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ONE THING TO RULE THEM ALL: INTERACTIVITY

When video games went mainstream in the 1970s, most everything about them was physical.

At first, you had to go to an arcade that featured hulking CRTs (cathode-ray tubes) housed in colorful or fake woodgrain or particleboard boxes, plunk your quarters in, and interact with buttons, joysticks, and sometimes a trackball.

The arcades themselves contributed to the vibe, as they were typically cramped, dimly lit rooms that featured a half dozen—more if you were lucky—games squeezed in. The sounds competed for your attention, while the kids crowded around the various screens, especially when they could hear a machine emitting sounds that were uncommon, which meant some kid was blowing up a high score.

When games finally came home in the late 1970s, the physical umbilical cord remained intact. Atari’s Pong unit featured two dials on one console that was clearly designed to sit on a living room coffee table and was connected by two cords, one that ran to a power outlet and the other to the RF (radio frequency) antenna adapter on the back of the bulky TV sets of the time. Controllers on later systems used the same physical connection, each requiring their own cord connected to the unit, which resulted to many a console getting jerked off the table by someone in a hurry to the fridge or bathroom.

Early home consoles like the Atari 2600, Magnavox Odyssey, and the Mattel Intellivision represented a magic portal into a world that might have been more difficult for adults to grasp, but that kids picked up on right away—your television was no longer just a delivery vehicle for a one-way street of entertainment; it allowed you to interact with the content on your screen and unleashed a magic that would become infinitely more compelling as technology evolved.

Brick-and-mortar retailers were also part of the visceral experience of early video gaming, as you had to go to a store, stare longingly at the lineup of cartridges packaged in book-sized plastic sleeves, and try to determine if a game was worth plunking your hard-earned $30 based on the cover art of the box, and a few screenshots and sentences of description on the back.

Since then, the physical restrictions for video gaming at home have been reduced considerably. Games are often downloaded and feature DLC (downloadable content) to enable developers to achieve the once unthinkable: fixing bugs and expanding games with new maps, gear, and characters.

Controllers remain, but they’re wireless. Consoles too, for now, with the latest Nintendo, Microsoft, and Sony hardware, but even that trend is eroding, as the biggest gaming platform by far is our modern-day Swiss Army Knife—the smartphone—which has enough processing power to deliver legit gaming experiences for the masses.

As such, this book is invariably rooted in nostalgia, where so many iconic objects related to games were physical and tangible. As we move along through the years, we delve into virtual items that have become legendary in much the same way—when encountered in play, gamers never forget.

Although physical objects have given way to virtual objects, they still elicit the same human emotions and urges. Aspiration. Yearning. Coveting. Acquiring. A willingness to walk through fire or fly to far-away planets to win the treasure.

Who among us hasn’t longed for the sword that spreads swaths of fire every time you swing it? Or the body armor that is not only impenetrable by typical weapons, but looks extra cool because the color is slightly different from the more common variant? Or the gun that enables you to hit a dime from a mile away?

Objects—and the searching for, exploring for, hunting for, camping for, farming for, saving coins for, grinding for, fighting for—have become part of the in-game experience, and the adventures are no less fun.

And so, turn the page, dive into our carefully curated list of 100 iconic objects in video games, and celebrate the world of interactive entertainment.







[image: A young girl lying on the floor playing with an Atari 2600 gaming console and holding a joystick controller.]







01 • ATARI 2600 CONTROLLER

[image: An Atari 2600 console with paddle controllers and classic game cartridges.]

It felt awkward in your hands. You could hardly call the chunky base and odd height of the pole planted atop and center “ergonomically” designed. And it certainly didn’t feel anything like the sturdy ball-topped, stainless-steel joysticks you would use at the local arcade, but, by gosh, it was a joystick—for home use(!)—and it opened up the next level of interactive entertainment on your home TV beyond the strictly back-and-forth knob you’d use for first-generation home video games like Atari’s Pong and Breakout.

