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Fifty Key Video Games

This volume examines fifty of the most important video games that have contributed significantly to the history, development, or culture of the medium, providing an overview of video games from their beginning to the present day.

This volume covers a variety of historical periods and platforms, genres, commercial impact, artistic choices, contexts of play, typical and atypical representations, uses of games for specific purposes, uses of materials or techniques, specific subcultures, repurposing, transgressive aesthetics, interfaces, moral or ethical impact, and more. Key video games featured include Animal Crossing, Call of Duty, Grand Theft Auto, The Legend of Zelda, Minecraft, PONG, Super Mario Bros., Tetris, and World of Warcraft. Each game is closely analyzed in order to properly contextualize it, to emphasize its prominent features, to show how it creates a unique experience of gameplay, and to outline the ways it might speak about society and culture. The book also acts as a highly accessible showcase to a range of disciplinary perspectives that are found and practiced in the field of game studies.

With each entry supplemented by references and suggestions for further reading, Fifty Key Video Games is an indispensable reference for anyone interested in video games.

Bernard Perron is a Full Professor of Film and Game Studies at Université de Montréal. He co-edited, among others, The Video Game Theory Reader 1 and 2 (2003; 2009), The Routledge Companion to Video Game Studies (2014), and Video Games and the Mind: Essays on Cognition, Affect and Emotion (2016) and edited Horror Video Games: Essays on the Fusion of Fear and Play (2009). He is the author of Silent Hill: The Terror Engine (2012) and The World of Scary Video Games: A Study in Videoludic Horror (2018). His research concentrates on video games, interactive cinema, the horror genre, and on narration, cognition, and the ludic dimension of narrative cinema.

Kelly Boudreau is an Associate Professor of Interactive Media Theory and Design at Harrisburg University of Science and Technology. With a background in sociology, film studies, and games studies, she has published on topics ranging from player/avatar relationships in the networked process of video game play, different forms of sociality in and mediated by digital games, to toxic and problematic player behavior in different player communities.

Mark J. P. Wolf is a Professor in the Communication Department at Concordia University Wisconsin whose books include The Video Game Theory Reader 1 and 2 (2003; 2009), The Routledge Companion to Video Game Studies (2014), Building Imaginary Worlds (2012), The Routledge Companion to Imaginary Worlds (2017), The Routledge Companion to Media Technology and Obsolescence (2018), and Encyclopedia of Video Games (2nd Edition, 2021).

Dominic Arsenault is an Associate Professor of Film and Game Studies at Université de Montréal. His main publications revolve around narrative and narration in games, genre, and video game history, notably with his recent Super Power, Spoony Bards, and Silverware: The Super Nintendo Entertainment System in the MIT Press platform studies series. He teaches on narratology for film, games and literature, video game screenwriting, and animation film history and theory. He also explores the links between video games and heavy metal music through research and creation with his solo chipmetal project Multi-Memory Controller.
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Video games continue to mature as a medium, as evidenced by the increasing number of entire museums dedicated to games curation, collection, and education such as The National Videogame Museum in Sheffield, England; the Computerspiele Museum in Berlin, Germany; and the Strong National Museum of Play in Rochester, New York, USA. These collections clearly demonstrate that individual games deserve to be viewed, played, and studied for their uniqueness. The Library of Congress already has thousands of games preserved for its archives, following the establishment of a “game canon” selected by a small committee of academics, designers, and journalists (Chaplin, 2007). The LoC’s “game canon”, though, is only a list of ten games said to have started genres that are still important today (see Chaplin, 2007); such a list is obviously too short and too limited to represent the medium as a whole. The World Video Game Hall of Fame of the Strong National Museum of Play is already more varied with its 32 inducted games.1 From this perspective, we agreed that it is not enough to simply select and feature important games (however that is defined by individuals), but that there is a need for a reasonable, yet scholarly collection that situates a curated selection of games based on a range of criteria surrounding each title’s contribution, contextualized within the broader social, technical, and cultural history of video games.

