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    Foreword

    A few years ago at an indie games festival I got coffee with the Australian games scholar and writer Brendan Keogh, who at the time was probably best known for his book Killing is Harmless, a scene-by-scene exploration of the military shooter Spec Ops: The Line.

    I mentioned that I’d been glad to see his meditation on a single video game come out to public enthusiasm just as I was launching a press for this very kind of book. “You got there before anybody,” I said.

    “Not quite anybody,” Keogh said. “Have you heard of Pilgrim in the Microworld?”

    Pilgrim, he told me, was a critical and personal deep dive into the Atari game Breakout—a kind of field report from inside the author’s own obsession. It was published in 1983, a Boss Fight book long before Boss Fight Books existed. Before I existed, for that matter.

    I sought out a copy of Pilgrim in its original hardback, which features an awesomely dated cover: A human eye stares out at the reader as Tron-y vectors and green fireworks pop out in all directions. But the text inside the book was much harder to pin down to its decade.

    Sudnow’s fascination with video games begins as he watches his son play Missile Command in a dark arcade, and he quickly begins to anthropologize these young people. Soon enough at a party, he observes his own peers—professors no less!—preferring the thrills of Breakout on a home console over the respectable pastimes of singing jazz standards around the piano. As the author begins to try to master the game as he would a musical instrument, Sudnow starts to (charmingly, self-awarely) go a little crazy. As in the best nonfiction, Sudnow lends his subject a roving authorial eye that takes in—and questions—everything.

    I was intrigued. Who was this Sudnow guy? And didn’t he know that that all games writing from before 2004 is legally required to suck?

    •

    Breakout’s creation story lies at the intersection of three tech titans: Atari founder Nolan Bushnell, and the eventual Apple Computers founders Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak.

    Atari’s game Pong was the first-ever multi-platinum video game smash hit, and Breakout came from an idea of Bushnell’s while Atari was looking for its Next Big Thing: What if there was a one-player version of Pong? Where you control a single paddle at the bottom of the screen, knocking the Pong ball into a wall of bricks at the top of the screen, destroying the wall brick by brick?

    Bushnell put nineteen-year-old Jobs in charge of programming the game with the challenge of designing it using as few chips as possible. Fewer chips meant huge savings for Atari, and Bushnell offered bonuses to game developers who could keep costs down.

    Not much of a programmer, Jobs brought in his brilliant best friend, Wozniak, to design the game. Wozniak’s design of Breakout was so tightly constructed that Atari had to add more chips to the circuit board just to create a version that the engineers at Atari understood well enough to reproduce. Still, Bushnell paid a large bonus to Jobs to split with Wozniak (either $5,000 or $30,000 depending on your source). Jobs instead lied to Wozniak about how much the bonus was, gave Wozniak just $375, and pocketed the rest.

    The experience taught Wozniak a lot about his partner. “He told me he was giving me 50 percent,” Wozniak said. “I knew he believed that it was fine to buy something for $60 and sell it for $6,000 if you could do it. I just didn’t think he would do it to his best friend.” Jobs went on to make the exploitation of brilliant colleagues one of the hallmarks of his career. And Wozniak never made another game again.

    •

    But Breakout is not simply a historical footnote in the lives of powerful men. It’s a genuine classic that has spawned many sequels and imitators since its 1976 arcade release. The Atari 2600 version was one of the first games to be released for Atari’s first and best-known console—it was this version Sudnow played while writing Pilgrim. There are the game’s direct sequels, such as Super Breakout, Breakout 2000, and Breakout Boost.

    Then there’s Taito’s popular 1986 arcade game Arkanoid, which improved on Breakout’s formula with improved graphics, power-ups, level variety, and different types of bricks. Arkanoid itself was popular enough to warrant several sequels including Revenge of Doh and Arkanoid: Doh it Again.

    And then there’s Alleyway, which I was surprised to discover was created by Nintendo’s famed R&D1 branch. One of only five launch titles when Game Boy debuted in Japan in 1989, Alleyway appears to be directly modeled on Arkanoid, from the level design to your paddle’s “space capsule” look. (Although a close look at the game’s box art reveals that in this Breakout clone, your paddle is being operated by a potbellied plumber who’s never met a cameo he didn’t like.) But without Arkanoid’s power-up system, Alleyway was a bit of a disappointment—a faded copy of a copy.

