State of
the Games

by Bill Kunkel
& Arnie Katz

‘Silicon Warrior’ (Epyx) mixes
strategy with a challenge to
gamers’ dexterity; the ‘intel-
ligence’ of the typical com-
puter game leaves designers
plenty of room for subtlety
and creativity.
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You might say we grew up
together. The first issue of
VIDEO Magazine hit news-
stands around the same time
programmable video-game
systems began to sell in siz-
able numbers. Roughly 20
percent of TV-owning house-
holds have bought game sys-
tems since 1979. Gaming
crazes and blockbusters may
come and go (for
a survey of five
truly influential
games, see “Big
Games,” elsewhere
in this issue)—
but it’s clear that
the gaming hobby
itself is part of
our way of elec-
tronic life.

Yet today, as
the magazine cel-
ebrates its fifth
anniversary, it's
clear that the golden age of
video-game systems Is over.
The computer disk has
caught the fancy of players
who cut their home-arcading
teeth on video-game car-
tridges. Home computers,
primarily in the $500-to-
$1500 range, have caught up
to video-game machines in
sales and should take the lead
early next year.

This massive shifting of
gears, which first became
evident in mid-1983, has
turned out to be a jolting pro-
cess. Many publishers who
swarmed into the then-boom-
ing video-game field in 1982,
armed with little more than a
few half-done games and a
prayer, learned that it's
easier to talk about overnight
success than to achieve it.
Lacking both managerial
depth and financial resources,
many firms folded up their
tents the first time their
wares failed to receive an en-
thusiastic reception from

players. Even large com-
panies weren't immune to the
upheaval, which has come to
be known as the Big Shakeout
of 1983. Mattel, North Amer-
ican Phillips (Odyssey), and
20th Century-Fox are only
three of the big outfits that
never found a secure niche in
video gaming.

The rise of the video-game
system contained the seeds
of its downfall. The first time
a player plugged a cartridge
into the slot of a home-arcade
console, it was already inevit-
able that such devices would
eventually have to give way
to authentic home comput-
ers. Several factors support
this seemingly fatalistic view.

The most important is that
the technologies used to cre-
ate video-game machines and
computers are essentially the
same. When the Atari VCS
and N.A.P. Odyssey’ made
their debuts in 1978, they
represented the best effort of
existing computer technology
to produce a device which the
average middle-class family
could afford. And, as every-
one knows, computer tech-
nology has raced ahead. Sci-
entific breakthroughs, im-
provements in manufactur-
ing, and the economies in-
herent in large production
runs have pushed the com-
puter lightyears beyond the
programmable video game.
The microcomputers of 1984
not only easily outperform
the relatively primitive video
game—they are more than a
match for the multi-million-
dollar behemoth computers
which once filled whole
rooms.

To consider the situation
from another angle, video-
game systems created a de-

mand for sophisticated elec-
tronic entertainment which
they couldn’t entirely satisfy.
The first video-game car-
tridges contained 2K bytes of
programming. Competition
forced manufacturers to
boost the memory of “second
generation” video games to
4K. A few video-game car-
tridges like “Asteroids”
(Atari) have employed tricks
such as bank-switching to
create an 8K cartridge. The
typical computer game, in
contrast, is generally a disk
with 48K of machine language
programming. Even comput-
ers with a cartridge slot as
well as a connection for a
program recorder and/or disk
drive are working with soft-
ware that contains 8K to 16K
of programming—and that
figure will continue to in-
crease.

So the average computer
game is 4 to 12 times more
complex and detailed than the
usual video game. This gives
designers an opportunity to
inject much more subtlety.
Whereas the video game has
always had to stick pretty
close to straightforward
shoot-’em-up action, the ad-
vent of the popularly priced
microcomputer has opened
fresh vistas for software de-
signers.

Sales of home-computer
systems are expected to pul
roughly even with those of
video-game machines this
year—and should pull out D
front by a significant margin
next year. Assuming:that SIX-
to-eight million American
families follow through on
their intention to buy a con-
puter in 1984, there'll be as
many computers installed as
there were video-game €on-
soles at the peak of cartridge
fever, at the end of 1982.