When we began to work on this collection, we were aware of the challenges we faced in editing a book of fifty key games without aiming to formally establish some kind of video game canon. We did not let ourselves be lulled by what Janet Staiger described in her foundational essay “The Politics of Film Canons” as “the illusion of consensus” (1985, p. 10). Neither did we indulge in the idea of neutrality, another illusion which Staiger discusses. Our aim was to collect a series of essays that focus on a wide range of contributions to game design, culture, aesthetics, and production. But in order to do so, we had to make conscious decisions as to what to include and examine what was being excluded in consequence. In “The Politics of Game Canonization: Tales from the Frontlines of Creating a National History of Games”, Glas and van Vught summarize Staiger’s argument very well:

During all the different steps in the process from admission to selection and reflection, different values, different motifs, and different arguments are at play, steering the final selection of works into a specific direction. This selection often reinforces dominant social, political, economic and cultural ideologies and has the potential to marginalize others.

(2019, p. 2)


It is indeed useful to reflect on the process through Staiger’s three types of politics.

Staiger states that “[c]ompetition in academics and the film [or, in our case, video game] industry reinforces canons and canon-making”, and that consequently an escape from canon formation is difficult to achieve. Identifying specific works brings attention and advantage to them. In our situation, we were mindful of the third kind of politics she mentions: the one of the Academy. Publishers wish to position themselves in the market of game studies publications and to have a canon of literature regarding video games. For us, admittedly, “academic reputations and economic rewards are also at stake” (Staiger, 1985, p. 19). The fact that the press is now publishing a book on key video games sheds light on the first kind of politics, namely the politics of admission. Whereas many of the early writings about cinema were “involved in proving film was an art” (1985, p. 4), the video game’s current situation is very different.

The video game has become one of the main forms of cultural expression of the twenty-first century and was named the 10th Art in France in the mid-1990s. The discourses about it in the public sphere are numerous. Since the advent of the field of research called Game Studies, they have been examined from a variety of theories and disciplines, with colleges and universities dedicating whole programs to game design, game studies, and videoludic literacy. There is no longer the need to single out some strategically chosen games as objects worthy of admission into the realm of artworks, and art is not the only frame to be considered for inclusion.

Rather than the prescriptive politics of canon-making as a legitimizing strategy for video games in general, it is the second kind of politics distinguished by Staiger that remains at the core of the discussion around canonization: the politics of selection.

In purely practical terms, a scholar of cinema [or of video games] cannot study every film [or game] ever made. Selection becomes a necessity and with selection usually comes a politics of inclusion and exclusion. Some films [or games] are moved to the center of attention; others, to the margins.

(1985, p. 8)


These movements have important impacts on the appraisal of the works and are the ones that are scrutinized as well as questioned. Paring down the thousands of published video games and the hundreds of candidates that could be considered “key video games” to a mere fifty was nothing short of difficult. We would have been much happier to be able to include more games, a luxury had by a book like 1001 Video Games You Must Play Before You Die (Mott, 2010) – but with only 300-word essays on each game, the book would not have delved into the games and would have remained largely just an annotated list. While the chapters in this collection were substantially longer, 2,500 words still greatly limits how deep we can delve into each game.

Of course, we are not the first to attempt such an exercise. Our colleagues behind Fifty Key British Films have eased our minds by expressing what we wished to propose. According to John White and Sarah Barrow (2008, p. xv), “the suggestion [we really like this choice of word] is more simply that this selection of [games] operates to provide an initial appreciation” of different aspects of the video game since its advent. We do not intend to assert that the video games we have chosen are the greatest. Similar to White and Barrow, our purpose is not to promote a particular canon of video games.

The very nature of a ‘canon’ is that it is exclusive and this list is not designed to be that (other than in the sense that we only have room for 50 essays in this book). Nor is this list ranked in order of merit; there are two contents lists, one in date order and the other in alphabetical order, and both of these structures leave a virtually infinite space for your own additions.

