Today, many remember Combat fondly and some still play it cccasion-
ally. Although the DailyRadar.com review was mockery (mainly of video-
game reviewing rather than Combat itself), there are plenty of sincere
contemporary reviews that are quite positive. One reviewer calls the car-
tridge a “true classic” and notes, “While the graphics can only be described
as grotesque, Combat has great gameplay. . . . Besides Pong, Combat may
be the ultimate two-player game.”® Another writes, “This is the Charlie
Chaplin of the game world. . . . Looks crap but is really, really good.™
Although there is some dissent, most of those who have written about
Combat recently still praise it. It has been rereleased in recent years as
part of the two-player Atari Flashback 2, a VCS-compatible unit with forty
built-in games. These include a never-before-released sequel developed
by Atari: Combat 2.

Reappearances of Combat itself are hardly the only legacy of the car-
tridge. Furthermore, it is not really reasonable to look for signs of Gem-
bat's influence in specific categories such as later tank games and games
that involve two-player battles. What the cartridge really contributed was
a compelling demonstration of the Atari VCS, an advertisement for the
system’s two-player capabilities and its ability to pack many game variants
into a single cartridge. Combat showed that the system could be enjoyed
by many people, and that through difficulty séttings and variants, people
of different ages and aptitudes could play against each other enjoyably. In
this sense, a later tank game such as Spectre may be a less remarkable
descendant of Combat than is Wii Sports.

Combat stood first in the line of VCS cartridges, where it made a strong
case to players and set a good example for developers. It certainly didn't
exhaust the gameplay, graphics, or sound capabilities of the Atari VCS, but
it showed off what the system was made to do and how it could be fun.
Thanks to the programmers who would continue developing this line of
cartridges at Atari and elsewhere, the platform would go on to support all
sorts of innovation and to do things that the original VCS developers—and
the programmers of Combat—almost certainly never imagined.

Adventure 3

What video game could be more typical than an action-adventure? Any
canon of computer games would certainly include the Ultima series, along
with The Legend of Zelda and its successors; Tomb Raider is also an action-
adventure game, and the Grand Theft Auto series borrows from that genre
as well as others, such as the driving game.

Betore all of these looms Adventure, Warren Robinett’s second game
for Atari. (His first, Slot Racers, was a combat racing game in which each
player navigated a rudimentary slot car through a maze, attempting to fire
a bazooka and hit the opposing player’s car.) Robinett was the first Atari
employee who had a degree in computer science, which may have had
something to do with his visiting the Stanford Artificial Intelligence Lab-
oratory and encountering another kind of maze there—one that would
inspire the cartridge he created. The game he devised was not at all obvious
at the time, but it would manage to establish the basic conventions of the
graphical adventure.

Text Adventure into Action Adventure

A few years before Robinett rode his bike between Sunnyvale and Menlo
Park, Don Woods added on to Will Crowther's code to complete the
canonical version of the PDP-10 program Adventure. This Adventure,
which made its appearance in 1976, was the first example of the form
that would be called the “text adventure” and that later still would be called
“interactive fiction.” Crowther and Woods’s original specimen combined
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with aspects of the experience of caving, one of Crowther's hobbies. The
canonical PDP-10 Adveniure, like Crowther's even earlier version, has no
graphics whatsoever. It divides space into discrete areas and explains
those spaces using textual descriptions.

To interact with the game, the player issues textual commands to move
through an often-confusing series of rooms and passages and undertake
actions in those spaces. The player moves by naming compass directions
(GO NORTH) or destinations (BUILDING), and performs actions by
writing simple verb-noun sentences (GET LAMP). The program can be
accessed on a fancy video terminal, but a Teletype or other print terminal,
of the sort that was common in the mid-1970s, works just as well. A typical
exchange looked like this:

>go west

It is now pitch dark. If you proceed you will likely fall into a pit.
>light lamp

Your lamp is now on.

You are in a room filled with debris washed in from the surface.

A low wide passage with cobbles becomes plugged with mud and
debris here, but an awkward canyon leads upward and west. A note on
the wall says "MAGIC WORD XYZZY".

A three foot black rod with a rusty star on an end lies nearby.

Robinett became enamored with the PDP-10 Adventure. Once Slot
Hacers was complete, he was determined to create a VCS adaptation of the
textual game." Reflecting on his work twenty-five years later, Robinett
called this effort "a combination of passion and stubbornness.™ His
passion was for Growther and Woods’s game, and his stubbornness was a
refusal to let the Atari VCS's utterly different hardware prevent him from
adapting the game and paying homage to it.

Around the time when Robinett became fascinated with the PDP-10
Adventure, some programmers at MIT did as well. Dave Lebling and Marc
Blane, working with Tim Anderson and Bruce Daniels, kept the format of
the text adventure for their Adventure-like game, which they called Zork.
(This term was used at MIT to designate an incomplete program.) They
developed an elaborate PDP-10 version of Zork by 1979, at which point
three of them joined forces with others to found Infocom, a company
which became the major commercial text-adventure developer in the
United States. Infocom released versions of Zork for many home micro-
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computer platforms of the early 1980s, including the Apple 1. the Com-
modore 64, the Atari 400/800, and the IBM PC.

The development of the text-adventure genre, on the one hand, and
the action-adventure genre, on the other, forked off from Crowther and
Woods's Adventure at a very early point, long before the general public
even knew that Adventure existed. This type of inspiration and diver-
gence, caused by developers’ casual encounters with research or amateur
work and their interest in reimplementing or improving it, was common
at the time. The PDP-10 Adventure was an experiment, a diversion created
by hobbyists. Although it is easy to forget about this in today’s highly
corporate videogame marketplace, many important games have been
developed in such a way.

The influence of the text-based Adventure on Robinett was quite acci-
dental. Today, the market pulls many of the strings of videogame produc-
tion. But the canonical PDP-10 Adventure was never purchased or sold; it
was, instead, distributed in what was informally called the public domain.
Anyone with the right platform could install and play the PDP-10 Adpen-
ture if they wanted to do so. This helps to explain why Microsoft was able
to publish a port of Adventure in 1981 without consulting or paying
Crowther and Woods, and why Atari could market Robinett's more dis-
tinctive VCS version using the same title.

Virtual Space

Text adventures render their setting and their spaces as language. This
may seem like an unnatural mode in which to understand something
spatial, but text adventures can represent space effectively, even portray-
ing spaces in figurative or unusual ways to create interesting puzzles for
the player.

The Atari VCS was not built to present text in the way that a PDP-10
or a TRS-8o or an Apple [ was. It has no images of characters built into
ROM and no facilities for text rendering and manipulation. Although VCS
programmers did devise ways to allow something akin to typing on the
machine, these solutions were kludges at best, never offering the kind of
keyboard experience that was familiar to users.

Instead. the console is engineered to display graphies and play sounds.
As described in the previous chapter, the machine offers a low-resolution
playfield, two sprite graphics (each with a corresponding missile), and a
ball graphic. Translating the first text adventure had to mean somehow
doing with the Atari VCS's primitive graphics what the PDP-10 Adventure
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