the ghosts’ behavior. Rather than following predictable algorithms, as they do in Pac-Man, the multicolored ghouls in Ms. Pac-Man can surprise you. The upshot: players have to occasionally improvise instead of following a foolproof pattern.


The most groundbreaking aspect of this game, though, is Ms. Pac-Man’s personality—in fact, she is one of the first video game characters to have one. Let’s face it: Pac-Man is an icon, but he’s got no charisma. The addition of that “Ms.” prefix made all the difference. Portrayed as an alluring minx on the cabinet art and in the in-game cut-scenes, Ms. Pac-Man may still be a two-dimensional sprite on the screen, but she has a little depth. Little wonder that, despite her shady origins, she ended up being adopted as an indispensable part of Pac-Man lore. JT


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Frogger


 




Original release date : 1981


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Konami


Genre : Action
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In theory, you should never lose at Frogger. The gaming world’s first frog superstar has a straightforward task: to get across a highway, and then a river—dodging vehicles in the first stretch, jumping across logs and turtles on the second. The surrounding world is oblivious to its struggle: The cars speed along on their own, and the alligators and poisonous frogs that patrol the river come and go regardless of where it hops. All you have to do is spot the path through the obstacles and complete it. If you find the right trail, you can make it in seconds. The whole thing should be a cinch, because only you can put yourself in trouble; the game hardly notices you’re there.


That, however, is all easier said than done. Moving too quickly is one of the things that leads to mistakes. Panic is another. The obstacle course gets harder as cars speed up and sections of the river change their flow. You’re tempted to make a jump onto a turtle when you know it’s about to sink underwater—dragging you to your doom. And it’s easy to get impatient around the slow-moving cars, even though the game will count you as dead for hitting either the front or the rear. You’re led to make errors by fearing your own vulnerability, by your eagerness to grab that difficult far-left berth on the safe end of the board, or by the chance to grab a fly for extra points.


A monster hit of the coin-operated arcade era, Frogger anticipates the pleasure of platformers like Super Mario Bros., and it appeals to players who would rather keep themselves alive than kill everything else around them. The frog’s predicament draws the player into an environment that may be colorful and pleasing but is also full of threats. It’s a place where shiny opportunities are put there to tempt you off the safe path, and where mastering the world breeds ridiculous joy. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Gorf



 




Original release date : 1981


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Midway


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up





“Long live Gorf!” cries the Gorf arcade machine when you begin a game, thanks to its Votrax speech synthesizer chip. While the title’s legacy lives on, however, Gorf is one of the most frequently overlooked Space Inraders-inspired titles from the arcade heyday of the early 1980s.


Gorf (which stands for “Galactic Orbiting Robot Force”) is likely passed over because what makes it so groundbreaking—it was the first game to feature distinct levels—also unfortunately makes it a jack-of-all-trades and master of none. Within its five missions, Gorf apes its contemporaries, with the first being a battle against slowly approaching, crab-walking invaders, and the third bluntly called “Galaxians.” The final mission distinguishes itself by featuring one of arcade gaming’s earliest bosses (the Flag Ship) before looping back to the first mission with the difference of increased difficulty.


This multistage design at such an early point in gaming’s history unfortunately means that each of Gorf’s missions aren’t as polished as the precise, singular design of a competing title, such as Galaxian, and several aspects, such as mundane graphics and slightly vague collision detection, make the whole package feel rather less evolved. One unique aspect in particular, the “quark laser” (which allows the player’s spaceship to “cancel” its one shot allowed at any time and re-fire), feels like a quirk rather than a game-enhancing mechanic.


But it’s all in the voice. Thanks to the flexibility of its speech synthesizer unit, Gorf’s robotic master can taunt the player with twenty-five different phrases, often directly referencing your current rank (gained by repeatedly beating a set of missions). The game is flawed, but Gorf draws you back, because you can’t let a machine insult you and then get away with it. Long live Gorf, indeed. MKu


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Ultima I


 




Original release date : 1981


Platform : Various


Developer : Origin Systems


Genre : Role-playing





A milestone in computer role-playing game (CRPG) history, the early days of Richard Garriott’s Ultima series were inauspicious. Originally designed for the Apple II computer, Ultima I: The First Age of Darkness was first self-published and sold in Ziploc bags. Popularity became such that by the time of the third installment, it had turned from a student hobby to a million-dollar industry.


Ultima I: The First Age of Darkness takes place in the medieval-styled land of Sosaria. The two main characters are the protagonist—a character who the player creates at the start of the game—and the evil wizard, Mondain, whose Gem of Immortality makes him seemingly invincible. The player’s task is to overthrow Mondain. This is achieved by completing a series of quests—usually by venturing into a dungeon and killing monsters—which enables the player to acquire a time machine, go back into the past, and kill Mondain before he has discovered the powerful stone.


In spite of its importance in the story of the CRPG genre, Ultima I now seems an impossibly dated and awkward game, in everything from setting to design. But back in 1981, it seemed to offer a groundbreaking level of imagination, enabling the player to take on new roles and explore entire worlds with freedom. The game was also a technical marvel, its top-down tile-based graphics allowing for the creation of large, colorful environments, even on a system with limited storage space. These top-down, thirdperson views alternated with dungeons viewed in the firstperson—Ultima I even included a space combat section.


There were other graphically-rich video games inspired by Dungeons & Dragons out there—Sir-Tech’s Wizardry, to name one notable example—but few can argue with Ultima I’s impact on the international CRPG scene, both as a commercial and an artistic prospect. MKu


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Gravitar



 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Atari


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up





The perfect game for anyone who thought that Asteroids needed more in the way of crash landings, Gravitar takes the same spin-and-thrust flight mechanic and expands it into an engrossing game of space exploration. Your ship begins in the middle of a cluster of planets, and sets out in search of fuel. As you get close to a planet, the perspective switches to the landscape and then zooms even closer as you get nearer to the ground, where your targets lie. And that’s where the challenge kicks in, because, as the title suggests, the main characteristic of Gravitar is that it is a game centered on the effects of gravity.


Designed by Mike Hally (who later went on to design Atari’s hit Star Wars arcade game), Gravitar was a complete dud in the arcades. Indeed, units were often converted to run the Black Widow game, which used the same hardware. It wasn’t until the late 1980s that it was given a proper home release for the Atari 2600.


It’s easy to see why Gravitar didn’t thrive in the arcade: This is a complex game that takes practice and finesse, and even Asteroids doesn’t prepare you for it. You can only move the ship by spinning and rocketing forward: to change direction, you have to spin, counterthrust, and then begin moving back the other way—which is far too many steps to deal with if you’re falling straight at the ground. And if you do manage to persevere over all of that, in later levels you’ll contend with invisible planets—so you can’t even see what you’re trying to avoid.


Above all, the tricky flight mechanic is the best reason to give Gravitar another look. It’s fascinating as a larval space exploration game, as you learn how to switch perspectives from an open map, to an outer-space dogfight, to a raid on a planet. And even modern games rarely offer the chance to tackle thrust, fuel, and the inexorable pull of gravity. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Joust


 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Williams


Genre : Action





Arcade games of old often tended to be a little arbitrary in their choice of themes—I’m a yellow ball with a drug habit…. I’m an Italian carpenter with a girlfriend who’s been kidnapped by my pet gorilla…. You know the sort of thing. But Joust is spectacularly weird by any standard. It isn’t about days of old when knights battled for maidens outside of tottering fairy tale castles. It’s about days when they did all that riding on ostriches—and, in two-player games, on storks.


It’s better than it sounds. Played on a series of platforms overlooking a pit of lava, Joust flings wave after wave of enemies (knights mounted on giant buzzards) at the player. The player’s task is simple: to ride at them and gore them with a lance. With a joystick to move left and right, and a button to take you into the sky in flappy little bursts, the game is simple to play but tricky to master, particularly when the waves increase in ferocity, and enemies start dropping eggs that spawn more powerful enemies if they are not destroyed.


As surprising as it may seem, Joust was rather a popular game—so much so that a sequel, Joust 2: Survival of the Fittest, was released in 1986. But it’s safe to say that the audience’s expectations for digital entertainment have moved on a little since then, and—barring a global outbreak of brain herpes in the decision-making ranks of global entertainment corporations—this Williams classic is unlikely to get a further airing. Fans might, instead, want to track it down on both the Xbox 360 Live Arcade service and the PlayStation Network. Beyond that, this ostrich-battling sim is a poignant reminder of what we lost when the arcade dream faded: As games become more commercial and more mainstream, the scope for this kind of insanity is, inevitably, somewhat diminished. For shame. CD


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




The Hobbit



 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Various


Developer : Beam Software


Genre : Text Adventure





[image: image]


A familiar criticism of blockbuster novels is that they read like the recounting of a video game playthrough: someone travels to a location, solves a puzzle, or finds a clue that leads them to their next objective, and so on. For those authors or producers who adapt popular fiction into video games, however, the issue is more that the plots are somehow less engaging off the page—the developers and authors do not appear to know how to make their chosen medium as powerful as the original novel as a storytelling device. Not so in the case of JRR Tolkien’s 1937 novel or the 1982 computer game adaptation The Hobbit.


A text adventure developed by the Melbourne-based Beam Software, every copy of The Hobbit was accompanied by the book, which, rather than serve as a “walkthrough” for the game, simply fired the player’s imagination with its rich descriptions and adventurous story. Enlightened by Tolkien’s vocabulary, gamers could play a text adventure that revolutionized the genre’s traditionally simplistic parser interface. Previous games generally allowed only verb-noun input, but The Hobbit allowed players to input advanced sentences, with pronouns, adverbs, punctuation, and more, allowing them to ask an in-game character about an object while using another object to perform a task—all within the same sentence.