(2008, p. xv)


From the start, we envisioned this book as Fifty Key Video Games – not THE Fifty Key Video Games. There are dozens or even hundreds of key games (depending on how one defines “key”), and they vary according to individual tastes, interests, histories, and framings; but here are fifty of them, as a start. Rather than thinking in terms of “masterpieces”, we worked around the idea of “key”, taken as something that opens doors for the understanding of the games, and through these games, of the medium itself. Each author, then, situates the game they wrote about within the broader video game landscape, referencing other games within their historical, technological, cultural, and aesthetic context, essentially paying homage to those that came before them, and fundamentally opening the door for the reader to explore beyond the pages of the book.

While it was not easy to come up with this list of Fifty Key Video Games, we each nominated 50 games, explaining the rationale for inclusion. Our separate selections amounted to twice as much as required. Selections were then voted on and then further discussed to balance the many different factors under consideration, until we all agreed on a list that represented the diverse range of contributions that video games have to offer. Interestingly, only 20 games are part of the “games studies canon” identified by Jonathan Frome and Paul Martin (2019. p. 6), who wrote, “A content analysis of over 580 articles from the field’s two main journals is used to identify the currently-invisible canon of most-frequently cited games in game scholarship” (Abstract). Our aim was not to develop a canon based on a citation count, or any other single criterion of success. We wanted to create a list of interesting games that perhaps were not always the top selling or most critically acclaimed, but were ones that contributed to several different aspects of video game history and culture. It is also important to understand that any individual reading of a game, even when the focus is on its key elements and contributions, will always be reductive and situated within the context and disciplinary frame of the author.

Our rationale in creating this list of fifty games is no exception. The selections are, of course, made from our own socio-cultural positions, as White North Americans, in our 40s and 50s, all working within games academia. Many nominations were informed, to some capacity, by our firsthand experiences with the games either as players, community members, or within our specific scholarly contexts. That being said, we also made sure not to privilege our personal favorite games or genres. In addition, we also considered the state of game studies scholarship; we sometimes avoided obvious choices to go for more interesting ones, or looked for contributors to explore novel, original facets of them. The final selection covers a range of historical periods and platforms, genres, commercial impact, artistic choices, contexts of play, representations, uses of games for specific purposes, uses of materials or techniques, specific subcultures, repurposing, transgressive aesthetics, interfaces, moral or ethical impact and more. Thus, serious discussion went into the selection of the games; the list is not merely the whim of a single author, but one in which each entry’s merit had to be debated and accepted by the four of us.

Coming from different backgrounds and selected for their knowledge of the work analyzed, the various contributors were invited to frame the games discussed in their essays as keys that open ideas that they are researching. The chapters thus provide a glimpse into fifty doors, opened to areas of further research into the many disciplines that are practiced by the diverse cast of authors. The study of individual games through such a range of perspectives offers a broader understanding of games in general, as an important phenomenon.

Though the task of reducing our list of video games down to a mere fifty turned out to be quite the challenge, it was nonetheless a fun one. Our main wish is not different from the one of White and Barrow (2008, p. xv):

Therefore, beyond the theoretical seriousness of discussions about the potential elitism, exclusivity and political manoeuvrings associated with the notion of canons, hopefully you will also simply enjoy agreeing and disagreeing with the inclusions and exclusions you find here.


The ludic dimension of the exercise should not be forgotten.


Note

	19 of its 32 inducted games are on our list: https://www.museumofplay.org/exhibits/world-video-game-hall-of-fame/inducted-games/
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Adventure (1979)
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Jonathan Lessard


Adventure is an Atari VCS (or Atari 2600) game cartridge published in 1979,1 designed and developed by Warren Robinett. The gameplay consists in navigating a labyrinth, evading dragons and finding keys to retrieve the enchanted chalice. It sold over a million units and regularly ranks among significant historical games for the numerous “firsts”2 often put to its credit: first action-adventure game, first game to cut between multiple screens, first fantasy-themed video game,3 first Easter egg,4 and first fog-of-war representation. Such a high level of innovation for a single game is remarkable even for a time in which genres were not as deeply entrenched. This radical departure from existing contemporary video games finds an explanation in Robinett’s efforts to adapt a game from a very different platform to the Atari VCS (Robinett, 2005).