    Breakout’s influence extends far beyond obvious clones. Tomohiro Nishikado, hooked on the game when he began designing Space Invaders, loved the way the ball speeds up and how levels only move on when you’ve cleared the screen—and he set out to create something even better. “Using Breakout as a base, my first, rough idea was to use the blocks in a different way, for some kind of shooting game.” Space Invaders was so popular that it not only inspired its own genre (what we sometimes call the “gallery shooter”), it’s also credited by Nintendo’s Shigeru Miyamoto as the game whose popularity convinced him there might just be a career for him in video games. From there, the tree of influence branches off in a thousand different directions.

    Luckily for the game’s preservation, Atari makes sure that each of their classics from the company’s Golden Age is collected and re-released with the advent of each new console generation. The PS4 release of Atari Flashback Classics: Volume 2, for instance, features three different versions of Breakout (just in case you feel the need to compare the arcade version of Super Breakout to the 2600 version). Just like Pong, Asteroids, Missile Command, Centipede, and Space Invaders, Breakout is now too deeply ingrained into the History of Gaming to ever really go away.

    •

    I mention all the backstory above because you’re not going to see it in the book itself. David Sudnow didn’t much care about where Breakout came from, who came up with it, or what the game’s enduring legacy would be.

    Pilgrim was instead written from a place of obsession. This was not an unusual starting point for Sudnow. As his widow, Wendy Lu, told me on the phone, “He was the type of person where when he gets into something, he’s all-in.” He had a tendency to get into a new hobby, art form, or field of study, and would enjoy becoming consumed by it.

    In a chapter where Sudnow pays a visit to Atari’s offices, Sudnow does not fanboy out over meeting the programmers who worked on his favorite game. Sudnow writes, upon meeting a programmer, “If anybody could tell me how to play the game, he could.” And then proceeds to hit the programmer up for tips.

    Lu describes Sudnow’s daily routine as very consistent. Every morning he was up at five o’clock, he’d read the news, and then he’d start writing about whatever he wanted.

    “So by that point in his life,” I said, “he’d really cultivated a lot of discipline, then?”

    “I wouldn’t call him disciplined, exactly,” she said. “He felt compelled to write. He couldn’t help it.”

    •

    Sudnow was born in the Bronx to a family of music lovers. His grandfather had a music career in Russia before immigrating to the US amidst political turmoil. Sudnow’s father was a pianist, but became a pharmacist out of a desire to be practical.

    Sudnow’s own career vacillated between more practical work in academia and the love of music that he shared with his father and grandfather. Sudnow studied at University of Alabama, went to UC Berkeley for his PhD in sociology, and eventually became the youngest tenured professor at UC Irvine. While in graduate school, Sudnow fell in with a slightly fringy philosophical offshoot of sociology called ethnomethodology. Though I had to sift through a lot of confusing academic jargon to understand it, ethnomethodology is just the study of how people act in social situations—it seeks to observe and pick apart all the social mores we typically take for granted.

    For instance, Harold Garfinkel (coiner of the term “ethnomethodology”) gives this example: A guy asks his friend how he’s doing. Instead of saying “fine,” the friend goes, “How am I in regard to what? My health, my finance, my school work, my peace of mind, my—” until the first guy loses it. “Look!” he screams. “I was just trying to be polite. Frankly, I don’t give a damn how you are.” The fact that the guy threw a fit just because his friend failed to follow a small social convention shows just how powerful that convention is. Just say you’re fine. Everybody knows you’re supposed to just say you’re fine.

    This background explains a lot about Sudnow’s approach—for how detailedly he records the game and himself in conversation with one another. In Pilgrim, we see Sudnow turn his focus on the subtle mechanics that make the game harder and more complex than it initially appears—how each of your paddle’s five invisible quadrants affects the angle of the ball, the way the ball suddenly speeds up on its eighth bounce—and how understanding those mechanics might make him a master… if only his hands would cooperate.

