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ABOUT THIS SERIES

Ah, open worlds!

A huge map to explore freely, visiting beautiful cities and landscapes, completing missions at our own pace, taking on side activities, searching for collectibles, or simply wandering around to feel like a being from another universe. For those of us who love these games, they are a dream come true.

This series is born from a passion for this type of game and from the desire to enjoy them beyond the screen. This collection of books aims to delve deeper into open world video games, to experience them through reading, and to acquire knowledge that enriches our love for this wonderful and free way of playing. In short, to keep enjoying them once we put down the controller or step away from the keyboard.

In this first volume, we will explore the origins of this type of game, from being confined within the borders of the monitor in the 1980s to the arrival of the great explosion in popularity of this genre: Grand Theft Auto III. There is much that came before the Rockstar gem that changed everything. And it is fascinating. The challenges faced by the early visionaries who sought to create almost infinite worlds are truly astonishing.

I will not delay your reading any further. I say goodbye, not without first thanking you for your interest and for allowing me to connect with you through these pages, united by our shared passion for video games.

Leonhart Bell (Chronicles of Open Worlds)
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INTRODUCTION

There was a time when video games were hermetic, when their characters faced rigid boundaries of gameplay. If you were an Italian plumber, your role was to run endlessly to the right until you reached a castle-shaped goal. If you controlled a spaceship, the universe ended at the edge of a 14-inch CRT monitor. These limits were not just a design choice; they were a physical imposition of RAM memory, that tyrant that counted every byte as if it were blood.

But somewhere between lines of code and the minds of a few programmers who probably drank too much coffee, a revolutionary idea was born: what if there were no limits to exploration? What if the mountain in the background were not just cardboard scenery, but a place you could go to, climb, and perhaps fall from due to a simple miscalculation?

This book is the chronicle of that obsession. It is the story of how we went from a handful of white dots on a black screen to the urban chaos of Liberty City in Grand Theft Auto III. It is the tale of how we learned to stop following the yellow brick road and start running over those who walked on it.

This story does not begin in an office in Silicon Valley, but in the United Kingdom of the mid-1980s. David Braben and Ian Bell, two Cambridge students, decided that the entire universe could fit inside a BBC Micro. The result was Elite.

To understand the impact of Elite, you need to be aware that the game occupied 22 KB. To put it into perspective, the recycle bin icon on your current computer weighs more than the entire galaxy of Elite. And yet, it contained eight galaxies with 256 planetary systems each. The trick? Pure mathematics. Instead of storing every planet, which would have required truckloads of floppy disks, they used procedural generation. Like a magician pulling a rabbit out of a hat the audience would swear was empty, Braben and Bell used Fibonacci number sequences to create the universe on the fly every time you turned on the machine.

Elite did not tell you what to do. You could be a galactic tea trader, an asteroid miner, or a space pirate with the ethics of a hungry shark.

By the late 1980s, the frontier shifted from space to the city. In 1989, a game called Vette! attempted something unthinkable: recreating San Francisco. Today we look at its graphics and they seem like a test of astigmatism, but at the time, being able to drive across the Golden Gate Bridge with relative freedom was a revelation. Vette! taught us that open worlds needed landmarks. We needed cities we could recognize, even if they were only flat polygons in garish colors.

But while Americans were focusing on cars, a hidden gem called Hunter appeared on the Commodore Amiga, the true biological father of Grand Theft Auto. For the first time, you had a third-person character who could walk, enter a house, steal a jeep, trade it for a speedboat, drive a tank, and then fly a helicopter. All within an open archipelago. Hunter was an open world game before the term even existed. It was ambitious, it was complex, and let’s be honest, it was about as easy to control as an elephant on an ice rink, but the seed had been planted.

In the early 1990s, a small company called Bethesda Softworks decided that big was not big enough. They first tried it with The Terminator (1991), a game that dropped you into a recreation of Los Angeles. It was one of the first examples of an open 3D urban environment under a film license.

But the real statement came with The Elder Scrolls series. Arena (1994) promised a world the size of a continent. Then came Daggerfall (1996), a game so absurdly large that its map had the real-world size of Great Britain. It featured 15,000 cities and 750,000 non-playable characters. Of course, 99 percent of them had the personality of an artichoke and the dungeons repeated themselves to the point of exasperation, but the scale was overwhelming. Daggerfall was the ultimate experiment in the limits of procedural generation. It showed us that you could create an infinite world, but filling it with soul was far harder than filling it with pixels.

While Bethesda was trying to give us a second life in a fantasy world, a group of rowdy Scots at DMA Design were working on something far more mischievous. The original concept was called Race'n'Chase, a cops and robbers game that, according to reports at the time, was boring and prone to crashing.

Legend has it that a bug in the AI code made police cars become aggressive, trying to ram the player off the road at all costs instead of simply following them. Testers had so much fun being smashed into that the developers said, “Forget being the cops, let’s make the player the criminal.”