A Platform Adaptation

In 1979, Robinett had finished work on his first video game for the Atari company: Slot Racers, a more conventional two-player, single-screen chase and shoot game. He was beginning to think of his next title when a friend introduced him to a program called Adventure,5 playable on a Stanford University mainframe computer. This text-only game, developed by William Crowther in 1976 and refined by Don Woods in 1977, was the sensation in computer labs across the United States. It is now considered as having initiated the adventure-game genre on computer platforms. Beyond the purely textual representation, Adventure (which itself had been inspired by Gygax and Arneson’s Dungeons & Dragons, 1974) was radically different from the arcade and home video games Robinett was familiar with: it featured a vast world to be explored, treasures to be collected, puzzles to be solved, enemies to be vanquished and a quest to be accomplished. Robinett’s ambition was to adapt Adventure to his employer’s platform: the Atari VCS.

Jesper Juul distinguishes two extremes when adapting a game to a different context (2005). On one end, the “port” is a quasi-identical reimplementation of an existing game to a new platform. On the other, an “adaptation” per se entails a significant divergence in experience between the two versions. A typical example is the sports adaptation: although playing the NHL Hockey franchise (Electronic Arts) on a video-game console evokes many aspects of the original game, there is obviously an immense gap between the embodied feeling of skating on ice and pushing buttons on a gamepad. In a game adaptation, something new is created.

Although the PDP-10 mainframe on which the original Adventure ran and the Atari VCS were both technically computers, the differences between the two were far from trivial. First, the home console was comparatively a very underpowered machine. The Atari VCS cartridges could store no more than 4kB of information whereas the original text game required over 100kB. The two platforms also had very different interaction modalities. Adventure was designed assuming a keyboard as input device and a text-focused output device (either a printer or a screen). On the other hand, the Atari VCS had been engineered to play PONG (Atari, 1972) or Combat (Atari, 1977) (Montfort & Bogost, 2009) and relied on joystick input and the display of simple moving objects. It had no native text display support; any characters on screen implied the manual repurposing of visual elements. Robinett’s project would entail significant creativity and his adaptation would highlight the differences between computers and consoles as gaming platforms at the time.


Extending the Playfield

The world of the original Adventure is modeled as an arbitrary network of discrete nodes (“rooms”) represented as textual descriptions (Lessard, 2013) such as: “You are standing at the end of a road before a small brick building.” Moving from one place to the other entailed typing simple instructions such as “go north” or “enter house” which would take the player to a new location. In contrast, all home console and arcade games of the time took place on a single-screen “playfield” (as per VCS terminology). However, dynamic objects could move within this playfield whereas in Adventure, one is either in a room or not, and movement happens in-between places.

Robinett’s proposition would be to do both things at once: combining continuous and discrete space. In Atari’s Adventure, a single room is represented on the screen as a maze of walls. The player can navigate this space by maneuvering a representation of themselves (a square) with the joystick, as was typical in Atari games at that time. When coming in contact with an opening on the sides of the screen, the player-character is transported to another room (understood as being adjacent). This division of game space across multiple discrete screens combining both within and in-between movements would become a staple of action-adventure games as later seen in the early Ultima (Origin Systems, 1981) or Zelda (Nintendo, 1986) series.


Interacting with Objects

A key element of the original Adventure’s gameplay is solving problems by using objects. For example, one needs to fill a bottle and water a plant so that a beanstalk can grow. These operations are also undertaken via textual commands such as: “take bottle”, “fill bottle” and “water plant”. In Atari games, player input takes the form of either directions (moving the joystick) or pressing a button. Typically, these translate to moving some objects on the screen and firing missiles. The main modality through which video-game objects interact is through collision detection (Montfort & Bogost, 2009): hitting the ball in PONG boils down to making sure your paddle touches the ball; you score a point in Combat when your bullet touches the opponent’s tank. The importance of this modality is evidenced by the specific programming affordances provided by the Atari VCS hardware to identify these collisions.