    As much as the book is about Breakout, Pilgrim is about Sudnow himself. Specifically, it’s about the challenges of being a person in a body who intellectually knows what he must do to clear the screen, but—like a piano student learning, say, “Moonlight Sonata”—must fail again and again, even as others make it look so easy.

    Pilgrim has the most in common with Sudnow’s 1978 book about how he learned to play jazz piano, Ways of the Hand, for which he was awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship. (Marvin Minsky’s blurb for the Pilgrim’s original printing even goes so far as to frame Pilgrim as a “worthy sequel” to Ways.) Ways explores how the learning of piano is as much about the hands teaching themselves through what we now call “muscle memory” as it is about the conscious mind. His philosophy led to the creation of the “Sudnow Method” of learning piano, which emphasizes getting to the good stuff immediately by learning songs on day one, always beginning with the jazz standard “Misty.”

    Eventually, Sudnow’s piano work eclipsed his sociology work—or maybe you could say his interests merged. He toured constantly to teach piano. Went on TV a lot. The host of NPR’s All Things Considered, Robert Conley, took up piano as an adult and studied under Sudnow. When the internet became The Internet, Sudnow set up the Sudnow Method online, and personally managed the comments forum.

    Even with his webmaster duties, he was still traveling and teaching, with newspaper ads for his seminars claiming that over 27,000 students had become better pianists thanks to the Sudnow Method. The program was a success. “Somewhere, somebody should be able to unlock the formula,” The Today Show once raved, “and David did it.” Of course, by then Sudnow had already unlocked a formula for longform video game criticism that would take decades to become common practice. The formula is simple: You give the game the respect of your full attention.

    •

    When Pilgrim was released, reviewers were passionately divided.

    The San Francisco Chronicle called it “exhilarating… whether or not you have ever played a video game.” Kirkus Reviews called it “an engaging personal experience with just enough social commentary to reassure parents that all those quarters may not be lost in vain.” And Booklist called it “brilliant… a most serious study, portending the inevitable changes in the way we view our world.”

    But it’s the book’s pans that fascinate me—especially for what they can tell us about the world Pilgrim was born into.

    The Philadelphia Inquirer’s John Marchese summarily dismissed Pilgrim’s premise, saying the book “proves what most readers already know: The games are more fun to play than to read about.”

    The Technology Review faults the book for not selecting a better, more complex game. “The microworld is indeed a compelling, possibly dangerous, undeniably important land, and a pilgrimage may be in order,” writes Joseph A. Menosky. “But there is little to be said for a pilgrim who stumbles across a rock and mistakes it for a temple.”

    Writing for Library Journal, Norman Sondak of San Diego State University calls the book “a rambling, idiosyncratic apologia for [Sudnow’s] descent into video game madness.” If that sounds as exciting to you as it does to me, understand that the reviewer meant it as an insult.

    The News Journal of Wilmington, Delaware, got violent. “Some editor at Warner Books should have slapped this ‘microathlete’ up the side of his head,” wrote Gary Soulsman, anticipating the prose style of YouTube commenters decades ahead of his time.

    For our best hope at a balanced review, we turn to Robert Gardner in the New York Times. And indeed, Gardner’s review gamely praises and criticizes the book on its own merits from several different lenses until, sadly, Gardner tips his hand in the final sentence: “[Sudnow’s] book, unfortunately, is tied to the intrinsic interest of video games, which figure to go the way of the hula hoop, Rubik’s Cube, and the pinball machine.” Aha! The lurking question finally reveals itself: Why would anyone dedicate so much attention to such a silly fad?

    •

    Video games, it turns out, have not gone away. (For that matter, neither have pinball machines or Rubik’s cubes, and even hula hoops have their defenders.)

    And over the years, game historians, journalists, and fans have rediscovered the book one by one and then passed it on to new pilgrims like a secret. In contemporary discussions of Pilgrim, the question that comes up again and again is not “Why would anyone write this?” but instead “Why has it taken critics so long to employ the kind of experiential (or, if you prefer, phenomenological) games writing that Sudnow was doing decades ago?” As Anna Anthropy wrote in 2011, “We’re still struggling to convince games journalists to do what David Sudnow was doing in 1983.”