First released alongside the Atari 2600 console in 1977, the CX10, to use its full government name, was the work of designer Steve Bristow. A year later, James Asher improved upon the design with a simplified mechanical switch that was easier to use and cheaper to produce, and Atari dubbed it the CX40. Whichever model you got, the Atari joystick was a huge hit that revolutionized home gaming. According to one contemporary magazine article, by 1983 the one-button controller had found its way into a whopping 20 percent of households in America.

Now you could venture up, down, left, right, and even (gasp) diagonally across your TV screen, and the effect was mind-blowing. The primitive games that made best use of it were Combat, Atari Sports, and Adventure.

Adventure was particularly adept at using this new go-everywhere-on-the-screen technology, as it allowed you to travel through mazes and castles and even fight dragons (though given the graphics, no one would fault you for thinking they were giant ducks). Your hero character may have just been a square, equipped with nothing more than a backward arrow (actually your sword), and the deadly beasts may not have looked particularly fearsome, but thanks to the control offered by the Atari 2600 joystick, you felt like you were actually in control, on an adventure of your own.










02 • TELEVISIONS

[image: A retro television showing a pixelated video game, accompanied by a VHS tape on a stand.]

Why does the television—an invention that predates video games by decades and is mainly used for things that aren’t gaming—deserve to make a list of important gaming objects? Because the technology, from the start, has been a fundamental part of gaming on a technical and cultural level. And as TVs have evolved dramatically through the years—everything from the hidden technology that powers them to the obvious physical dimensions—games and gaming culture have always taken advantage of these latest innovations.

When video games first hit homes in the 1980s, a 32-inch TV was considered large and luxe for a living or family room. Families would typically place the TV at one end of the room, with fancy units sometimes even enveloped in a wooden console that also included a vinyl record player atop and speakers embedded on both sides of the screen, with couches placed opposite it.

Though the seating arrangement hasn’t changed much even in the 2020s, the devices of that earlier time were bulky, hefty, and would eat up two to three feet of living space. Early ones even had (gasp!) rounded corners that made it almost impossible to play games like Space Invaders because you couldn’t see the edges.

Game creators also learned to pay special attention to the CRT tech that powered the device—basically, a big electron gun shooting at the pixels on the screen—coming up with clever graphical hacks that used the fuzzy nature of CRT pixels to great effect. Take the waterfalls in the Sonic the Hedgehog games on Sega Genesis: utterly convincing on an old TV, but just some pixelated lines on a modern display.

As TVs pioneered new technologies like high-definition LCD and LED displays, the companies making the game consoles followed suit, tailoring their systems to take advantage of the increased resolution and allowing for more and more convincing visuals. Now we’re in the era of 4K, with impossibly crisp images. TV manufacturers even deliver game-specific presets, allowing you to tweak the picture and refresh rate for maximum responsiveness and immersion.

These days, our culture has shifted far away from those bulky, wood-paneled TVs, embracing everything state-of-the-art technology allows: flat screens, larger pictures, wireless controls, and surround sound. What was once considered beyond the reach of even the rich and famous can now be found in a typical college kid’s dorm room. And the games we play are all the better for it.

[image: A person playing a racing video game on a large television screen, showing a car speeding on a curved track with game stats displayed.]










03 • “NOT SO SECRET” HIDING SPOTS

[image: Three screenshots from classic video games, each showing gameplay scenes with blocky pixels and characters.]

We’ve all been there. You’re deep in the musty depths of a dungeon, unsure where to look for the item you so desperately need. There’s only one thing to do, really: Peep the perimeter for clues!

Oh, huh, that’s interesting. There are a few planks in the wooden floor that are just slightly darker than the rest. Or, hmm, now that I’m looking closely, are those two stones a different color from the rest of the wall? Lemme just mosey on over there and see if anything happens.

Sure, it might be one of the more annoying tropes in gaming, and it’s certainly one of the oldest. But searching for secrets by combing the environment, on the hunt for anything that’s just a bit off, has woven itself into gaming’s DNA since the days when the pixels were not much smaller than postage stamps.