In the Atari Adventure, the player takes an object (visually represented on screen) by touching it with the player-character. Although Robinett toyed with the idea of allowing an inventory with multiple objects (as is the case in his model game), he decided to keep things simple and allowed only one item to be held at a time (Robinett, 2015), something he could clearly convey by displaying the object next to the player-character as it moves around. Object-to-object interaction is triggered by colliding with a second visual element while holding an object. The typical example of this is colliding with a closed door while holding the right key. This simple interaction scheme will also be widely imitated. One still picks up a gun by running into it in modern Triple-A first-person shooter games.


Putting the Action in Adventure

The treatment of enemies is a main point of divergence between the two Adventures. While the original model did feature evil dwarves, a bear, a dragon, and a pirate, these were approached with the usual turn-by-turn textual commands and did not lead to high-intensity confrontations. The dragon, for instance, is dealt with in this incongruous manner:

> kill dragon

With what? Your bare hands?

> yes

Congratulations! You have just vanquished a dragon with your bare hands!

(Unbelievable, isn’t it?)


The real-time and direct manipulation regime of Atari games changed things drastically. Robinett introduced a dragon who would kill the player after two contacts in a row—creating an incentive to actively avoid the creature. To balance things, he introduced the sword object that the player could use to vanquish the dragon by bringing both objects into precise contact. These design decisions brought about challenges of dexterity and timing entirely absent from the original Adventure. It was no longer sufficient to simply find out what to do, one also needed to deliver a performance. Robinett added two more dragons, considering these fights to be one of the most exciting aspects of his game. This combination of quest elements with twitch gameplay would become a signature of action-adventure games, the genre that would be retroactively traced back to Atari’s Adventure.


The Problem of Replayability

According to Juul, the adventure-game genre (as exemplified by Crowther and Woods’s Adventure) represents the introduction of a new structure he calls “games of progression” in which “the player has to perform a predefined set of actions in order to complete the game” (2005, p. 5). This allowed new elements of world building and narrative development that would become key features in games to come, but also introduced a new problem: once you have discovered the whole world and performed all the steps, there is nothing left to do. This was a minor issue for the original Adventure; with nearly 140 locations and over fifty interactive objects, it was so large and complicated that it could take weeks, months or even years for a player to solve (if ever). Because of technical constraints, however, the Atari version only had thirty rooms and twelve objects. This meant that the possible combinations could be mapped relatively quickly.

One of Robinett’s strategies to extend the game’s longevity was to augment the role of dragons and increase their number. The real-time fighting added some uncertainty even for players knowing their way around the maze and the location of objects. To complicate things further, he took inspiration from the pirate character in the original Adventure which steals random objects from the player and brings them to a hiding place. In the Atari game, this took the form of an autonomous bat which roams the game world to pick up objects and drop them in random locations (even when off-screen). This meant that players could not rely on following a series of instructions to win the game. Again, we see Robinett finding strategies to balance static quest features with the more dynamic elements typical of action games of his time.


Auteur Politics

Early Atari developers were responsible for every aspect of the game they were making; taking care of game design, programing, as well as audio-visual content. Yet, Atari’s policy was to not publicly associate the makers with their work, presenting all titles simply under the company’s banner. Developers were salaried employees and did not maintain any rights to their games. According to Robinett, the company wanted to avoid any of them leveraging their fame to negotiate better conditions (Robinett, 2015).

This was frustrating to Robinett who was proud of a title which was not only original but also represented a significant technical feat. He even had to secretly develop a prototype when his superior had refused his project, considering that adapting the original Adventure represented an impossible task and a waste of resources. In the same way, he proceeded to disregard Atari’s authority by secretly embedding credits in the game. He used the little space left on the cartridge memory to introduce an extra room containing large, vertically aligned letters reading “created by Warren Robinett”. One had to find a hidden object and use it on a specific part of a wall to open access to this room. The cartridge was published without anyone being aware of this and the room was only discovered accidentally months later by a young player. By then, Robinett had already left the company. Atari chose to not remove it both because of the costs of modifying the cartridge master and also because they realized players enjoyed looking for secret content. The concept was entirely appropriated when the company announced that all its future games would contain what they named “Easter eggs”, evoking the traditional treasure hunt.