    “[Pilgrim is] relevant not only as a historic and early piece of video game criticism,” Brendan Keough wrote in 2014, “but as something that touches on many of the themes that the current wave of games criticism, self included, only now are starting to rediscover.”

    I wonder if Sudnow felt vindicated watching the rise of gaming (and, much slower, the rise of games criticism) until his death in 2007. Or maybe after finally getting his fill of Breakout, he left gaming behind entirely, already eagerly moving on to the next obsession. Wendy Lu told me that David was proud of the book, and that he’d have been delighted to see it inspiring the next generation of writers more than three decades later.

    But even as Sudnow’s approach influences others, it’s his prose style that elevates the book from a dry academic treatise to a truly alive work of creative nonfiction. Sudnow-the-narrator is punny, silly, full of cute turns of phrase and dad jokes. The whole book is suffused with a prankster’s energy, the joy of trying to get away with something. Even as the author is endlessly frustrated in scene after scene with his own lack of competence with a 2600 controller, Sudnow often seems delighted on the page to be making use of a skill that he’s already been practicing for most of his life—the skill of a writer.

    The News Journal reviewer wrote that “[Sudnow] assumes we will be fascinated even when he starts to wander verbally”—but I don’t think that’s entirely correct. I think Sudnow is barely considering us at all.

    Like so many books that I love, Pilgrim reads as if it was not written with an audience in mind but rather because the author has stuff he needs to work out on the page. As Jon Irwin puts it in a 2013 Kill Screen article, “Sudnow’s is the journal of a man trapped at sea, writing for an audience of one.” And with that skill comes freedom and confidence. There’s no visible shame or self-reproach for diving so deep into this obsession. Because this game has consumed him so completely, there must be value to be mined from reporting from inside the obsession.

    Today, as in 1983, whether or not you’re on board with Sudnow’s book has everything to do with how much respect you have for both Sudnow’s subject and his mission. In this way, the book’s strengths and its excesses are inextricable from one another. It’s verbose. It’s singularly focused. It doesn’t waste time trying to coerce you. It’s messy and human. It’s pure experiential games writing heroin.

    Every year, as gaming grows as both an art form and an industry, and as understanding the odd sway games hold over us becomes more and more essential to understanding us, the more clearly we can see how confined our conversations about gaming have been—and how instrumental Sudnow is in showing us how to break out.
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    Memory

    I first went into a video arcade to retrieve my teenager. The semester was over, I was in the Renaissance Cafe a block from campus grading final papers, and he was upstairs at the Superball Arcade. “Just a couple of quarters, Dad, please.” Enough for me to have my coffee in peace. An hour later I’m ready to go. What’s he doing up there? You could hear explosions muffle through the ceiling, and walking upstairs was like coming upon a contest between a rock band and a mortar battalion. How can they stand the megatones? How do ears adjust? Does the loudness decrease or the rest of the world just get quiet? The composer John Cage put himself in one of those research chambers devoid of all sound. He nonetheless began to hear two tones, one very low, the other high, and was told the first was his blood circulating and the second his nervous system. Now a reverse milieu, our new electric brain sets turned up to the maximum and the only quiet left to imagination.

    When you first enter one of these places, not the shopping plaza sort with carpets, old fashioned lighting, a more polite volume, and parents holding little kids up to reach the controls, but inner-city versions where the heavies hang out, you know you’re in a new species of public place. Strangers of all kinds pack in tight along the walls, intensely engrossed in private behavior while browsers come close up from behind to watch. Rear ends are dark and faces flicker. Something vital is being dispensed

    He was still on his first quarter at a game called Missile Command, and when I put my hand on his shoulder it was like touching a statue. “Come on, Paul. Let’s go.” Wang, wang, wang, wang … bang. “Paul, I said let’s go.” “I got six cities in memory,” he snapped between volleys as the score racked up to 120,000. “Well, you’ll just have to forget them because I want to get out of here.” I don’t think he heard me, so I stood off and watched him play, or whatever you could say he was doing. If “doing” was the right word. Maybe the point was just to have your part in creating the noise? I couldn’t make heads or tails of what was happening so I took a quarter and dropped it into the next machine over. Same game. Do they consider how to divide up the room? Missile Command and Defender in the northeast corner, Centipede and Frogger in the south, Berzerk to the West, and cartoon types near the entrance so the scene doesn’t look too ominous should concerned parents peek in.