And so Grand Theft Auto was born in 1997. Viewed from above with a top-down perspective that now seems primitive, the first GTA was a simulator of urban sociopathy. It was not just that you could go anywhere in the city at will; it was that you could steal any car. The radio blasted rock, techno, and hip-hop while you ran over lines of pedestrians to rack up points. It was crude, it was fun, and most importantly, it was systemic. The world reacted to your violence.

Even in this context, there was room for family-friendly experimentation. Lego Island (1997) appeared almost at the same time, proving that the idea of going wherever you want and doing whatever you want also worked for kids, and for those of us who just wanted to deliver pizzas on a plastic skateboard.

The open world was shifting from experiment to concept. And when Grand Theft Auto III arrived in homes, the world of video games changed forever. We no longer looked at the city from above; we were inside it. Liberty City was not a map, it was a living organism. Rain soaked the asphalt, citizens had absurd conversations on street corners, radio stations like Chatterbox offered an unprecedented cultural depth, and for the first time, the narrative of a gangster movie merged perfectly with absolute freedom.

GTA III did not invent the open world, as we will see in this book there were many shoulders to stand on before it, but it did make it irresistible. It was the game that forced every other developer to throw their linear scripts into the trash and ask themselves, “How do we make our city?”

Throughout these pages, we will not only talk about graphic engines and lines of code. We will talk about human decisions, about mistakes that became successes, and about the blind ambition of those who believed that a television screen could be a window into another universe.

Fasten your seatbelt. We are going to steal a Banshee, tune into Flashback FM, and drive at full speed toward the origin of it all. Welcome to the history of the open world.



PART 1: THE FOUNDATIONS OF INFINITY
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The Procedural Big Bang: The Arrival of Elite
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In a room in the 1980s, probably filled with coffee, engineering books, and the hum of a BBC Micro, two young men named David Braben and Ian Bell were about to commit a technical act of insolence that would change software forever. They were trying to fit the universe into a shoebox.

To understand the magnitude of Elite (1984), we must first understand the digital poverty of the era. Video games in the early 1980s were tunnel experiences. Pac-Man took place in a maze; Space Invaders was a shooting gallery confined to the limits of a single screen. The concept of going somewhere else did not exist because, quite simply, there was nowhere else to go. The hardware of the time, such as the Acorn Electron or the Commodore 64, had less computing power than the chip in a modern musical greeting card.

However, Braben and Bell did not want to make a game. They wanted to create a place.

Elite’s initial ambition was absurd: a space trading and combat simulator with 3D vector graphics that allowed the player to explore thousands of planets. The problem was that the BBC Micro had barely 32 KB of RAM. A large portion of that was consumed by the operating system and the video memory itself. In the end, the developers had little more than 20 KB available for the game.

To put this into perspective, a low-resolution photo today takes up around 2000 KB. Braben and Bell had to program the laws of physics, the artificial intelligence of enemy ships, the market economy of hundreds of star systems, the 3D rendering engine, and the planet database in a space that today could not even hold an empty Word file.

How did they do it? This is where the miracle comes in: procedural generation.

Instead of manually writing the data for each planet, name, government type, economy, coordinates, which would have filled thousands of floppy disks, they used a numerical seed. Using the Fibonacci sequence and mathematical algorithms, the computer calculated a planet’s characteristics in the millisecond in which the player decided to jump to that system. The universe was not stored on disk; the universe was created every time you looked at it. It was Schrödinger’s cat applied to software: the planet did not exist until the player engaged the jump drive.

Initially, the algorithm was so efficient that it allowed the creation of 2 billion worlds. However, Acornsoft, the publisher, was afraid. They thought players would feel overwhelmed and that no one would believe such an amount of data could fit on a home computer.

In the end, they cut the universe down to eight galaxies with 256 planets each. A number that seems modest today, but in 1984 was equivalent to infinity.

What was fascinating about this procedural approach was not just the quantity, but the coherence. Elite’s algorithm did not spit out random data. If a planet was in a war zone, weapon prices went up and basic goods became cheaper. If a system was an industrial democracy, you could buy computers cheaply and sell them in an agricultural dictatorship for a large profit.

Visually, Elite was an exception. While other games tried to use colorful sprites, 2D drawings, Elite opted for vector 3D graphics, or wireframe. The ships were skeletons of white lines against an absolute black background.

What we now see as a technical limitation was a masterful aesthetic decision. With no textures, the player’s brain filled in the gaps. That black void felt like nothingness; it was deep space. That lack of color was not poverty; it was technological realism. The game’s iconic ship, the Cobra Mk III, became a symbol of freedom. It was not a bunch of pixels; it was your home, your work tool, and your only defense against space pirates.

Combat in Elite also broke the mold. Instead of moving on a fixed screen, you had six degrees of freedom of movement from a first-person perspective. You could rotate, tilt, and accelerate in real three-dimensional space. This created a sense of vertigo and scale that had never been experienced before. When you finally managed to align your ship with the entrance slot of a rotating space station while The Blue Danube played, a brilliant and humorous nod to Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, the satisfaction was not just about scoring points, but about mastering a physical environment.