More than that, characters had their own AI and would act on their own accord (famously, dwarf Thorin would forever be sitting down to sing about gold), and while that meant occasionally they could end up getting themselves killed (rendering the game unfinishable), Middle-earth was as full of life as Tolkien’s descriptions. The Hobbit was an open world of emergent game play before the concepts had even been imagined. MKu


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Choplifter



 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Various


Developer : Brøderbund


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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Innocent civilians are a real hassle. When you’re not protecting them or shooting past them, you have to lead them by the hand to safety, all the time leaving yourself exposed to more danger—or at least more hassle. The “escort” mission is regularly one of the most aggravating parts of a game, but Choplifter, one of the first games to use the concept, actually makes it fun. In Choplifter, players fly a helicopter into enemy territory under heavy fire. Blowing up tanks, planes, and anti-aircraft artillery is easy; rescuing the civilians—who are huddled inside buildings in the middle of it all—is the hard part. Instead of mobbing you the second you land à la the fall of Saigon, they stroll up to the chopper like business travelers already on their second dry martini. And if you get shot down while you’re carting them back to base, they happily die by your side.


A realistic (for its day, anyway) war zone combines with a plausibly awkward control scheme. The chopper’s front gun leans down, forcing you to pull back to aim at anything coming straight for you. And if you want to change direction or to switch to ground targets, you don’t use the joystick: you actually have to press a separate button to switch your orientation.


Originally released for the Apple II computer, Choplifter was ported to most of the home systems of its day, and Sega brought it to the arcade in 1985—one of the few occasions that a game has moved from home system to coin-op. And though it’s difficult to find nowadays, its legacy lives on—art-game designer Messhof’s The Thrill of Combat (2009) reimagines it populated by maniacs who murder civilians instead of saving them, for example; mercifully for the hapless citizens on the ground, the chopper in that game is even harder to handle. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Robotron 2084



 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Williams


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up





In the early days of the arcades, only two things really mattered to most developers: separating players from their money extremely quickly, and simultaneously making sure they’d still want to come back for more later that day. No designers were quite as effective at this tricky task as Williams’s legendary Eugene Jarvis, whose first game, Defender, offered spectacle and swift deaths aplenty, along with some of the most forward-thinking game mechanics of the age. That said, he outdid himself with Robotron 2084, a pixelated bloodbath that killed off most new players in roughly fifteen seconds, leaving them stumbling back into daylight, pondering what had just happened and wondering where all their loose change had disappeared.


Even if it wasn’t a compulsive masterpiece, Robotron 2084 would go down in history as the first twin-stick shooter, in which the player moves with one joystick and fires, in any direction, with the other. It’s simple in its premise, but tricky to master—and such a huge degree of control means that unscrupulous game designers can choose to fling enemies at you from all directions.


And that’s precisely what Robotron 2084 does, introducing an entire ecology of deadly robots, some that are invulnerable to attack, others that spawn terrible minions that will run you over or shoot at you, and yet more that merely follow you around, hoping to overwhelm you with sheer numbers. With a final wrinkle coming in the form of human family members who need to be collected for score boosts, Robotron 2084 is the action game genre reduced to its brilliant bare minimum.


It may not look like much nowadays, but few modern games can match it for sheer class. If you’re still on the fence, check out the fairly decent port available on Xbox Live Arcade. CD


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Dig Dug


 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Namco


Genre : Maze
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Video gaming’s preeminent cross between mining and mazes, Dig Dug casts you as a little chap with a pump who can effortlessly burrow through the ground. Each level starts with Dig Dug at the top of a solid block of earth containing two types of beasties: bespectacled red types known as Pookas or cute dragons called Fygars. You are then charged with searching out the monsters before either forcing them so full of air that they burst (a rather sadistic exercise lent an element of compulsion by having to tap the button multiple times to operate your pump) or dropping rocks on their heads.


It’s a slower-paced affair than you might expect from an early 1980s arcade game, and the fact you can see the enemy positions and plan your route of attack adds a tactical element to proceedings—the final monster on each screen will make a dash to the surface for freedom, so you always have to bear in mind the order in which you attack enemies. And to make things even trickier, the mazes you create in the ground can turn against you as earth weakens, monsters escape, and rocks begin falling toward you. It’s frantic stuff.


Dig Dug’s excellence shares more than a little common ground with Pac-Man : It’s the quick switch between hunter and hunted. You start each level in total control and gradually relinquish a little of the initiative with each attack on the enemies before having to fight a frantic rearguard action. Finally, you have to close out each level by stopping the last monster from escaping—a moment that can crush even the most stouthearted of warriors.


Now available on most of the download services, Dig Dug’s simplicity means that it’s lost little of its appeal. Fans may also want to check out the sequel, which adds tilted perspective to great success. RS


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Miner 2049er



 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Various


Publisher : Big Five Software


Genre : Platform
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The most painful moment in Miner 2049er comes when you think you’re almost finished—and then realize that you missed a spot. Programmed by Bill Hogue, Miner 2049er is a platformer set in a radioactive future, where Bounty Bob searches level after level of an underground mine and “scrubs” the floor with his feet while ducking or crushing the irradiated monsters that prowl the depths beside him. While a series of girders form most of each level, Bob must also deal with slides, matter transporters, and moving platforms. Most important of all, to get to the next level, every single pixel must be scrubbed.


As an early platformer, Miner 2049er had charm and clever level design. Across all ten or eleven maps (depending on your platform), no two were alike, and they combined the thrill of victory with the compulsive satisfaction of cleaning a map until it’s spotless. Okay, it’s practically homo erectus in a post–Super Mario Bros. world, but it was a milestone for its day. And after years in the wilderness, Miner 2049er has now returned to bedevil a new generation on mobile devices. CDa
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1980s



Moon Patrol


 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Arcade


Publisher : Irem


Genre : Action
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One of the most awkward vehicles in gaming history, your vehicle in Moon Patrol is neither fast nor deadly. Its big tires roll hypnotically over the uneven ground, speeding up or choking back, depending on the obstacles you spot ahead. Meanwhile, the aliens that taunt you from above can be pegged with a gun that resembles a peashooter.


Moon Patrol is the Thelonious Monk to the airborne shoot ’em up’s Charlie Parker: eccentric and plodding, and all the more brilliant for it. While the skyline of a lunar civilization rolls by via parallax scrolling—the first time a game used the technique—you’re focused on an obstacle course that challenges you on a gentle curve, gradually adding a greater number of threats. A more aggressive designer may have saddled the buggy with serious firepower, but get used to the controls, and you’ll find that you have exactly what you need to keep the peace and clear your path as you travel.


The game ranks your times against the other ones posted at the arcade, bringing a sense of competition to one of the slowest driving games in history. CDa
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1980s




Mr. Do!



 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Universal


Genre : Maze
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The conceptual disconnect of a killer clown with a lethal bouncy ball and who loves to eat his dessert is probably nothing new to fans of Japanese games.


At first blush, Mr. Do is a weirder, uglier cousin of the popular Dig Dug—lots of tunneling, taking out monsters, and, in this case, guarding pieces of food. But Mr. Do adds a few other wrinkles. In Dig Dug, the protagonist walks around with a bike pump and inflates his enemies to death; Mr. Do stars a clown who carries a large ball that he hurls down the tunnels at his enemies. This is tougher than it sounds, because the ball keeps bouncing until it kills something or comes back at you.


The game has two modes: gatherer or hunter. In both modes you advance either by grabbing the fruits strewn before you or by killing the monsters—either with the ball or by causing boulder-like apples to fall on their heads. The ultimate goal is the dessert at the center of the screen.


By the turn of the century, its status as a second-tier coin-op classic made it increasingly rare, and nowadays the arcade edition is hard to track down. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Q*Bert


 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Gottlieb


Genre : Puzzle
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Q*Bert works best if you don’t ask too many questions. It’s a game about a muppetlike thing with a tubelike nose who has to jump up and down a pyramid made up of colored cubes. The only thing we learn about his character is that he has a foul mouth: Every time he’s caught or falls to his death, he shouts a gruff curse via a speech bubble. The world had seen nothing like it—and consequently it was a monster hit in the arcades.


Q*Bert appeals to the obsessive-compulsive gamer. The creature’s job is to jump on to every space on the pyramid, flipping its color. Floating platforms take you safely back to the top so you can start down the other side, while enemies spring from the top of the pyramid to keep you on the move. That’s about it, really.


Q*Bert married an addictive set of new mechanics and an MC Escher–esque board to a character who would hold his own against Donkey Kong and Pac-Man for the affection of millions, earning merchandise, sequels, and a spot on a Saturday morning cartoon. But what was he, exactly? Sometimes it’s better not to ask. CDa
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1980s




Xevious



 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Namco


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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Brainchild of Masanobu “EVEZOO” Endoh—Easter egg hunters can be rewarded in Xevious by heading to the far right as the first level starts and shooting to reveal the hidden message “NAMCO ORIGINAL program by EVEZOO”—Xevious is a landmark in its genre.


