


The Early Years

 In The Beginning...

 Early to Mid 1970s

 Late 1970s

 Timeline





Early Developments

One of the very first computer games, Tennis for Two, was created by physicist
William Higinbotham in 1958 while working at the US Department of Energy.
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Early Developments

In 1961 Steve Russell and his colleagues at MIT created what is considered to
be the first well-known computer game, Space War.
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“It was a two-player game; there wasn’t enough computing power available to do
a decent opponent. I was the first person to not make money on a two-player
game.” - Steve Russell

Spacewar - 1961



The first video game was created by engineers at
Sanders Associates.

Sanders Associates was a defence contractor
based in New Hampshire in the US.

3



“I’m sitting around the East Side Bus Terminal
during a bus trip to New York, thinking about what
you can do with a TV set other than tuning in
channels you don’t want.

And I came up with the concept of doing games,
building something for $19.95. This was 1966, in
August.” …………

- Ralph Baer





Early Developments

In 1971 Computer Space, the first commercially-sold
coin-operated video game was produced by Nutting
Associates.

It was inspired by Spacewar and Developed by Nolan
Bushnell and Ted Dabney.

Computer Space was not a commercial success – many
found the concept and controls too complicated to grasp
quickly.



Home Video Games

In 1971, Ralph Baer approached TV manufacturers with his television game
prototype and after unsuccessful negotiations with General Electric and RCA,
Magnavox signed a contract to produce the machine.



Home Video Games

The Magnavox Odyssey was released in the US in 1972.



Home Video Games

The Odyssey was noted for having the first home light-gun.



Home Video Games

However, the machine was considered to be
overpriced ($100 in 1972) and was poorly
marketed, resulting in limited success.

Some believed that the Odyssey would only work
on Magnavox brand televisions, and were only
available to buy at Magnavox dealers.





“Magnavox did a really lousy engineering
job – [they] over-engineered the machine.
Then they upped the price phenomenally
so that the damn thing sold for $100.
Here’s this thing I wanted to sell for
$19.95 coming out at $100.

Then in their advertising they showed it
hooked up to Magnavox TV sets and
gave everyone the impression that this
thing only worked on Magnavox TV sets.”
…… - Ralph Baer
…



After Computer Space, Nolan Bushnell decided to start
his own company with Ted Dabney and Larry Bryan.

Originally called Syzygy, Bushnell changed the name
after it was already being used by another company.



He chose a word from the Japanese strategy game
Go, re-naming his company Atari.

Within ten years, Atari would grow into a $2-billion-
a-year giant, making it the fastest growing company
in US history.



PONG

Nolan Bushnell, engineer Al Alcorn and
Bushnell’s new company, Atari, released PONG
in 1972.

PONG was the first mass-market, commercial
arcade game.

Due to its success, many competing companies
developed imitations of the game.



Odyssey Tennis
(with screen overlay)
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Atari PONG



In 1975, Atari released Home Pong and became the
first company to make both arcade and consumer
products.

Falling prices of digital circuits meant that Home
Pong cost much less to manufacture than the
Odyssey.

Initially, electronics buyers were skeptical.
remembering that Odyssey has sold only 100,000
units, they claimed that consumers weren’t
interested in television games.
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‘Pong clone’ Home Consoles



In 1976, Fairchild Camera and Instrument
released the Channel F.

This was the first home system since
Odyssey to have interchangeable games and
the first to use game cartridges (known as
Videocarts).



After the Channel F, consumers
no longer wanted single-game
consoles.
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Atari cemented their dominance of the games industry by releasing the VCS
(later know as the Atari 2600) console in October 1977. 



Despite competition from Magnavox, Fairchild, Coleco, and RCA, Atari held off
competition with a large software catalogue and third party support.



Software developers would pay Atari a royalty (or licence fee) each time they
produced a game for the VCS – a business model which has been retained in
the industry to the present day.
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1958 - William Higinbotham, of the Brookhaven National Laboratories in 
New York, invents an interactive table-tennis like game that is 
displayed on an oscilloscope.

1961- Steve Russell, a student at MIT, creates Spacewar – the first 
interactive computer game.

1966 - Ralph Baer begins researching interactive television games at 
Sanders Associates.

1968 - Baer patents his interactive television game.



1970 - Magnavox licences Ralph Baer’s television game from Sanders 
Associates.

Nolan Bushnell begins work on an arcade version of Russell’s 
Spacewar, called Computer Space.

1971 - Nutting Assocates purchases Computer Space and hires 
Bushnell. Computer Space becomes the first arcade video game 
machine.



1972 - Magnavox demonstrates Odyssey in private showings. Nolan 
Bushnell attends a demonstration of the console on May 24 in 
Burlingame, California.  

Bushnell leaves Nutting and starts Syzygy with Ted Dabney. 
Syzygy is later renamed Atari.

Atari Engineer Al Alcorn creates Pong.

Magnavox releases the Odyssey.

Magnavox sues Atari on grounds that Pong infringes on Ralph 
Baer’s patents. The matter is settled out of court.



1975 - Atari creates prototypical Home Pong unit and sells the idea to 
Sears Roebuck.

1976 - The Connecticut Leather Company, now known as Coleco, 
releases Telstar, a television tennis game.

Fairchild Camera and Instrument releases the Channel F, the 
first programmable home game to use cartridges.

1977 - Atari releases the Video Computer System (VCS), also known as 
the Atari 2600.



1977 - Shigeru Miyamoto joins Nintendo.

Nintendo releases its first home video game in Japan.

1978 - Magnavox releases the Odyssey 2.

1979 - Atari game designer Warren Robinett introduces the concept of 
‘Easter Eggs’ to video games by hiding a room with his name in in a 
2600 game called Adventure.

Mattel Electronics introduces the Intellivision game console.



Hardware examples:

 Prinztronic Deluxe (PONG clone)



Hardware examples:

 Fairchild Channel F (Mk II)



Hardware examples:

 Atari VCS / 2600
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