But what truly defines Elite as the ancestor of the modern open world is not its graphics engine, but its gameplay philosophy.

In 1984, games had a Game Over screen or a victory screen. In Elite, there was no ending. You started with 100 credits and a basic ship on the planet Lave. The game did not give you a mission. It did not tell you to save the princess or destroy the enemy base. It dropped you into the cosmos and asked, “So, what now?”

This lack of linear structure was revolutionary. You could be an honest trader traveling from system to system looking for the best price for grain. Or a miner shooting asteroids to collect precious minerals. Or a bounty hunter tracking down criminal ships to claim Federation credits. You could also be a pirate, attacking defenseless freighters and becoming a fugitive from the law.

This last option introduced another mechanical curiosity: legality. The game kept track of your actions. If you committed crimes, space stations would fire on you when you tried to dock. The world had memory. This is the direct seed of the wanted star system we would see decades later in the Grand Theft Auto series.

When Braben and Bell presented the game to major publishers, many rejected it. They said it was too difficult, that it had no clear progression, and that the vector graphics were too strange. Even Thorn EMI, a giant of the time, told them that a game where you could not lose lives and had to spend time trading would not interest anyone.

They were spectacularly wrong. Elite was not only a success; it was a cultural phenomenon. Versions were released for almost every microcomputer of the era, including the ZX Spectrum, Commodore 64, Amstrad CPC, and even the Nintendo NES years later. The game manual came accompanied by a short novel, The Dark Wheel, to help immerse the player in a universe that technology still could not realistically draw.

Elite taught us that a world could be persistent and operate under logical rules, economy and laws, that player freedom of choice is more important than a narrative imposed by the developer, and that procedural technology made it possible to create worlds that surpassed the physical limitations of the medium.

Without the mathematics of Braben and Bell, there would be no ambition behind No Man’s Sky, no complexity like that of EVE Online, and certainly no freedom of movement in the games that followed. Elite was the moment when video games stopped being toys and became simulators of existence.
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David Braben and Ian Bell: Visionaries of Stellar Freedom
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In 1982, David Braben and Ian Bell were two students at the University of Cambridge with complementary profiles. Braben was the visionary obsessed with aesthetics and three-dimensional flight; Bell was the purist of mathematics and code efficiency. Together, they formed one of the most influential partnerships in the history of software, although their relationship would end years later in a legal battle worthy of a Shakespearean drama, with spaceships instead of daggers.

David Braben arrived at Cambridge with a spaceship game under his arm. It was a primitive piece of code that allowed points to move in 3D space, something that at the time was like performing black magic in a public square. Braben had a problem: he was an excellent designer, but he needed someone who could push the hardware to its absolute limits. That is where Ian Bell came in.

Bell was not only a talented programmer; he had a special gift for system design. While other developers of the era were content to clone Space Invaders or Galaxian, Braben and Bell shared an almost Olympian contempt for linearity. They were tired of games that ended in ten minutes. They wanted a game you could play for years.

Their headquarters was not an office with ergonomic chairs. It was a student room filled with 5.25-inch floppy disks and assembly language manuals for the 6502 processor. The BBC Micro, the machine they were programming for, was a computer designed for education. It was robust, serious, and in theory completely incapable of handling a three-dimensional universe with a persistent economy. But Braben and Bell did not read the instruction manual of what could not be done.

Their vision was radical in its lack of structure. At a time when video games were based on score chasing, the mythical high score, they wanted success to be measured in status. That is where the game’s name came from: Elite. It was not a pretentious title, well, maybe a little, but rather the highest rank a player could achieve after thousands of combats and successful trading transactions.

The freedom they planned was not only spatial, but moral. They wanted the player to be able to choose between being an honorable trader or a miserable pirate. This idea posed a colossal technical challenge: if you allow the player to do anything, the world has to be able to react to anything.

To achieve this, they divided the work in a very specific way. Braben focused on the line rendering engine, wireframe, and on making a ship feel like an object with mass in space. Bell took care of the universe’s logic: the planet name generator, the commodity price tables, and more.

One of the most famous curiosities is how they generated names that sounded alien yet readable. Bell designed a system of predefined syllables that the algorithm combined according to the numerical seed of each planet. This is how iconic names like Lave, Zaonce, or Diso were born.

What few people know is that the algorithm was so efficient that it sometimes generated offensive or absurd names in certain Earth languages. The two spent entire nights filtering forbidden combinations to ensure that the Elite universe was suitable for all audiences, or at least did not insult anyone.

When the game was close to completion, Braben and Bell began a pilgrimage to the most important video game publishers in the United Kingdom. The response was almost unanimously a door slammed in their faces.

Executives of the time did not understand Elite. They asked questions like: where are the character’s lives? why is there no “Level 1” screen? or the most painful of all: what am I supposed to do here? Braben and Bell’s answer was always the same: whatever you want.
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