    Without reading the instructions on the machine, for how could you listen in such noise, I put in my coin and all hell of one form or another broke loose. Then, with no sense I was playing a game, not knowing who “I” was among the various moving objects on screen, not even sure “I” was there—without the slightest idea whether, why, or when whatever was happening would end, it was all over. It even told me: THE END. What gall. I glanced at the instructions. Minimalist understatements. Enough to make sure you know to put in money. Some business this coin-op irony. Make the widespread confusion about what’s worth paying for explicit: Spend your dough in order to appreciate the absurdity of getting nothing in return. I tried another game and before I knew it, again, the thing told me: GAME OVER. “Told me?”

    Well, there were kids standing all around, and whenever I’d get to a machine one would soon enough show up and put a quarter by the slot along the overhead rack of the console, house etiquette for reserving rights to the next quartered round. I was happy to be bailed out of the foolishness, not about to pay to stand there looking like an idiot. At least in casinos you can fake what little you need by following the bets of someone who looks competent. The casino was the closest thing I could think of, for when you really got down to it, in both instances the prize seemed to be just holding on. Their looks looked that way.

    The kid was still accumulating cities in memory, whose or which kind I couldn’t say, least of all why, and by now a few others were standing over his shoulders to watch. As I headed his way I flashed on a poolroom in the Bronx. I’m in the midst of running three straight racks on my favorite table in the back corner, and a couple of kids are watching, when my father comes in. He never liked me hanging out there, but allowed it within limits. Caught between hoping he’d come close enough to see me do my thing and wishing he’d leave so I could keep it sacred, I freeze up. Now here I am, on the other side of the stage in that drama. I stood close enough to see his final score for myself, but not to where he’d see me see him. I watched and waited and waited but he kept holding on. How can you interrupt someone saving the world, let alone your own kid, but when I sensed this could go on for some time, I took the risk and browsed around, like window shopping at night with a Sony Walkman at peak volume between two very closely spaced rock stations.

    Barooom, ICBMs hit MIRVs—“mirvs” as our kids say—sirens announce incoming enemy rounds much too fast for comfort, machine-gunning rat tat tat tats rack up the score, and then a little computerized melody, no bugle cry or Tchaikovsky overture but a piccolo-ranged bit of Schönbergian fluff, easy and cheap to program I suppose, joyfully signals you’ve won back an obliterated city.

    Two adjacent machines. A kid, maybe ten at the most, stands right next to some preppy law school type at least twice his age. From my perspective they behave identically. Each body rivals the other as perfect specimens of the strangest human conduct I’ve witnessed in a public place. I see right hands putting epileptic seizures to shame, while the rest of them just stares and cares, standing up, watching TV.

    Two adjacent machines. In one you apparently try to get a frog through four lanes of heavy traffic to reach the safety of a grassy divider, and if you don’t use your legs right, you get a good simulated splat. When will they squirt at us? In the next one over on a black screen there’s nothing but white Rorschach-shaped outlines moving around, and you’re to hit them, so to speak, before they hit you. Once you’ve figured out what “you” is. The name on the machine implies you’re in a field of asteroids, not that you know what a field of asteroids is, or what it’d be like to be a being in one. Here’s where you learn. Now ask players at each game what’s going on. One says you gotta get the frog to the other side. The other says you gotta keep from getting hit by asteroids. But the hands don’t reveal the difference, twitching on for dear life.

    Two adjacent machines. Spectacular little fantasy worlds, a moving connect-up-the-dots-to-get-through-the-maze-game. How utterly more spectacular if we didn’t forget so fast. Another flashback, same time ago as before, my father and I on a plane from La Guardia to New Haven and back again, so I could feel flying. I’d taken a camera and was acutely disappointed when the pictures had come back a week later. The extraordinary sensations of that day were lost in a simulated view of mere things. Those are clouds. That’s the tip of the plane. So much wanting a good souvenir of the experience, I’d ended up with a piece of glossy paper.