It was the first shooter to feature a backdrop themed around something other than space. Instead, it plays out over detailed landscapes, and, as a result, has the unique feature that the player’s craft—the iconically named Solvalou—has two modes of fire. Ordinary bullets are fired for flying enemies, but the unheralded threat of gun emplacements and tanks must be dealt with by the Solvalou’s bombs, the aiming of which is aided by an on-screen crosshair.


Though seminal, and still enjoyable, Xevious only holds true legendary status within Japan, and, despite its regular inclusion on Namco’s retro game collections, has never managed to capture the imagination of North American or European players. In retrospect, the game suffers from the lack of an ending and graphics that, while remarkable at the time, feature a dull palette and samey designs (nearly every enemy is a gray-colored geometric shape).


Flawed it may be, but the game is full of secrets, and challenges players with enemies who act unlike any that came before. Some of the enemies choose to shy away from your bullets rather than rush toward them, and others are impervious and require deft ship maneuvring. Xevious also features one of the earliest video game bosses: a massive flying saucer, the Andor Genesis, whose core must be destroyed in order to proceed.


Xevious might seem easy to overlook, then, but nevertheless it stands as a cornerstone in the evolution of the vertically scrolling shoot ’em up. MKu
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1980s



Sokoban


 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Various


Developer : Hiroyuki Imabayashi


Genre : Puzzle





Sokoban is a beautiful example of how a simple set of rules can result in something extraordinarily complex. It’s a game that can be grasped in seconds: you’re a warehouse keeper, you need to move a collection of crates to marked points in the warehouse, and you can only push (and not pull) them one at a time. Such elegance. The only fly in the ointment is the fact that the warehouse was designed by a madman, or perhaps a sadist. Or, more likely, a sadistic madman.


It’s the level design that makes Sokoban. Its warehouses are cunning fabrications of open areas, corridors, and bottlenecks, built to trick you into maneuvering yourself into a dead end. As each new level appears you stare at it in horror, wondering how the hell you’re supposed to get out of that one. An easy Sokoban level can be solved in a few minutes; the more complex ones can take hours or even days and require thousands of moves to complete. It’s a game beloved of AI researchers because while simple levels can be solved by brute force, the harder ones are (so far, at least) beyond the capacity of the machines, requiring humans to put those crates in the right place.


Officially there are 306 Sokoban levels in existence, as made by the original publisher. Unofficially there are thousands; despite its global appeal, there have only been a handful of official releases outside of Japan. You’re far more likely to come into contact with one of the many clones made available for practically every format than anything created by original designer Hiroyuki Imabayashi.


While attempts have been made to create clever variants, it’s one of those games that got it right the first time. There may be improvements in the graphics, but the best knock offs of Sokoban are effectively identical to the versions released in the 1980s. JM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Tron



 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Bally Midway


Genre : Action





In the 1980s nerd flick Tron, Jeff Bridges plays Flynn, a video game designer turned video arcade owner, and in his first scene, we see him beating a (very dull) tank game while a crowd cheers on. A game for the film was inevitable, and while Tron’s two-dimensional top-down graphics don’t match the movie’s intensity, they nail its look and its most famous action sequences.


The game offers four distinct challenges, and at each level, they get harder: Instead of one tank that’s three times stronger than you, you face nine, and so forth. You get to outmaneuver the tanks, throw your Frisbee-like disk at a viruslike infestation, and, best of all, race the light cycles, outrunning your opponents and penning them in with the trail you leave behind. The races are essentially like playing a competitive version of Snake, and the top-down perspective lacks the danger of the film’s close-up shots. But no matter; the thrill of playing chicken and then breaking away at a perfect right-angle never gets old.


Tron is weakest when you’re not in a vehicle. The disk-throwing activities feel bland, and breaking down the rotating, rainbow-colored barrier to the Master Control Program block by block is sheer hard labor. But the tank levels take fast moves and clever tactics to beat, and the racing remains nail-biting today. In some ways, the game predicts the future of movie tie-ins: a set of activities that copy, however awkwardly, exactly what you saw on the big screen. But at least the cabinet helps translate the look of the film to the arcade, with neon lines inscribed on its side panels and a translucent blue joystick to steer your way. The upcoming sequel to both the film and game promises remarkable effects and breathtaking visuals, but just how will Tron Legacy compare to the simple tension and compulsiveness of the original? CDa
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1980s



Time Pilot


 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Konami


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up





For an uncompromising shooter, Time Pilot’s start screen had a way with words. “Play Time Pilot,” it cajoled, adding “please deposit coin and try this game.” It had no such manners once you did. One of the earliest games from Yoshiki Okamoto (responsible for many arcade classics, among them Street Fighter II), the most striking thing about the game is how effectively it manages to simulate dogfighting with the most basic of elements, as well as how unforgiving it remains to this day.


No matter how many coins you insert, there are no “continues” allowed here—though you can earn extra lives, which becomes essential in the quite bewildering later levels. Moving through five eras, the game ramps up from World War I biplanes that barely shoot to 1980s jet fighters, eventually taking in UFOs (in that far-flung year of 2001) that seem to be flown by hyperactive lunatics.


Apart from all the time travel, it’s simple stuff. A two-dimensional shooter that lets you move in any direction, Time Pilot provides you with an infinite stream of bullets (there are no power-ups) with which to destroy a specific number of enemies before an airship appears; destroy that, and you warp to the next era.


Your craft always remains centered on the screen as you move. Neat little touches—like the number of frames of animation used as it turns, and the looping movements of enemy aircraft as they try to position themselves—make Time Pilot stand out among its jerkier contemporaries.


It may not be regarded quite as fondly today as Okamoto’s 1942, but Time Pilot is still an enjoyable blast, and arguably improves upon its obvious inspiration, Asteroids. And it really should have been responsible for an alternate timeline of its own, where all games say please when they want you to play. RS
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1980s




Utopia



 




Original release date : 1982


Platform : Intellivision, Aquarius


Developer : Mattel Electronics


Genre : Strategy





Mattel’s Intellivision console never achieved the popularity enjoyed by Atari’s VCS (aka 2600) during the early 1980s, despite innovations such as controllers that have more in common with today’s joypads than the often primitive joysticks of the era, and the Intellivoice Voice Synthesis Module, which connected to the base hardware to provide (limited) vocal accompaniment to certain games. And the console deserves kudos for some of its software, too, notably Utopia, which helped to define the evolution of the god and sim genres that would later prove sensational additions to gaming worldwide.


Utopia’s success was more modest. It was, after all, a strategy game released at a point when the key goal for home consoles was to emulate the noisy, fast-paced action of the arcades. Further limiting the game’s audience was its dependence on two players taking part, each one taking control of an island. The objective is to rule over your nation and ultimately accumulate more cash than your opponent. Farms can be purchased and put in place to provide revenues from crops, while trawling for fish delivers additional funds. The installation of factories, housing, hospitals, schools, and forts provides the deeper strategic content as you attempt to find that delicate balance between societal welfare and earnings potential.


Such considerations may make Utopia seem like a dull game, but the interactions between players provide plenty of spark, most notably when one sends out a PT boat in pursuit of the other’s fishing vessel, or spends cash to create rebel uprisings within the opposing territory. The action, which plays out entirely in real time, transcends the limited presentation, and the intense competition it inspires is a hallmark that defines the best multiplayer games throughout history. TB


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



I, Robot


 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Atari


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up





Today, polygons serve as the fundamental building blocks for all but the most simplistic games, whether they’re running on high-end PCs or modestly powered mobile phones. But in the early 1980s they were more exotic artifacts, and only rarely seen. The appearance of Atari’s I, Robot in the arcades of 1983 was, therefore, something of an event. Originally titled Ice Castles, the game’s brightly colored, filled three-dimensional objects and terrains were a quantum leap beyond the wire-frame spacecraft and landscapes of many traditional arcade machines. It presented solid-looking environments that felt like what they were supposed to be—visions of a far-off universe.


Game history is littered with technologically pioneering games that fail to supply substance to go with their innovations, but I, Robot delivers an engaging challenge within its revolutionary alien playscapes. Your task, as Unhappy Interface Robot #1984, is to change the color of the environment from red to blue by simply maneuvering over it, an idea lifted from Q*Bert but realized here with more variation and depth, thanks to increasingly complex level design. Birds and other hazards, such as bombs and flying sharks, impede your progress throughout, and particular care must be taken to avoid leaping across gaps in the environments while the menacing eye of Big Brother is open; failure to do so resulting in instant, laser-administered death.


I, Robot’s distinctive styling is underlined by its inclusion of an alternate play mode entirely separate from the main game. Select “Doodle City” at the beginning of a session and you can cycle through three-dimensional objects and manipulate them around the screen to “paint” abstract art. It’s not a concept other games rushed to follow, but then too few games are as boldly innovative as I, Robot. TB


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Archon



 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Various


Developer : Free Fall Associates


Genre : Fighting / Strategy
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German Grand Master Emanuel Lasker observed that “chess is, above all, a fight!” Free Fall Associates clearly took this literally when it created Archon (Greek for “ruler”) by doing the unthinkable and building on chess’s rather sturdy foundations. Superficially similar, Archon is actually a very different game, arming both sides with differing but well-balanced pieces and adding a real-time battle system that informed many subsequent strategy games.


After marching onto the board, each side’s pieces are placed in turn according to their movement range. The opposing armies represent light and dark, and a light/dark cycle affects certain spaces on the board, providing stat boosts to the units occupying a like square. A spellcaster is the king-equivalent and can use a variety of spells, such as healing, teleporting, or summoning monsters. And when two units occupy the same square, both are transported to a battle arena where they must exchange fire until one piece has lost of all of its energy.