In fact, as games have placed more emphasis on holding players’ hands, these hiding spots have largely fallen by the wayside, outside of a few appearances in modern titles like the Dark Souls series. But classic games loved to make you go on some scavenger hunt or another to find weapons, or health power-ups, or food to keep your energy levels up. So, the first thing you did was scan the area you were searching for something, anything, that seemed out of place. When the palette of colors for games was limited to 16 or even 256 shades, it wasn’t hard to discern when a texture was different.

Lo and behold, more often than not, these spots would yield their secrets and drop those goodies you were looking for.

Sure, they may not be the most imaginative way to add depth to games, but we’ll take them over the other approach—completely unmarked secret rooms. What, you want me to run around the whole level pushing my guy into walls? Fuhgeddaboudit.










04 • NEW SEASON BUTTON

[image: A screenshot of the MyNBA setup options menu in a basketball simulation game, showing various customization and gameplay settings.]

For sports fans, selecting this option in a sports video game is akin to hitting a refresh for your favorite team in the beginning, middle, or end of their real-world season. This is especially appealing if your team is in the middle of a yearslong rebuild, or it’s bringing up the rear in its division with no hope for the playoffs.

The multitude of sports TV shows and podcasts and the proliferation of fantasy sports have made every fan an armchair coach, GM, or even owner, and the New Season button literally gives you godlike power to wipe the slate clean and set things right as you see fit.

Do you wish Tom Brady or LeBron James played for your team? No problem. Choose this option, start the season anew, and put together a trade package that will put them on your roster! Do you hate your relief pitcher or the coach who just blew yet another game? Well, then, gosh darn it, just hit New Season, fire the coach, and trade the player (or, if you’re feeling really spiteful, just cut him from the roster outright). There’s something about the way this option helps cleanse the palate of even the most bitter sports fans that makes it an exceptionally satisfying experience.

After all, video games are all about offering us a chance to live out our fantasies. And though you might think that, for a die-hard sports fan, the ultimate wish fulfillment is being on the field (or court or diamond or rink) as a player, that’s not actually true. The real dream come true is this, right here: a magical button that gives you infinite second chances and complete control over the destiny of whatever team you’ve hitched your wagon to. You’re no longer a passenger strapped in for a ride that will inevitably—whether it’s this season or the next one or the one after that—veer over the edge and send you hurtling into the canyon of disappointment.

With the New Season button, you can finally be in the driver’s seat. You’re the real MVP.







[image: A screenshot of a video game character in a military uniform with a fur-lined coat and a peaked cap, standing in a snowy setting with other figures in the background.]







05 • NAZIS

[image: A screenshot from a World War II themed video game, featuring a group of soldiers in a dimly lit crypt surrounded by skeletal remains and eerie figures.]

One of the few things that everyone with any sense agrees on is that the Nazis are bad… just all-around evil.

And that’s exactly what makes them the perfect video game villains.

Nazi baddies have long been a staple in video games, allowing you to punch, blast, or stab away at an endless parade of fascist fodder, absolutely guilt-free.

On that front, the obvious trendsetter was the legendary Castle Wolfenstein, a game so ancient it took up less than one full megabyte of data on its 5.25-inch floppy disk.

In this ultra-low-res game—trust us when we say it was amazing for the time—players had to dash through a maze of rooms in the castle, mowing down Nazis like they were dandelions. More likely to cause you trouble were the SS goons, who were much harder to take out than the regular goose-steppers. If you made it to the final chamber and found Hitler—quite possibly the ultimate final boss—it was frenetic. Who knew the curiously mustachioed madman was so nimble and packed such awkwardly diagonal movements?

Though Wolfenstein is probably the series most closely associated with Nazis, they’ve appeared as enemies in over 200 video games. As you might expect, just about any game set in World War II features them as antagonists. The engineering prowess of Germany in the 1940s coupled with the fanaticism of Hitler’s followers makes them formidable foes, from the days of 8-bits through to modern consoles.

[image: A pixelated soldier character wearing an uniform, helmet, and boots, depicted in a retro video game style.]







[image: A screenshot of a video game showing a person holding an AK-47 in the air as an explosion occurs in the background, with debris and fire spreading outward.]