Robinett was not the only developer frustrated by the lack of recognition. Four Atari employees left the company as early as 1979 to found Activision whose policy would be, at least in the beginning, to give full public credit to the game makers. However, while these creators wanted their names associated with their work, none questioned the copyright assumptions of their previous employer.

Robinett wanted full credit for his game Adventure, somewhat obscuring the important debt owed to the model game which existed in a very different intellectual property regime. The original Adventure was a public-domain, collaborative work for which none of the authors received any significant salary or royalties. Robinett never hid his inspiration, but did not shy away from reusing the exact same title, therefore overwriting the reference for a large portion of the public. For video-game players from then on, Adventure would mean Atari’s Adventure (and designate, by extension, action-adventure games), whereas for computer-game players, the label would continue to refer to the genre initiated by Crowther and Woods’s program.



Notes


	In interviews and in his unpublished book, Warren Robinett evokes a 1979 Christmas release. However, no documentary evidence of the availability of the game before 1980 has yet been produced (Derboo 2012).

	Such attributions depend on specific definitions and are always debated. Whether or not Adventure is the actual first occurrence of these features does not alter the recognition that the game was original and innovative.

	“Video game” being understood here as arcade and console games—there were precedents on computers, as we’ll see.

	An earlier example was recently identified in Video Whizball (Fairchild, 1978), but Adventure’s is the one that led to the construction of the “Easter egg” label.

	The program did not have an official title and was sometimes called ADVENT, referring to the executable name, Adventure or Colossal Cave Adventure.

	It is worth noting that most of the existing scholarship on this game relies on its author’s own testimonials.
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Brendan Keogh


While there are many popular video games, few reach the level of cultural ubiquity of Angry Birds. In the decade after the first game’s release in December 2009, the dozens of games in the franchise were downloaded over 4.5 billion times (Angry Birds, 2019). Other blockbuster media franchises like Star Wars and Transformers rely on Angry Birds crossovers to market their new releases. There’s an Angry Birds movie (Clay Kaytis and Fergal Reilly, 2016). Regardless of where in the world you live, you’ve seen children and middle-aged men alike wearing knock-off Angry Birds clothing.

Angry Birds is more than a popular game franchise. Its immediate, massive success in late 2009, sustained for the following decade, echoes broader, seismic shifts in video game culture, and in how video games fit within broader popular culture. The rise of casual games and mobile games alongside the breakdown of a monolithic and hegemonic hardcore-gamer culture pivots on Angry Birds and its contemporaries. The importance of Angry Birds cannot be appreciated apart from this context.


How to Play

The game itself is a straightforward, colorful experience in which the player shoots the titular angry birds out of a giant slingshot to destroy their green pig enemies by causing their buildings to collapse. Different birds have different skills and strengths: the small blue bird splits into three, creating more widespread damage; the large black bird creates a secondary explosion after landing, useful for taking out strong concrete supports; the white bird drops an egg bomb straight down, useful for getting into hard-to-reach spots. For each level, the player is provided with a specific line-up of birds to be used in a specific order, forcing them to think strategically about what sort of damage needs to be caused to the structure and in what order to take out all of the pigs with the birds available.

Points are awarded for simply causing damage to the structures and for actually destroying the evil pigs. Crucially, players also gain significant bonus points for any birds left unused after the pigs are destroyed, and so are encouraged to complete a level efficiently and accurately with as few birds as possible. This becomes particularly important when one considers the game’s three-star rating system, with stars awarded for the total points scored on a level. To get a three-star rating on any one level will almost certainly require the player to have at least one bird left over at the end. For advanced players, Angry Birds becomes like golf, where they try to finish the level in the lowest number of shots possible.

While Angry Birds has since been ported to all sorts of platforms with different input affordances, the success of its design is in how its original release took advantage of the technological and social affordances of smartphone devices, such as Apple’s iPhone. To look around the entire level, the player uses pinch-and-grab gestures, which are now common throughout touchscreen applications but were still novel at the time of the game’s release. To fire a bird out of the slingshot, the player directly touches the bird in the slingshot on the left of the screen and physically pulls it back to determine the angle and power of the shot. When the player removes their finger from the screen, the slingshot snaps back and flings the bird forward in a satisfying, heavy-feeling parabola. The game uses basic physics simulation to ensure nearly every shot causes some level of spectacular damage, no matter how accurate it was.