Obstacles phase in and out during the fracas, providing cover for the fleet of foot, and characters have varying speed, strength, and weapon attributes. A damaged unit remains damaged even in victory, so smart strategizing must be employed. Winning the game requires occupation of five power points (squares immune to magic, which also offer health boosts), the destruction of all opposing pieces, or the imprisonment of the last remaining piece (achieved by using a spell that stops the unit from moving until the light/dark cycle changes).


With Archon, two-player games can be fraught, fast, and highly enjoyable, thanks to the ability to turn the tides with the use of an underpowered piece. If chess is a fight, Archon is a bloody war. BM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Star Wars



 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Atari


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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One of the first in an endless series of tie-ins to the Star Wars franchise, this particular version focuses on the final spectacular sequence of the original movie (or Star Wars: A New Hope, if you’re a more recent fan): the destruction of the Death Star. With vector graphics nailing the contours of the ships and landscapes, Star Wars leads you through three stages of the movie’s final battle: shooting down TIE fighters on your approach; skimming along the surface of the Death Star, while turrets and more TIE fighters gun for you; and finally, racing down the trench to shoot a target about as big as a womp rat. Instead of ducking lasers, you dodge slow-moving fire bursts, and you can choose between fending off the missiles or going after their source. And instead of lives, you get a shield that’s worn down every time you’re hit, which lets you keep flying to the bitter end, without interruption. And after you make your shot and blow up the Death Star, you get to do it again and again and again.


Though it was by no means the first Star Wars video game—that honor goes to the VCS/Intellivision title Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back—it remains a fan favorite. The controller looks and feels like the one we saw in Luke Skywalker’s cockpit, and the Death Star does explode vividly before our eyes. In fact, it was the perfect way to relive the film for a generation of kids who were as hooked on Star Wars as they were on, well, arcade games.


Nowadays, movie tie-in video games are more often than not a terrible dog’s breakfast of scenes from the film and made-up activities, all shoehorned into a mediocre package. Star Wars chose the best piece of the movie and nailed it, and it delivers a finale that’s as exciting now as it was for its time. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Chuckie Egg



 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Various


Developer : Nigel Alderton


Genre : Platform
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Manic Miner may get all the attention when gamers rake over the past, but the less-flashy Chuckie Egg, released the same year to a more muted response, is the better game.


Yes, Manic Miner is great, but it’s also a game that insists you do things the right way, with little leeway for players who stray from the prescribed course. Chuckie Egg, despite its limited palette and cookie-cutter enemies, is a whole lot more free form and liberating; you don’t feel that you’re being pushed along a set path. Indeed, when you start the first level, there’s no blindingly obvious direction in which to go, just a load of platforms and ladders, eggs that need to be grabbed and deadly hens that, instead of following simple back-and-forth paths, roam unpredictably.


Furthermore, your character moves with a speed and fluidity entirely unlike the leaden shuffling of just about all his platforming peers. Jumping is much more human in its execution: long, shallow leaps instead of miner Willy’s lofty parabolas. It feels more analogue, more connected with the real world than other platform games, and your inability to simply jump over enemies gives you a real feeling of vulnerability that translates into a very human sense of only just having got away with it each time you successfully conclude a level.


To top it all, once you complete the game’s eight levels, it loops back to the beginning and pulls the rug out from under you, releasing the caged duck that’s been watching over the action, allowing it to fly freely around the level and home in on you constantly like a sniper’s crosshair. The duck is an inspired touch that changes the game entirely and forces you to hone your skills even more keenly, and that’s what sets Chuckie Egg apart from the platform crowd: It’s about skill, not memorization. JM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Dragon’s Lair



 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Cinematronics


Genre : Adventure / Interactive Fiction
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At first glance, it seemed like the dawn of a new era: Dragon’s Lair had done an end run around the chunky pixels and limited graphics processors of its day to deliver a genuine cinematic experience in the arcade. Using LaserDisc technology, the game delivered full-motion video sequences triggered by the player’s performance. The adventure game had reached a milestone—at least that’s the way it seemed.


The game action is controlled with a joystick and a single button, and at every decision point your inputs will either earn you another scene or a fully animated demise. Not only does it look amazing, but Don Bluth’s animations put a screwball spin on the old story of a knight storming a castle to save a princess. Here, we have the exasperated Dirk the Daring putting up with trial after trial while the beautiful Princess Daphne—dizzy and flirty like a bubblier Marilyn Monroe—awaits his rescue.


Yet for all its glitz, Dragon’s Lair is also a parlor trick. In truth, it’s barely interactive—and often unfair. Some scenes are easy to figure out: If you’re trying to catch the swinging rope, you wait until it’s in reach before you make your move. But in others it’s not clear what action you should take—or when you should take it. A split-second delay before you swing your sword or jump off a falling platform may make the difference between survival and death, and only through trial and error can you get the hang of it.


Still, the game does try to throw you a bone. If you flub one scene, it will move you on to another one, giving you a chance to see as much content as possible in a single play. And with enough practice, you can memorize all the steps to victory—a process that’s more satisfying, and less expensive, with today’s iPhone port of the game. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Gyruss



 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Konami


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up





Gyruss is a rare example of a tube shooter—a game in which your ship moves in a circle around the screen, firing at enemies in the center. Atari’s Tempest is the classic example of the genre, but Gyruss offers an interesting counterpoint. Where Tempest’s aesthetic is sharp and eerie, Gyruss is elegant; the various-shaped aliens fly in from the sides in graceful formations, like mutant synchronized swimmers. No gridlines clutter the screen, and the flight patterns are mesmerizing—soothing, even—at least until the enemy gets serious about shooting back. And even the 8-bit version of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor— pumping out in unprecedented stereo sound—was vastly superior to the hackneyed soundtracks blaring beside Gyruss in early-1980s arcades.


Designed during his career at Konami by Yoshiki Okamoto, who had previously created Time Pilot and later worked on Street Fighter II at Capcom, the game is quite dizzying to play. The scrolling starfield of earlier space shooter games was rearranged for a three-dimensional perspective, so stars come into view at the center of the screen and fly outward, giving the impression of the player’s ship moving through space at breathtaking speed.


With as slender a plot as any other golden-age arcade game, the simple aim of Gyruss is to shoot your way from the edge of the solar system back to Earth, defeating waves of attackers and other assorted objects that come your way between each planet. As slight as that may seem, it does give the gamer a sense of overall purpose.


Gyruss has seen many modern ports, such as in Konami Collector’s Series: Arcade Advanced. It also received the slightly ignominious homage of appearing as a minigame within Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas—where it was renamed They Crawled from Uranus! CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Mad Planets


 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Gottlieb


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up





Gottlieb was a pinball giant that tried its hand at arcade games with limited success, most notably the cartoony Q*bert. Less well known is 1983’s Mad Planets, a particularly manic shooter that did itself no favors by being a bit too far out there for it to gain widespread appeal. Instead of the usual aliens, you’re up against entire planets—planets that start small and weedy but quickly become massive, extremely dangerous, and follow crazy skewed orbits that would have had Newton scratching his head and going back to the drawing board.


Things are tough from the start. Nowhere on the screen is there a safe haven, so to even things up a little, you’re given full freedom of movement—the whole screen is yours through which to maneuver, and a spinner enables you to turn and shoot in all directions. It may seem like a lot of freedom, but you need every degree of it because you are in almost permanent danger of a furious world slamming into you from any direction. The trick, learned early in the game, is to try to blast the planets when they’re small. But they evolve so quickly that a level can turn from a duck shoot to utter chaos inside a second. Furthermore, you have to mind just how you shoot them: If you’re not careful, you’ll just pick off their moons—and a moonless planet becomes a mad planet, glowing red and slinging itself around ever faster.


It’s fast and it’s twitchy with a strange control scheme that makes it tricky to emulate and saw it almost untouched by home clones. Crazy Comets and Mega Apocalypse, both by Simon Nicol on the Commodore 64, were the only games to recreate the Mad Planets experience. Unique and rather special, if you can find the means to play Mad Planets properly, you’ll discover a tough, daft, and rewarding space oddity. JM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




M.U.LE.



 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Various


Developer : Ozark Softscape


Genre : Strategy





When Trip Hawkins first launched his fledgling Electronics Arts company, he approached publisher SSI with an offer for the rights to the business sim Cartels & Cutthroats. When he was turned down, Hawkins made a direct approach to Dan Bunten, the game’s author, who promised to produce a far superior original instead. Nine months later M.U.L.E. shipped as EA’s first product. A sophisticated multiplayer game, it not only launched what would soon become a multi-billion-dollar corporation, but is widely considered to be one of the most influential ever written. A detailed economic simulator with a focus on nonviolent competitive cooperation—a common theme for Bunten, who detested gaming’s obsession with killing—M.U.L.E.’s pioneering steps laid foundations for countless other titles.


Up to four players are tasked with the management of a new colony on planet Irata in a scenario inspired by the Wild West. The simple purpose of the game is to amass the greatest wealth by balancing the supply and demand of four basic elements. This is achieved by configuring a Multiple Use Labor Element, which is programmed to harvest varying amounts of each element. Players buy whatever they need and sell what they don’t need of their own harvest, and try to stay in profit.


The genius of M.U.L.E. is that, while victory is achieved through the accumulation of wealth, it is impossible for one player alone to harvest everything needed. The message is that collaboration and the well-being of the colony as a whole are a necessity or all players will fail.