06 • AK-47

[image: An artistic depiction of an AK-47 rifle with a wooden stock, grip, and handguard, featuring a curved magazine and metallic components.]

Unsurprisingly—though perhaps unfortunately—the most popular military rifle in human history is also among the most iconic weapons in video game history. Properly known as the Avtomat Kalashnikova (and named after its Soviet designer), the gun is more commonly referred by its abbreviation, with the year it entered testing tacked onto the end: AK-47.

You’ve seen that instantly recognizable design—the woodgrain stock and heat guard, the outward-curving magazine—in far too many first-person shooters to list here. But rest assured that the AK has served on the front lines of heavy hitters in just about every era of gaming. The legendary GoldenEye 007 for the N64. The pioneering Counter-Strike on PC. Perennial hits like the Call of Duty and Grand Theft Auto franchises. The hardily built, hardly accurate, but easy-to-operate Kalashnikov has been there.

In the real world, the AK-47’s popularity comes down to its durability and low cost. It’s a gun that takes a licking and keeps on ticking, which has often made it the weapon of choice for irregular forces—your freedom fighters, your militias, your terrorists.

For that reason, games most commonly place it in the hands of the bad guys, though you’re often free to pick one up and have a go. But it’s a workhorse, not a show horse, typically making it a welcomed addition to an early arsenal but also one weapon players will swap out as soon as something more effective comes along.

Think of it as an everyman’s machine gun. In a nonwar game like GTA, that might make it a pretty powerful weapon. But in a military or spec-ops shooter, it’s likely to be among the least effective rifles, a spray-and-pray option that pales in comparison to more refined and kitted-out guns. Still, even the fanciest bells and whistles defense contractors can dream up can’t match the recognizability or ubiquity of the AK-47.







[image: A screenshot of the arcade game Tempest by Atari, showing a vector-based gameplay screen.]







07 • VECTOR GRAPHICS

[image: A screenshot of a retro vector-based video game interface displaying a tank, geometric terrain, and a score display.]

In the days when the most popular gaming protagonists were a yellow circle (Pac-Man) and a silhouette of Philadelphia’s Independence Hall (Space Invaders—c’mon, you can totally see it), the handful of cutting-edge games that used vector graphics looked and felt like something from another millennium.

Funnily enough, however, vector graphics were actually older than the sprite-based, rasterized screen images most commonly used in the arcade games of that era. Vector graphics—which are essentially using a whole lot of fancy math to tell the computer to draw lines on the screen at different lengths and angles—powered some of the earliest experiments in the medium.

Though it wasn’t a commercial release, Steve Russell’s 1962 Spacewar! used vector graphics, not sprites. The even earlier Tennis for Two, a predecessor of Pong developed by physicist William Higinbotham at the Brookhaven National Laboratory, displayed the game on a piece of lab equipment called an oscilloscope, and the approach was arguably a forerunner of later, more polished vector graphics. When arcade games of the 1970s and ’80s started using a vector approach, they were actually returning to gaming’s roots.

Asteroids, Tempest, Space Wars, Lunar Lander, and Battlezone were among the most popular arcade games using this technology. What these games lacked in color or detail, they more than made up for with the ability to pull off neat tricks that sprite-based games usually couldn’t, like dynamically and fluidly rotating objects on the screen, and creating the illusion of three-dimensional objects and environments.

The technology probably hit its zenith with Star Wars, a sit-inside cabinet released in 1983 that featured colored lines, an amazing soundtrack, and heavy subwoofers that made the Death Star trench run the most thrilling, immersive, and movie-like gaming experience yet. It may not be much to look at if you grew up in a world of polygon-powered games, but at the time, it was a revelation. Players asked, “A video game can do that?”







[image: A close-up of a Pac-Man arcade game screen showing the maze, dots, ghosts, and Pac-Man character in motion.]