The Rise of Casual Mobile Games

At a cursory glance, there is little that is uniquely remarkable about Angry Birds that explains its sustained cultural ubiquity. The core mechanics of destroying structures by flinging things at them had already been achieved by browser-based Flash games such as Joey Betz and Chris Condon’s Crush the Castle (2009). Nor was Angry Birds the first smartphone game. Critically and commercially successful smartphone games such as Lima Sky’s Doodle Jump, Firemint’s Flight Control, and Area/Code’s Drop7 were all released in 2009 before the first Angry Birds game. Nevertheless, the design and persistence of Angry Birds provide insights into how smartphone devices radically altered how video games are designed, and how they fit within broader culture.

For the first couple of years of its existence, very few people—including those at Apple—considered the iPhone as a serious platform for video games. It had no buttons, and no ability to engage with physical media—two attributes that at the time still seemed crucial for any video game platform. As a device, it offered the antithesis of what video games had traditionally required. Yet, what the iPhone did offer, and what Angry Birds made exceptionally clear to a generation of mobile game developers to follow in its wake, was a golden opportunity for game designers to reimagine the context and value of “casual” games and the broader demographics that would play them.

“Casual games” is a highly contested term. It can imply that games under such a label aren’t “serious” or “important”, or that their players do not actually care about them. Scholars have shown how the label has long been used detrimentally to marginalize video game titles with more feminized communities (Hjorth and Richardson, 2009; Chess, 2017). The explosion in popularity of casual games through the 2000s, even before the release of the iPhone, was beginning to challenge the hardcore gamer’s dominance of video game culture. It denaturalized what had come to be accepted as what video games simply were and who had come to be accepted as video games’ audience. It opened a space of alternatives.

Around the same time as Angry Birds’ initial release, what games scholar Jesper Juul dubbed The Casual Revolution (2009) was well underway. Drawing inspiration from the success of Nintendo’s Wii console, as well as the growing trend of browser-based casual and social games, Juul theorized just what sort of aesthetic experience casual games offer, and how they challenge traditional understandings of video games. These casual games, and their casual players, Juul argues, are not just “more simple” or “less complex” than so-called hardcore games. Rather, they offer different, no less valid, experiences and aesthetics than traditional games for hardcore gamers.

Hardcore-gamer culture, since at least the 1980s, has privileged video games that offer systemic complexity, technological superiority, and extensive narrative content—all while cultivating a field of primarily young male players (Kirkpatrick, 2015; Arsenault, 2017). In casual games, however, Juul (2010, p. 50) identifies five design aspects that contrast with these traditional values. The design of casual games typically (1) presents a pleasant fictional framing; (2) is highly accessible even if one has little pre-existing knowledge or experience of video game conventions; (3) is highly interruptible, designed to be played in brief bursts rather than sustained periods; (4) is difficult but rarely punishing; and (5) provides excessive and “juicy” audio-visual feedback, ensuring maximum spectacular reward in response to minimal input.

In Angry Birds’ deceptively simple and straightforward design, we can see all five of Juul’s casual game design conventions. The cartoony visual style is immediately recognizable and inoffensive, far removed from the gritty machismo of console games at the time. The touch controls, simply requiring the player to touch and pull back a slingshot, make immediate sense and do not require any familiarity with a complex gamepad controller or keyboard. Individual levels are short, able to be completed in a few minutes, and the style of play permits the player to look away from the screen at any time without fear of consequence. Angry Birds is easy to play, to just fling a few birds and see what happens, but the three-star rating system also provides a level of heightened difficulty for those players that want it. Finally, the exaggerated spectacle of the building collapses is nothing if not juicy.