SimCity, Command & Conquer, and Viva Pihata all owe a great debt to M.U.L.E.’s innovations. Indeed, Will Wright dedicated The Sims to Bunten, who died in 1998, and even included M.U.L.E.’s theme tune as a hidden extra in his 2008 game, Spore. BM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Planetfall


 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Various


Developer : Infocom


Genre : Text Adventure





When Planetfall first shipped, sidekicks were rare. Floyd was a nonplayer character who tagged along with the player but took care of himself, proving amusing and also instrumental to the plot. Many gamers surprised themselves as they grew emotionally invested in an artificial life-form in an interactive fiction, who they only knew from text on a screen. When first-time author and soon-to-be legend Steve Meretzky mastered the delicate task of imbuing a functional resource with an endearing personality, he created a gaming milestone.


Of course, the rest of the game is good too; it’s an Infocom text adventure coded at the height of the genre, by one if Infocom’s greatest talents. A science-fiction story with a lively sense of humor, it acknowledges its debt to Douglas Adams—don’t forget to grab your towel—but it also depicts in vivid detail a civilization on the brink of final destruction.


The player gets to play archaeologist, and ultimately savior, by wandering the buildings and laboratories and deducing the function of each artifact, as well as translating the comically pig-Latin-ish writing left behind by a lost race. And the game follows a timeline right from the opening scenes, when the player is given a limited number of moves to flee a doomed spaceship and crashland on the planet. Take too long while you’re down there, and you may fail in your quest.


The game had the advantage of being accessible to newcomers, with clear and logical problems that make for an easy introduction to text adventures. It’s one of the company’s best-loved games, instantly creating Meretzky’s reputation as a funnyman and storyteller—but the person who really became famous was Floyd, one of the first characters in gaming who felt like more than a name. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Spy Hunter



 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Midway


Genre : Action





[image: image]


With its smart weapons, cool cars, and the persistent buzz generated by the slinky rendition of the Peter Gunn Theme pumping from the speakers, Spy Hunter was viewed as a very stylish game back in the arcades of the early 1980s. It was a title that played into any boy’s favorite fantasies—secret agents, nasty weaponry, and a driving license—and made the moment they started slotting in the coinage all but an inevitability. But make no mistake, it was the action as much at the perfectly poised presentation that kept those young punters coming back for more.


In Spy Hunter, you play as a secret agent with a car that shoots bullets from the front grill, and you’re tasked with the admirably simple mission of tooling down an endless highway—conveniently, it’s a highway entirely without corners of any kind—fighting off a range of vehicular enemies, from stretch cars with machine-guns projecting from the sides, to buses with spikes in the wheels, and even the occasional helicopter, while upgrading your ride with smoke screens and oil slicks every now and then as you drive into the back of passing powerup vans.


All of this was supercool, for sure, but Spy Hunter’s most magical moment comes when the game’s incomplete bridges force you to take your dream machine off-road—and it suddenly transforms itself into a boat by passing through a convenient shack, taking the land-based battle directly to the waves.


Uniquely suited to the obsessions of the 1980s, with its slick mixture of espionage and cars, Spy Hunter is a delightful, if not expensive, memory, for everyone who played it. It is also the subject of a frankly ridiculous PS2 title built around a movie starring Dwayne Johnson, although that game, thankfully, sank without a trace. CD


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Crystal Castles



 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Atari


Genre : Action
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For its day, Crystal Castles was awesomely ambitious: paths, bridges, ledges, and elevators decorate three-dimensional structures that are themselves laid out on an overworld map. The protagonist, Bentley Bear, conquers map after map by sweeping up gems as quickly as possible. Skeletons, witches, and animated trees plague Bentley’s steps, and if he spends too long on a level, a swarm of bees will show up and chase him. Thanks to the game’s trackball controller, it’s possible to move very quickly indeed: One swipe sends you skimming across the screen, grabbing all the gems that lie in your path.


The design was certainly detailed: programmer Franz Lanzinger packed as much as he could into each screen—almost to a fault: Each of the thirty-seven maps feels crammed into view, and rendered in an unusual trimetric perspective that becomes quite disorienting in later levels. The controls are speedy but twitchy, especially when you try to take small steps or cover both sides of a broad path. The wide view also explains why none of the characters, who are actually quite cute, ever became arcade stars.


But Crystal Castles is charming and engrossing, flaws and all. The level design is ingenious, with semi-secret passages and sluggish elevators testing your reflexes, even as they tempt you to explore deeper.


Unusually, beating the game will actually end it, instead of taking you back to the beginning—an innovation for the time, and another reason why it feels more like the story-driven platformers that would later come to the home market than a typical repetitive coin-op.


It’s been ported many times to home consoles and has even sprung up on Atari’s official arcade web portal, where you can play a complete Flash version for free. CDa
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1980s




Jetpac



 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Various


Developer : Ultimate Play the Game


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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The game that launched the company that would one day become Rare—UK development powerhouse and creator of franchises like Banjo-Kazooie and the excellent Viva Piñata—Jetpac is a compact title that casts a very long shadow indeed. Part puzzle game and part twitchy platformer, the player is dropped into the role of a lone astronaut, Jetman, who must use his spacesuit’s thrusters to blast himself around a series of simple planetary environments, collecting and reassembling the pieces of his ship, before loading it with fuel and subsequently roaring off into space. The real star of the game, though, is the simple yet extremely effective implementation of a physics model, tugging at you in a predictable and realistic manner as you race through the sky.


Jetpac provides plenty of entertainment for even modern-day space explorers, but just in case we’d forgotten its simple charms, Rare—now a part of the mighty Microsoft corporation—released an updated (if slightly overcomplicated) version, Jetpac Refueled, for the Xbox Live Arcade platform in 2007. CD


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Juno First


 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Konami


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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In the early 1980s it was uncommon for Japanese game designers to take inspiration from the West, so Juno First is something of an unusual specimen. The high-intensity horizontally scrolling shoot ’em up is flipped 90 degrees to become a high-intensity vertically scrolling one. But to sideline Juno First as a clone would be an injustice, because this is a supremely accomplished action game in its own right. Its pseudo-three-dimensional presentation, sending waves of enemies into the combat zone from a far-off horizon, makes the action much more dynamic than that of other similarly styled games of its era, which feel static in comparison. Since the game scrolls in both directions, retreat from the incoming enemies is an alternative option to the all-out attack style of play expected of the genre.


Juno First is a game in the classic high-score tradition, its intermittent bonus pods offering opportunities to crank up the points at an accelerated pace as your craft washes a spitting stream of laser fire across the screen. It will always live in the shadow of certain other examples, but to its modest fan base it remains a classic. TB


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Lode Runner



 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Various


Developer : Douglas E. Smith


Genre : Platform
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With its clever melding of puzzling and action, Lode Runner is an eminently playable platformer. It was, however, revolutionary for another reason, as one of the first games to offer a level editor. Giving players access to the building blocks of Lode Runner’s game world wasn’t just a ploy to extend the game’s lifespan and popularity—it gave the gaming community a then-rare opportunity to fully digest the concepts at work in every gold-scrounging level.


Lode Runners scenario is almost primal. Set in a series of ornate caverns—multilayered mazes connected by ladders and bridges—the protagonist is a gold miner able to dig holes through soft rock. All around, guards try to prevent him from nabbing all the area’s gold and escaping.


The original game shipped with 150 levels, but the modders crafted countless more. And the fact that the chase, dig, nab, and run of Lode Runner feels infinitely replayable is surely a testament to the rock-solid original design. But the game’s longevity and timelessness also reflects well on us. Leave it to gamers to carry the torch, and they’ll illuminate depths you never imagined. GM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Manic Miner


 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Various


Developer : Matthew Smith


Genre : Platform





[image: image]


Before Jet Set Willy and his frighteningly muddled mansion came Manic Miner, a far neater platformer, but with plenty of its own surreal touches and twists and an atmosphere every bit as thick with mysterious charm.


Trapped deep inside the tunnels and rocky chambers of a mine, players must help Willy get back to the surface, navigating an increasingly complex series of twenty different rooms, all of which require a key to be located before the exit can be unlocked. The range of different screens takes the miner on a genuinely bizarre journey at times, while the inclusion of a countdown clock based around Willy’s ever-diminishing air supply only makes things more tense.


Paving the way for Jet Set Willy, one of 8-bit computing’s most memorable games, Manic Miner remains a classic: taut, claustrophobic, and filled with designer Matthew Smith’s strange humor. At the time, it was also the first ZX Spectrum game to feature extensive in-game music, plucked, rather stylishly, from the copyright-free back catalogues of maestros Grieg and Strauss. CD
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1980s




Tapper



 




Original release date : 1983


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Marvin Glass and Associates


Genre : Action
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Tapper didn’t simply live in the corner of your local watering hole. The arcade cabinet, outfitted with faux wood trim, a brass foot rest, and a joystick topped by a tap handle, feels like an extension of your local bar.


The game is a direct predecessor of Diner Dash. As the bartender, you pull drinks and slide them across the bar to your thirsty customers. Hurl one beer too many, and it’ll crash on to the floor. Once they’ve quaffed their ale, drinkers send their empties right back at you. Those too will drop to the floor if not collected. More generous beer guzzlers will leave tips on the table. But it’s risky to chase after this dough: Every moment you’re away from the tap is a moment a stray mug could tumble to the sawdust.