08 • ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

In the beginning, there was nothing. For years, in every last single-player video game, whatever enemies, obstacles, or opponents you encountered only ever followed one or two simple, easily recognizable rules. In Pong, the computer-controlled paddle just moved toward wherever the ball was at any given moment. In Space Invaders, the alien dudes marched side to side as they came down the screen, blasting off shots at regular intervals.

Then things started to get a little more complex, at least on the surface. In Pac-Man, for instance, each ghost has a different simple rule it follows—Blinky tries to take the shortest path to Pac-Man, Pinky is always trying to get to a spot just in front of the player, and Inky aims for a spot ahead of wherever Pinky is. The interplay between these (still very unintelligent) rules, and the randomness of where the player positions Pac-Man at any given moment, offers the illusion that the ghosts are strategizing and making decisions. To the average Joe who just stepped up to the arcade cabinet, they’re unpredictable.

As the technology improved, designers began to build upon that concept, layering things like randomization and decision trees—if this, then that—onto the behavior of enemies and NPCs. There were still straightforward rules at play, but they were obscured enough that you couldn’t always recognize the pattern.

By the mid-’90s, game companies began advertising particularly sophisticated enemies as being powered by “artificial intelligence”—even if we were still a long way off from the sci-fi meaning of the term. It was marketing jargon, sure, but it caught on, and these days, nearly all gaming fans will use “AI” as shorthand for computer-controlled enemies.

But unless you’ve spent the last few years completely isolated, you know that the recent past has seen rapid advancements in a different sort of AI: so-called “generative AI” that can carry on convincing conversations, produce convincing images, and even write music. Though it’s still early days, this new technology may finally infuse video games with artificial intelligence that’s worthy of the term.

Start-ups like Replika and Inworld and established players like Ubisoft are already experimenting with using generative AI to create NPCs that can listen to what you say—as in words you speak with your mouth into a microphone—and respond in plausible ways, letting you carry on full conversations with fictional in-game characters. If the approach catches on, and if developers figure out how to use AI tools to make gameplay behaviors similarly varied and unpredictable, single-player games may never be the same.







[image: A blocky Minecraft landscape featuring cherry blossom trees, snowy mountains, and a cascading waterfall.]







09 • PIXELS

[image: A retro-style video game screen showing a cowboy character, cacti, and a "Got Me!" message displayed above a fallen figure.]

If you went full Family Feud and asked one hundred random people to name an early video game with pixelated graphics, we’d wager a fair few, if not an outright majority, would mention Pong. It’s a good answer, right? The ball is a square pixel. The paddles are four pixels. The score is a bunch of pixelated, chunky numbers. The net is a dotted line of pixels. Everything’s all square dots and right angles.

Well, not to blow your friggin’ mind or anything, but those ain’t pixels, partner.

We won’t bore you with the gory details, but the first video game to use real pixels—treating the whole screen as a grid of squares that can be used to display images made up of their own grid of squares—was actually Midway’s Gun Fight, released in arcades in 1975. It was a massive technical breakthrough, even if it was just a few big yellow pixels on a sea of black.

The approach spread like wildfire and quickly became the standard in game graphics, though the earliest pixelated visuals were incredibly simple and not that impressive by today’s standards. In hindsight, though, it was pretty darn clever for early game creators to come up with such imaginative ways to make use of these monolithic, monochrome building blocks.

As games and displays evolved, of course, the pixels got smaller and, to the relief of eyes everywhere, actually colorful. Palettes expanded exponentially, eventually accommodating millions of colors. Throughout every step of the pixel’s evolution, talented artists learned to turn those limitations into truly impressive works of art.

Even as video games transitioned into three dimensions, swapping sprites for polygons, the pixel stuck around. No matter how sophisticated the rendering under the hood gets, the final step is still rasterizing that image onto a pixel grid. Some sophisticated 3D techniques like anti-aliasing rely entirely on using that final pixel image, too.

As games have evolved, the characters they depict have progressed from blocky configurations that, if you squinted, you sorta get the idea to depictions so photorealistic you might walk past someone playing an EA Sports title or the latest Call of Duty and mistake the video game for the genuine article. All that progress, built on the back of a humble pixel.
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