Although business, educa-
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d ther programs all have an au-
gg,’,’cf dg;nes ae:count for at least half of
4l sales of microcomputer software to-
day. And despite marked growth in all
categories, entertainment software is
fikely to maintain, or even increase, its
dominance. The reason: consumers re-
turn to buy games more often than with
any other category of software. Once a
computerist buys a word-processing
program, for example, he or she is un-
likely to need another one in a hurry—
but buying an adventure game is no bar to
buying another adventure next month
when the first has ceased to be a chal-
lenge. :
Action games haven't disappeared
since the computer eclipsed the video
game, but they've changed. The meat-
and-potatoes of video games—a joystick-
controlled cursor, for selecting targets
for the missiles launched with the action
button—has become the exception
rather than the rule. Action contests like
the 1984 Arcade Award winner as Com-
puter Game of the Year, “Lode Runner”
(Broderbund/most computer systems),
blend real-time excitement with an
opportunity to plan and execute complex
strategies. But although arcade-style
programs account for as much as 45 per-
cent of microcomputer-software sales,
the “brain game” categories are showing
the most dramatic increase in popularity.
Computer owners are more mature than
video-game buffs, and those with age-
fa_ded reflexes are naturally more in-
tngued by games where fast thinking
plays a larger role than fast fingers.
Adventure games now account for
nea}’ly one-third of software sales.
Action-adventures such as “Gateway to
Apshai” (Epyx/Atari home computers,
C-64) and “Return of Heracles” (Quality
Software/Atari home computers, C-64)
have taken the spotlight from the text-
only and illustrated adventures which
dominated in 1983, but the genre’s real
flltl_lre undoubtedly lies in adventures
which blgnd Prose-quest richness and
SCope with exciting visuals and action-
§ame pace, such as “Ultima 111" (Origin
ftware/Apple, Atari, C-64) and “Ques-
tron” (Strategic Simulations/Apple).
tion has already appeared in
§0m§ adventures such as “Mask of the
64“;1 (UgfraSoft-Broderbund/Apple, C-
)HX? The Dallas Quest” (DataSoft/C-
e iy o 1€ primarly s
off when incs drawings, the day isn't far
9y . reaseq microcomputer
. dvmory will permit designers to create
seqﬁgf;i?-w“h dozens of animated
ategyuc]s;i:gtgf Jjust a.ftlelw. ¢
/ » €specially those
atdps eIt the players to enter com.
Via joystick or other hand-oper-
4ed control device, g, I i
Vear, W[ o are also hot this
L. " (Electronic Arts/most

% “Pipes” (Creative
19ftware/C-64 and VIC 20), both hits in
"Sih" Paved Fhe"way for such titles as

C
on Warrior (Epyx/Atari comput-
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ers), “Run for the Money” (Scarbor-
ough/Apple), and “Seven Cities of Gold”
(Electronic Arts/Atari home computers)
this year. Military and financial strategy
games of more conventional stripe are
also gaining steadily wider acceptance,

The current king of the sports game
hill, “One on One” (Electronic Arts/Ap-
ple, C-64), uses the highest degree of
machine intelligence yet incorporated
into a home electronic game. The on-
screen hoopsters really move and shoot
like their real-life counterparts, Larry
Bird and Julius Erving, in this intense
half-court basketball program. Look for
expanded use of machine intelligence in
1985 releases from companies such as
Synapse, First Star, Electronic Arts, and
other top-notch software houses.

LaserVision games are one innovation
scheduled to reach the gaming public late
this year or early in 1985. Several sys-
tems, including Coleco’s Adam and Ata-
ri’s new upgradable 7800, already have
provision for disc-player interface, and
many companies are known to be work-
ing on developing recreational software
for the LV videodisc format.

The “big three” of home-computer
hardware—Apple, Atari, and Commo-
dore—should maintain that position de-
spite the activities of high-powered com-
panies like IBM and Coleco. The intro-
duction of the featherlight Apple Ilc,
generally compatible with other consoles
in the “II” family, has given new impetus
for publishers to add to the already enor-
mous software library serving this group
of machines. It'll probably take until late
next year, but the IIc’s 128K memory
capacity is sure to entice some designers
to produce “next generation” programs.

New methods of adding RAM right
along with game ROM, so far evident
only in a handful of video-game cartridges
from Avalon Hill and CBS Electronics,
should also begin affecting computer
software soon. Some game inventors be-
lieve this is the best way to improve
visuals in computer-cartridge programs.

The trend toward original designs, as
opposed to games transported from_ the
nation’s coin-op palaces, is intensifying.
Too many pay-for-play contests come up
pale and simple in the home setting.
Some games based on big-deal licenses
are certainly in the cards, but no manu-
facturer suffers from the delusion that a
license that’s not turned into a genuinely
solid and playable game stands a chance
in the competitive environment of 1984.

The only really safe prediction about
electronic gaming is that the hobby,
which currently involves more than 40
million people on a regular basis in this
country, is going to grow even more I
the future than it has in the past. Elec- |
tronic gaming has emerged from 1its fa
era and become a widespread leisure
activity on a par with stamp collecting
amateur photography.