    I remembered the sadness I felt on my first cross-Atlantic flight ten years later, when I noticed that only about three or four noses or even Nikons were pressed to the windows when the icebergs went by, or we went by the icebergs, whichever it is, I’ve forgotten. Everybody else either snoozed his way from one meal to the next or looked at pictures and listened to imaginary voices on paper, while icebergs were there, real honest to God icebergs like you’ve never seen before and you could moreover take pictures of them with your own two hands. Maybe some were reading about icebergs.

    Watching this spectacular fantasy world under glass, whose marvels we’d as soon forget as we forget the “real” one, wondering how our new crystal memory box could possibly help us out of this endlessly spiraling amnesia, I was most struck by the opponent. Not just the tip of your pencil to contend with for connecting up the dots to get through the maze, but the tips of others as well, four others, intent on breaking your point. And you can’t push their arms out of the way as with your kid brother in the backseat of the car. You just have to watch them carefully and move carefully, and they keep time very well, their kind, at your expense. One player seems to be connecting up, and the other can barely draw. From where I stand I can’t tell if it’s because the one doesn’t watch as well or move as well or both. But this kid knows how to deal with the armless opponent and the other doesn’t. Something vital is being dispensed, and know-how controls the dosage and cost. When they’re both just as good, do they have precisely the same know-how, since the opponent is a machine? Can’t tell from where I stand, but a specter of rigorously uniform training somehow hovers overhead.

    I got back in time. Paul was still holding on. And several others were now watching, maybe five in all. Dead quiet but for the war. Yet from where I stood it looked like he was having a tough go at it, for his overall stance had tightened as though the fingers were getting through to him. And in about five minutes he missed whatever it was that finally matters, hit the machine, and said, “Damn.” I moved in, rehearsing my praise, wondering what to say.

    I thought of how you lie down in the hot sun, snuggling a groove in the sand to settle back into yourself, and with a deep sigh say, “Wow, isn’t this wonderful.” That “wow” isn’t a disembodied witness standing outside of the experience. Just our talkative way of having it, as much a part of the pleasure as the snuggle itself. Yet it’s a way we speak together. Were all terms for my talk with him to be defined by the box itself, or would we retain some old-fashioned ways to converse? Would the computers one day control exclusive rights on our vocabulary for referring to them, with possibilities for reflecting on our experience reduced to glass, remembrance turned to memory, fantasy to reality, micro- and macroworlds eventually indistinguishable in feeling? I moved in over his shoulder and wondered whether he’d just had some “wow” way of being that took notice of alternatives. Did he know he was somewhere special and utterly fantastic, hopeful and terrifying, a world we’ve never seen before? Was there some irony, amazement, awe, sadness, anything other than facts about missiles to discuss? Could we make talk of the experience and not just the conduct?

    After the world blew up, the screen said, “Great Score, Enter Your Initials,” and he got to put his at the top of the list. I watched him swirl some knob or another until he made the machine speak an irony, not needing and thankfully not yet obliged to be memoried in the microworld as a uniformly trained PAS. But what he did punch in frightened me:

    


    DOA

    


    “Why DOA, Paul?”

    “Because I like that band.”

    “Band?”

    “Yeah, it’s a punk rock group.”

    “What does DOA mean?”

    ‘’I don’t know, death on arrival, dead on arrival, something like that.”

    Then what do you say?

  


  
    Interface

    The professor’s house was one of those wraparound affairs perched on stilts high in the Berkeley Hills overlooking San Francisco Bay, and as soon as I arrived at the faculty party I spotted the grand piano in an elegant study with oriental rugs, floor-to-ceiling books, as much a look of scholarship as you’d see anywhere. That would make my evening.

    In a half hour a gathering had formed around the piano. Then, in the midst of “The Man I Love,” there was an explosion in the next room. “Maybe I will meet him someday, maybe… What the hell was that?” my lead singer cracked. “They’re playing a video game Herb bought for Christmas,” said the hostess with slight irritation. “He couldn’t keep it wrapped up. The kids hardly get to it. I don’t know if he’ll finish the talk he’s supposed to give in Frankfurt next month.”
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