The entire affair is colorful and slightly lurid. Tapper marked an early (and rare) instance where product placement was not just appropriate, but appealing. The Budweiser logo was prominent throughout. Maybe that’s why a second version of the game—sans references to alcoholic beverages—was created when the machine staggered to arcades. Amiable cartoon customers, caricatures of cowboys, punks, basketball players, and aliens, helped make the notion of brew-swilling that much more attractive. And the nostalgic tinkle of a saloon piano and the satisfying crack of a frosty can of beer during the bonus round contributed additional auditory satisfaction.


The introduction of the white-washed Root Beer Tapper a year later wreaked havoc with character motivation (what customer would freak out over the slow pour of a noncaffeinated soft drink?). However, the move away from alcohol was a wise, early example of the self-regulation that would typify the gaming industry’s approach to censorship. A case of better us than them. GM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Track & Field



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Konami


Genre : Sports
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When the earliest game designers turned their attention to the Olympics, they captured humanity’s greatest sporting event the only way they knew how: by making you mash buttons. Track & Field requires players to repeatedly tap buttons in order to make their athletes run, while another button unleashes an event-specific action—launching into the air for the long jump event, for example, or releasing a javelin. Button tapping is a crude way to enjoy activities that can sometimes look so graceful in real life, but it’s obviously a very physical one, which heightens the game’s appeal as a multiplayer attraction.


Track & Field can be played solo, but it comes into its own with up to three fellow athletes attempting to set the fastest times, springiest leaps, and longest throws. The six events (100-m dash, long jump, javelin, 110-m hurdles, hammer, high jump) allow players to compete head-to-head via two sets of controls. The solo events are the most technical, as you propel yourself right up to the line and then hold the button just long enough to find the perfect angle of launch (45 degrees being optimum, although some players swear by pitching it slightly higher or lower). The head-to-head running events, meanwhile, with two players battering buttons simultaneously, have been known to reduce overcompetitive types to exhausted wrecks—and arcade machines to disrepair.


Track & Field shipped in time to harvest interest in the 1984 Olympics in Los Angeles, and from that very first coin-op, Konami built a franchise that continues to this day with the likes of New International Track & Field for the Nintendo DS, while its simple but remarkably effective design has influenced countless imitators during the intervening years. TB
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1980s




Ballblazer



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Various


Developer : Lucasfilm Games


Genre : Sports





Instead of trying to make a computer simulation of an existing sport with all the compromises that entails, with Ballblazer Lucasfilm Games invented a new sport altogether, one which played entirely to the strengths of home formats of the time.


It keeps things simple: It’s a one-on-one game of football, only with hovercrafts, a floating ball, and moving goal posts. The controls are basic: The craft can be moved in four directions and can unleash a “force push” that can be used to launch the ball goalward, or to tackle and take the ball from the opposing player. Despite such limitations, however, Ballblazer works in three dimensions, thanks to a brilliant camera system: the hovercraft automatically faces whichever compass point is nearest the direction of the ball or, if you have control of the ball, the goal.


It’s confusing at first, but once you adjust to the idea, it works amazingly well. The pitch may be huge and the graphics functional, but you always know which way to go, and this inspired piece of automation enables you to concentrate on getting to the ball, wrestling it off your opponent, and hopefully launching it between the posts. But that won’t happen often. Indeed, your early games will be scrappy affairs until you get a feel for how Ballblazer works. Once you crack it, it’s fluid and incredibly fast with an analogue feel and a physics model in which action has an equal and opposite reaction—as you’ll note when you get kicked back after unleashing a shot.


It’s minimalistic and expertly balanced, so much so that when LucasArts tried to sex it up for a 1990s sequel (Masterblazer), the result was a complete mess. Best of all, if Ballblazer were to become a real sport, your gaming skills would transfer across to it effortlessly—something that possibly makes it unique among sports games. JM
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1980s



Bank Panic


 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Sanritsu Denki


Genre : Shoot ’Em Up
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There aren’t many video games about working in banks, probably because it’s difficult to identify the fun potential in advising customers on mortgage rates. Wind the clock back to the days of the Wild West, however, and you have a setting more suited to entertainment, as illustrated by the fast-moving, bullet-riddled world of Bank Panic.


Panic is certainly the right word to describe what happens within the banks of Sanritsu Denki’s game. You assume the role of a lawman, seeing off bandits with your pistol, forced to consistently make split-second decisions. You’re faced with three doors at a time, and while you can see when one is about to open, you never know what’s going to be on the other side. It might be a regular customer looking to make a deposit, in which case you let them go about their business; it might be a gun-toting robber, in which case it’s time to unload; or, perhaps, it’s a boy wearing a stack of hats, which can be shot away to reveal a bonus. As the game progresses, the action becomes more complicated. Normal citizens are sometimes pushed aside by robbers, for example, turning a moment of relief into a scrabble to reach for the fire button, while other criminals turn up with two revolvers (requiring two shots to kill), and occasionally bank doors will be rigged with bombs that must be shot before they detonate. All the action is played out to the background music’s repeated cycle of “Dixie,” the tempo of which speeds up frantically as the time runs down, adding yet another level of panic.


With three fire buttons (one for each door) and some dirty tricks under its belt (beware the townsfolk who turn up wearing the same clothes as the bad guys, for example, or robbers who duck away from the door), Bank Panic is one of the most complex arcade games of its era, requiring intense focus. It’s also among the most enjoyable. TB


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




H.E.R.O.



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Various


Developer : John Van Ryzin


Genre : Platform
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Take a look at an Xbox 360 controller. Two clickable analogue sticks, a D-pad, two analogue triggers, and nine buttons. Now consider the Atari VCS joystick. One digital stick and a fire button. Not much to work with, and as a result, the designers of yesteryear were often forced to be extremely imaginative with their control schemes.


If H.E.R.O.—a game in which you control a little man with a helicopter backpack, a laser gun, and a stash of explosives—were released today it would use a stick and three buttons, which would have been unheard-of extravagance back in 1984. Here we have left and right control movement, the up controls your helicopter backpack; down places explosives; the fire button activates your laser. Not a control is wasted. It’s an efficient and extremely elegant scheme befitting an ambitious game of underground rescue.


Your job is to descend into a series of mine shafts to find trapped workers, a task made more hazardous by deadly wildlife and blocked passageways that require blasting. Danger is everywhere; even blowing up a harmless wall requires you to make a swift getaway once you’ve dropped your dynamite. Illplaced lanterns plunge rooms into darkness when you blunder into them, and life-terminating water lurks at the bottom of many caverns. And just to add to the fun you have a limited supply of dynamite—indeed, later levels do their utmost to get you to waste dynamite so that you run out just as the end of the level is in sight, thus forcing you to wait for the power to run out on your backpack, lose a life, and restart the level. Harsh, yes, but it means you just do it right the next time, and it’s a small annoyance from a game that otherwise conjures an awful lot out of not very much at all. JM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Boulder Dash



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Various


Developer : First Star Software


Genre : Maze





[image: image]


Boulder Dash took the design of arcade titles Dig Dug and Mr. Do—which feature two-dimensional maps and the player character tunneling through earth, avoiding enemies, and falling rocks (or, in Mr. Do’s case, apples)—and simplified it for home formats of the time. In doing so it created one of gaming’s most enduring franchises.


Game play is simplicity itself. Taking the role of Rockford (a hero who, thanks to hardware limitations, looks more like a pixelated version of an anthropomorphic frog), the player tunnels around levels, collecting diamonds while avoiding tumbling boulders. Unlike Dig Dug’s Taizo Hori or Mr. Do, Rockford has no way to protect himself directly, so must use his wits to create a maze for his enemies, carefully timing chases to make sure they end up on the business end of a falling rock.


Unusual in the video game industry as a title that has maintained the same rights holder since its inception—First Star Software still sells versions of the title to this day—Boulder Dash has received almost as many official sequels as it has clones, with often superb and usually wildly different ports to most home platforms, through Game Boy Advance to iPhone and iPod Touch.


Boulder Dash endures because unlike many of its contemporaries, it features no combat, and unlike other nonviolent titles, it allows players a variety of options to deal with threats: You create your own maze rather than simply navigate a predetermined one. It therefore requires a fine balance of on-the-fly puzzle solving and sharp reflexes, and ensures that any mistakes always feel like your own fault. As fresh and playable now as it was twenty years ago, Boulder Dash is a diamond well worth digging out. MKu


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Bomb Jack



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Various


Developer : Tehkan


Genre : Platform





[image: image]


The year 1984 was an explosive one. The IRA tried to blow up Margaret Thatcher in Brighton. Hezbollah targeted the US embassy in Beirut. Ronald Reagan made an off-color, on-microphone joke about bombing Russia. Meanwhile, in video arcades, a pudgy red-white-and-blue superhero called Jack jumped and glided to the rescue, defusing screen after screen of explosive devices planted in famous tourist destinations like the Sphinx, the Acropolis, and Castle Neuschwanstein. Were the artists of video gaming imitating life or was it just coincidence?


Nobody ever really knew what the true premise of Bomb Jack was supposed to be. But it’s so fast and furious, it barely needs a plot. All you need to know is that the fuses are lit. What are you waiting for? Get moving! In fact, it’s so manic that it’s only after several (dozen) tries that you realize the bombs will never explode.


Instead, the burning fuses are part of the game’s secondary challenge: defusing the bombs in order to gain bonus points. Sounds easy. But when you’re besieged by mechanical birds, bouncing balls, and robots, dodging both enemies and the unexploded bombs, it’s no mean feat. Especially since the deliberately unforgiving jumping physics means you’ll have to work hard not to undershoot or overshoot your target.