Of all these aspects of casual game design that Angry Birds exemplifies, however, it is Juul’s point that casual games are typically “highly interruptible” that best explains Angry Birds’ explosive success and ability to penetrate all sorts of audiences that would typically not think twice about committing the time required to play a video game. Ultimately, as a video game that had to adapt to both the technological affordances and social contexts of a smartphone device, Angry Birds made it possible to play video games without committing to them as a dedicated activity or hobby. They made video games normal.


Video Games as Everyday Media

With Angry Birds and its contemporaries, video games stopped being something players had to commit to; they stopped being a sealed-off world one committed to wholly, both in terms of embodiment and identity. Instead, playing Angry Birds was something players could do almost unthinkingly, no different than looking at Facebook or checking the time. Traditionally, playing a video game on a console has required the player to insert the correct disc, wait for it to load, sit down on a couch with a fourteen-button controller, and wait for various copyright and health warnings before the game can be loaded and, finally, played. Angry Birds, meanwhile, could be opened in a matter of seconds while one is waiting at a bus stop, sitting on the toilet, or lying in bed. One simply unlocks the phone, taps the icon, and will be flinging birds within a few seconds.

But even once the game starts, Angry Birds does not require the player’s full attention. Where traditional video games have fixated on the player’s “immersion” in the virtual world, with Angry Birds the player can fling and forget. The player can look up between shots to check if they are at their train station yet, or because the commercial break is over. There is no risk of missing important narrative beats or being attacked by a monster in the split second one is distracted. There is no need to play for another fifteen minutes to get to the next save point when a level can easily be finished in a minute or two.

Where video games for hardcore gamers had, traditionally, required the gamer’s life to fit around the video game, Angry Birds, and casual smartphone games more broadly, fit around our busy lives. With the smartphone, video games become easy to access. Players no longer have to wait, either to start or to finish. Furthermore, players no longer need to commit dedicated chunks of time in order to play a video game. And, crucially, they no longer need to commit financially and subjectively to a video game-playing hobby or identity, buying dedicated hardware and keeping up with enthusiast discourses—one just uses the phone one already owns.

Casual mobile games like Angry Birds are not simply “easy” games, but they make video games, as a cultural form, easy to engage with. One no longer has to care about video games to play them. One no longer has to invest (physically, emotionally, financially) in video games to play them. In the 2010s, starting with Angry Birds and its contemporaries, the video game industry figured out how to make games for everyone else, everyone except the gamers that had been their stable consumer demographic for two decades, and in doing so figured out how to break out of the second-class citizen cultural mold it had developed for itself. Angry Birds is so culturally ubiquitous explicitly because it was designed for everyone but traditional gamers.


Conclusion

Over a decade later, the smartphone game world looks very different than when Angry Birds first came out. The push to capture video game players who did not want to commit to playing video games pushed prices lower and lower, first to $1, and then lower still to no upfront cost, with games instead demanding in-game purchases, or forcing the player to watch advertisements. While some games and companies still make a lot of money on the App Store, the gold rush is over.

The original Angry Birds has received countless updates over the years to bring it in line with these monetization models, and to work on current devices. The original Angry Birds that made history in 2009 is now almost impossible to access. Many of its contemporaries, like Flight Control (Firemint Pty, 2009), are no longer accessible in any form, with constant operating system updates rendering them unplayable until their developer decides to invest the time and effort required to update them. As video games have become normalized, their preservation as cultural artifacts has become almost impossible.

But even as the smartphone game space that Angry Birds ushered in no longer exists in the same way, its legacy now pervades all aspects of game design and business. Home consoles now have standby modes and autosave functions, making it somewhat easier to stop and start games at any point. Free-to-play and games-as-a-service business models now find themselves on all devices. Angry Birds—or some version of it—has been released over and over again on any platform that will have it.

Angry Birds is a small, simple, casual smartphone game made by a tiny Finnish company about flinging cartoon birds at cartoon pigs out of a giant slingshot. It was released on a device with no buttons, created by a tech company with no interest in video games. Yet in the years that followed, it would come to be found in hundreds of millions of pockets around the world and ushered in a period of seismic change for both the business and culture of video games.
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