Despite its international look, Bomb Jack is a thoroughly Japanese game. Its spring-heeled hero nods to Mario, as does its platforming. Its dodge-and-collect game play is straight out of Pac-Man, as is the siren triggered by its enemy-freezing power pills. Even its bombs are impossibly cute, more like ripe cherries than tools of asymmetric warfare. Maybe that explains its enduring appeal. There’s been no shortage of bombs in the world since 1984. If only they were all as inexplosive as Bomb Jack’s. JRu


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Elite


 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Various


Developer : Ian Bell, David Braben


Genre : Strategy / Shoot ’Em Up





Few games have had the bravery to paint a portrait of such a vast, uncaring universe as is presented here in Elite. Created by Cambridge students Ian Bell and David Braben during the reign of Thatcher, this is a picture of merciless capitalism spread to the stars: a cruel galaxy cluster of market forces and sudden death, where squads of Vipers lurk in the next starfield, ready to gun you down; where running out of fuel light-years from a nearby planet spells certain death and where simply trying to dock your ship in an orbiting space station will probably kill you first, anyway.


Elite started life as an experiment in three-dimensional starfields, and quickly became a game of galactic dog fighting. Braben and Bell found the results a little boring, however, and instead came up with the idea of trading to make the universe feel a little more alive: everything from basic crops to gems, to—if you’re willing to risk pursuit by the police—weapons and slaves (which fit into this entirely amoral economy). And finding the best exchange rate for the latest wares on which you took a high-priced gamble certainly adds an element of fiscal fear to the planets and nebulae through which you cruise.


Elite is big as well as clever, however, with eight massive galaxies to jump between, all spun out of a smart programming trick that uses the Fibonacci sequence to generate its stars and stats. You could think of Elite as an economics sim with a bit of shooting thrown in, which makes it sound cold and rather distant. But it’s also epic, echoey, and filled with dazzling surprises and hidden adventures. No game before or since—except, perhaps, CCP’s luminous Eve Online—has dared to treat science fiction with such seriousness. No game has been quite so immersive in its handling of lasers, intergalactic rockets, and attack ships. CD


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Kung-Fu Master



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Irem


Genre : Fighting





[image: image]


Ostensibly based on the Jackie Chan movie Wheels on Meals (which was originally titled Meals on Wheels) and heavily influenced by wider Hong Kong action cinema conventions, Irem’s slick, repetitive martial arts coin-op is widely credited as the progenitor of the scrolling beat ’em up genre, preceding the likes of Renegade, Final Fight, Double Dragon, and Streets of Rage.


The setup is ludicrously sketchy (beginning with the immortal scene setter: “Thomas and Sylvia were attacked by several unknown guys”), but also hugely influential. You are a kung-fu expert who must rescue your kidnapped girlfriend from the clutches of a gangster. To get her back, you fight through five floors of the pagoda-style Devil’s Temple, using the kick and punch buttons to dispatch incoming enemies. On the first floor, most enemies simply try to grab hold of you, necessitating a frenzied bout of joystick waggling. Later, there are leaping dwarf fighters, fire-breathing dragons, and deadly . . . moths. More important, each floor ends in a boss battle, ranging from a boomerang thrower to a magician, and bosses have their own energy gauges—a vital genre addition.


Kung-Fu Master is a beautifully crafted example of the genre it helped to define. The controls are amazingly responsive, allowing for superfast fighting, and the addition of leaping and crouching moves adds depth to the combat repertoire. Meanwhile, the driving soundtrack racks up the tension, and the roughly sampled yelps and cries bring some kung-fu movie authenticity to the proceedings. Numerous home-console versions followed, but it was the original that will be remembered—alongside the likes of Karate Champ and Karateka—as a groundbreaking martial-arts game. KS


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Deus Ex Machine



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : ZX Spectrum, Commodore 64


Developer : Automata


Genre : Action
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Not so much a game as a bizarre multimedia experience, Deus Ex Machina requires players to control the early development of a biological accident: a mutant born within the mechanistic confines of a computerized Orwellian society. The “action,” such as it is, revolves around a series of abstract mini-games dealing with stages of the creature’s life: Players must first weld DNA and safely incubate the fetus; as a “child” it has to be protected from the police, and, later, from the rigors of old age.


The on-screen activity tells only half the story, however. This ambitious project was conceived more as an enhanced concept album or prototypical interactive movie than a mere game. Coded by Andrew Stagg and scripted by early computer game entrepreneur Mel Croucher, Deus Ex Machina shipped with an accompanying cassette containing an ambient synth soundtrack and dialogue spoken by Doctor Who actor Jon Pertwee, musician Ian Dury, and comedian Frankie Howerd. This was designed to be played in synchronicity with the game itself, providing a disembodied audio accompaniment. With lyrics merging adapted snippets of As You Like It’s “seven ages of man” speech with discourses on genetic experimentation and computer-age paranoia, it is a singular artistic endeavor, obtuse and self-indulgent, but also weirdly hypnotic.


Despite widespread critical claim and mainstream media interest, the game was a commercial disaster, in part due to Automata’s difficulties with retailers who weren’t sure how to deal with such a genre-defying product. Croucher was clearly undeterred by commercial difficulties: A couple of years later he came up with iD, a text-based curio in which the player converses with an entity living in their computer. KS


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Various


Developer : Infocom


Genre : Text Adventure





[image: image]


Douglas Adams’s seminal sci-fi masterpiece, The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, has taken many forms, from audio to books, to the small and large screens. When Adams teamed up with Infocom’s resident funnyman, Steve Meretzky, to turn it into interactive fiction, he kept the key plot points. Moreover, he stayed true to its tangents, its self-awareness, and its cruel, absurd humor.


Hitchhiker’s Guide mocks the expectations of gamers who have played Infocom’s other hits. Negative feedback is brusque—“That’s not important; leave it alone”—and even the minor descriptions are hilarious (“The floor acts like a trampoline on an ice rink”). The game will lie to you about how to exit a room or not let you look around a room unless you beg; if you die, it may keep going without you and chide you if you try to struggle. “You keep out of this, you’re dead . . .,” it reminds you.


There are puzzles, too, like the legendary inventory puzzle that scores you the language-translating Babel fish. What’s missing, however, are the characters—who fly by with little introduction—and the plot, which barely matters at all. It’s as if Adams no longer had patience for retelling his tale and wanted to get back to messing with the parser and refusing to let you move aft unless you insisted half a dozen times. The game could be criticized as one of the few times Infocom let the puzzles and gags outweigh the story, but by 1984, the studio could get away with riffing on the genre it all but codified.


Unfortunately, a sequel based on The Restaurant at the End of the Universe was never completed—but Douglas Adams would go on to make more games before his untimely death in 2001, including Infocom’s Bureaucracy and the graphic adventure Starship Titanic. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Hyper Sports



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Konami


Genre : Sports
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Konami’s Track & Field proved to be an enormous arcade hit when it was released in 1984 thanks to massive novelty value and multiplayer appeal. It introduced the concept that button bashing translated into speed, pitted players directly against one another, and turned arcade gaming into a distinctly physical exercise.


It was all a bit athletic, though, an issue that the sequel, Hyper Sports, addressed by widening its scope and providing a much more varied range of events. It’s still heavy on the button bashing, as illustrated by the opening swimming event, but then it gets into more gamer-friendly territory with a skeet shooting competition that’s purely about twitch reactions, rewarding accuracy with faster and higher-scoring targets, as well as fatter targeting reticules. Next comes a move to gymnastics with the long horse event, in which you’re back hammering the buttons to turn somersaults while attempting a perfect landing, then it’s a return to arcade shooting in the archery event. The Track & Field heritage is here in the way you hold down a button to set your elevation, but the moving target and accuracy bonuses introduce new layers of finesse. Finally, it’s back to Track & Field territory for the final three events—triple jump, weightlifting, and pole vault.


It’s a brilliant party game, and that’s due to offering a broader range of events than its predecessor; if you can’t win at the swimming event, you might still clean up at skeet shooting. If you’re good at everything, you can showboat by going for the hidden bonuses and actually attempt to complete the pole vault, one of gaming’s greatest tests. The game manages to combine mainstream appeal with hardcore hooks in a compact package—not a bad achievement at all. JM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Marble Madness



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Atari


Genre : Action





Marble Madness used a trackball rather than a joystick and buttons, and it was the first Atari arcade cabinet to use a Yamaha FM audio chip, but it’s a game that belongs in the history books for more than a simple string of design anomalies or firsts (and Missile Command beat it to the trackball, anyway). Marble Madness is colorful and loopy, a tense, often cruel action game that draws you back, defeat after defeat, with its wonderful levels and brilliant physics.


It could be described as a simple maze game, if there was anything remotely simple about its mazes. But we should remember that designer Mark Cerny drew much of his inspiration from the “infinite architecture” of artist M. C. Escher, and in reality the mazes become tortured chunks of magical geometry, the bright oranges, yellows, and blues hiding the fact that this is a truly brutal battlefield you’re trying to navigate; each drop claiming hundreds of your glassy round brethren; each mean-spirited series of turns and loops tempting you to throw yourself into space with total abandon.


For those who successfully beat each course, working around sadistic chicanes, hairpin bends, slides, funnels, and even the odd enemy, the only reward is more of the same, Atari flinging another killing ground at you, ready to soak up a few extra lives and steal even more of your money. Although there are only six levels in total, the time limits imposed force you into regular mistakes, and the sheer variety of ideas on offer in each environment makes the game seem vast and unpredictable.


Proof that pretty, cartoony games often come with hearts as black as night, Marble Madness seems as good today as it ever has been, and its isometric style looks attractively retro, too. Track it down on one of Atari’s many best-of collections. CD


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Karate Champ


 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Data East


Genre : Fighting
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The fighting genre can trace its DNA back to two titles from the mid-1980s. Konami’s Yie Ar Kung-Fu takes the credit for introducing a range of characters with different fighting styles, and for giving each player a health bar that has to be gradually worn down. Data East’s Karate Champ is responsible for pretty much everything else. Bonus rounds as an aside to the main fight attraction? Karate Champ. An array of far too many moves to immediately get to grips with? Karate Champ again. The opportunity to play against real people rather than computer-controlled characters? You guessed it.


Although Karate Champ contains the seed of a whole swathe of fighting games to come, it’s a first attempt that packs features that were discarded by its numerous progeny. There are no buttons to push, only two joysticks. You launch an attack by pushing the two sticks in their own directions simultaneously—up on the left stick and right on the right stick for a flying kick, for example—and then, if your timing and placement are spot on, your opponent goes down instantly. If not, then you’re wide open to him flattening you with his own counterattack. This game is not about wearing the other guy down. It’s about precision and daring, being able to make the right attack at the right time so that the sensei awards you a full rather than a half point.


Karate Champ has more to do with real martial-arts contests than street fighting, especially in its original Japanese incarnation. A US-focused remake transplants it from the dojos to a series of exotic locations, and has you fighting to win the girl instead of a karate competition, but the fights themselves (and the bull-punching bonus round) remain the same. In some ways it’s a historical curio, but in many others it’s the definitive template. JM


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Knight Lore



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Various


Developer : Ultimate Play the Game


Genre : Action
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Equipped with the Filmation three-dimensional graphics engine, Knight Lore was a groundbreaking British platform adventure. While isometric perspectives were not new to gamers, Knight Lore kicked off an avalanche of similarly styled titles, some of which were highlights of the genre.


This is not to say that Knight Lore was lacking in highlights itself. Having been cursed by a “werewulf,” Sabreman—now in his third adventure—is beset by lycanthropy. He has forty days to work through a maze of chambers and corridors in search of the dying wizard, Melkhior. Along the way, Sabreman must collect the ingredients necessary for his cure. If he fails, he must forever remain a werewolf.


Knight Lore presents a hearty challenge. In addition to the strict time limit, Sabreman must also endure his nightly transformation into beast form, making the game an action adventure that requires not only thought and good platforming skills, but decisiveness, too. At a time when gaming was all about homemade maps and tips traded in the playground, Knight Lore was a defining title. MKu


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Demolition Derby


 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Bally Midway


Genre : Driving
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Demolition Derby captures the stripped-to-the-bare-bones nature of its inspiration (drive around, smashing the heck out of others’ vehicles until only one remains operational) with no small amount of enthusiasm. It doesn’t overstretch itself in the visuals department, but it doesn’t need to: This is a game about cars ramming into one another (while keeping an eye out for damage-repairing screwdrivers and other bonuses), rather than negotiating complex tracks of curves and chicanes. The action is viewed directly from above, and the controls consist of a steering wheel and the ability to drive forward and backward.


Successful play is all about hitting opponents with the rear of your car. What feels unusual to begin with quickly becomes second nature, and the appeal of this unique twist persists throughout.


The game exists as a dual-control upright cabinet and as a four-player option. With friends taking part, personal grudges and alliances get brought into the game, but then ganging up on individuals feels almost par for the course in an activity as brilliantly lawless as this one. TB


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Lords of Midnight



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Various


Developer : Mike Singleton


Genre : Strategy / Adventure
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In the early 1980s, Mike Singleton was writing fantasy role-playing games. When he set out to develop a similarly epic computer version, there were no orthodox methods of displaying the vast worlds he imagined. So he decided to invent one. Lords of Midnight, a vast adventure set within a fantasy realm, featured a groundbreaking graphics technique called “landscaping.” It enabled the player to depict his surroundings from a first-person perspective.


The plot follows Prince Luxor as he seeks to defeat the armies of the evil Doomdark. Skilled, strategic planning is needed as you prepare for each new engagement. At the end of each turn, darkness falls and Doomdark makes his move. The following morning, you receive a written report of the battles, victories, and defeats of the previous night.


This kind of game may not be to everyone’s taste, but Lords of Midnight does make for an atmospheric and pleasantly cerebral experience. Amusingly enough, Singleton was said to have thought there was no way to defeat Doomdark: gamers, of course—as is their wont—proved him wrong. KS


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s



Jet Set Willy


 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Various


Developer : Matthew Smith


Genre : Platform
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Matt Smith’s follow up to Manic Miner is a deeply unnerving and, frankly, rather sinister game. It’s a mysterious and darkly comic wander through a nightmarish mansion as Miner Willy is forced to tidy up his home before his furious wife will allow him to bed. The mansion itself is one of the greatest locations of any computer game. Starting in the bathroom, working through dining halls, kitchens, servants’ quarters, and into the garden, it’s memorable and oddly disturbing, filled with dancing razor blades, chugging saws, and nasty flying pigs. As in Manic Miner, Willy’s sprawling, leg-flailing jump is an instrument of pure platforming torture, as likely to carry you over your target or past it as it is to land you where you want to be.


Due to a software bug in the original code, Jet Set Willy was actually unfinishable in its original format—a fact that seems genuinely to enhance the Kafkaesque brilliance of the game. Compared to most other home computer titles at the time—many of which were a bit nutty themselves—it’s a strange and singular feverish dream, a frightening 8-bit nightmare. CD


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Pac-Land



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Namco


Genre : Platform
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While playing Pac-Land, it’s easy to envision an alternate history of video games, one where Namco’s mascot maintained his unquestioned dominion over gamerdom. When it appeared in 1984, the world was still in the grips of Pac-Mania. But the little, yellow pellet gobbler would soon be upstaged by other mascots. The Pac-Man franchise didn’t quite have the legs to maintain its success while making the jump to home consoles.


But in Pac-Land, Pac-Man does have legs—literally—and he does an awful lot of jumping around. It’s a side-scrolling platformer that, in fact, came out a year before the debut of Super Mario Bros. And it prefigures that game in many other ways.


Make no mistake, Pac-Land is not as good as Super Mario Bros. There are no bosses, the level layouts lack verticality, and the controls aren’t as satisfying. But it’s still solid fun, and of all the proto-Super Marios, it’s the Super Mario-iest. The titular character bounces from platform to platform with aplomb, sometimes encountering his wife and child, Mrs. Pepper Pac-Man and Pac-Baby. (Character design and theme song are lifted from the Saturday morning cartoon.) As he hops along, Pac-Man is besieged by endless waves of ghosts. Power pellets occasionally appear, allowing him to gobble his foes, but it’s often easier to simply evade them and keep running and jumping.


The historical value of Pac-Land is undeniable: If we study the hand-drawn look of the clouds and mountains in the background, the foreboding music that plays in dungeon areas, and the appearance of a multi-jump mechanic that recalls Mario’s underwater swimming, it’s hard to believe that the developers at Nintendo didn’t draw inspiration from several elements of the game. CB


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Paperboy



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Arcade


Developer : Atari


Genre : Action
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An odd experience by today’s standards, Paperboy is an ancestor of Grand Theft Auto: a game about a lone prole, struggling to stay afloat in a neighborhood turned treacherous. The player controls a hapless delivery boy who has to ride down the street delivering the Daily Sun—“the world’s most throwable newspaper”—but to the right houses, and preferably without smashing any windows. The street is pushed all the way to the right of the screen, which makes it easy to miss oncoming cars until they’re right on top of you. But it also affords you a better view of the neighborhood: robbers jimmy open windows, breakdancers bust a move where you’re trying to ride, a kid with a remote-control car comes gunning for your tires. The game is obsessed with death, or at least with Halloween, as hearses jerk out of the driveways in front of you and the Grim Reaper takes a stroll down the sidewalk. The lawns even sport tombstones with your initials on them. Feel free to knock them down for extra points.


With an actual pair of handlebars for controls, the arcade version handles much the same as the crappy no-gears bike that a kid his age would be dying to trade. But the game’s biggest challenge lies in keeping customers happy. Following each day’s delivery, angry customers will cancel their subscriptions; lose enough, and you’re fired.


This idea of holding a neighborhood in the face of mortal danger would come back in games like Saints Row and numerous others in which a territory has to be maintained and defended. But, of course, the descendants of Paperboy swapped newspapers for handguns, and the price of losing became a lot bloodier than sitting on the curbside next to your wrecked bike, with a newspaper bag jammed over your head. CDa


See all games from the 1980s.





1980s




Spy vs. Spy



 




Original release date : 1984


Platform : Various


Developer : First Star Software


Genre : Action / Strategy
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With this wonderfully devious multiplayer game from veteran designer Mike Reidel, the violent monochromatic nemeses made the transition from the ink-smeared pages of Mad magazine to 8-bit home computers. There’s never been anything else quite like it: a title that makes ample allowances for direct combat between its players, but truly relishes indirect battle also, as two rival spies move around the same suite of rooms, laying traps for each other while collecting the necessary documents and money needed to flee the country via a small airstrip.
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