


Game History: The 1980s

 Early 1980s

 Videogame Crash of 1983

 Timeline





In 1980, Atari released Space Invaders for the
VCS – starting a trend for home conversions
of popular arcade games.

By this time, the company was making annual
sales of over $2bn, and net profits of $400m.
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As videogames became more popular, the name Atari became synonymous with
them.
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Nintendo’s video game business began in the early ‘80s with the Game and
Watch series pioneered by Gunpei Yokoi - who later created the Game Boy and
Virtual Boy.



Game and Watch also introduced the standard directional pad (D-pad) layout
still found on modern controllers.



At this time, personal computers were also
growing in popularity but they were still too
expensive for most people to purchase.

Bally’s Professional Arcade was intended to be a
game machine that could be upgraded to a
computer.



Other machines, such as the APF Electronics Imagination Machine adopted
similar approaches with upgradable systems.



On April 25, 1980, an announcement was made about
the formation of a new company called Activision.

Activision was started by four former disgruntled
employees of Atari who were unhappy about the lack of
credit they were getting for their work.



Activision intended to sell software for Atari’s VCS, due to its established user
base. Gamers always knew they were playing an Activision game because the
logo was constantly displayed somewhere on the screen.
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Mattel Electronics introduced the Intellivision, a competitor to the Atari VCS, to
the US market in 1980.



The Intellivision appealed to gamers because of its crisp graphics that seemed
to be light years ahead of anything that Atari and Magnavox had produced.
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Intellivoice Module



Playcable – Videogame subscription service (1981)
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Playcable – Videogame subscription service (1981)



In 1982, General Consumer Electronics
released the Vectrex.

This system differed from it’s competitors as it
used its own monitor that displayed hi-res
vector images – like many popular arcade
titles at the time.



Like the original Magnavox Odyssey, The Vectrex used screen overlays to add
colour to games.



Coleco released the Colecovision in July
1982.

Falling prices of technology meant that the
console generated near-arcade quality
images which were vastly superior to the
VCS.

Coleco also unveiled an additional module
that enabled Colecovision to play Atari
VCS games!
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To compete with newer and technologically superior rivals, Atari needed to
produce a new console and the Atari 5200 was released in 1982, priced at $250.



Though reviewers were initially impressed with the 5200, the system’s graphics
were not as attractive as the Colecovision and the 5200’s controller soon
proved to be very unpopular amongst gamers.



A legal battlefield
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A legal battlefield

Atari vs Magnavox – copyright infringement (K.C Munchkin)

Magnavox vs Mattel – patent infringement

Astrovision vs Atari & Commodore – copyright infringement

Atari vs Commodore – joystick manufacturing

Atari vs Activision – dispute over production of VCS games

Atari vs Coleco – Expansion Module 1 (VCS converter)

Coleco vs Atari – countersuit: antitrust laws 
6



7



Although Atari still led the rapid expansion of the games market, problems were
arising.
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All of these factors gave rise to the US games industry crash of 1983. 
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Poor home conversions of high profile titles such as Pac-Man and ET, the
overproduction of these and other third party games led to a huge fall in
consumer confidence, resulting in severe damage to the industry’s reputation.
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Atari, unable to sell the vast quantities of stock that had been produced,
reportedly dumped millions of unwanted games cartridges in a landfill site in New
Mexico.



This was widely disputed at the time, with Atari employees unwilling to confirm 
whether these reports were true or just a myth.

However, the rumours were confirmed in April 2014 when the landfill site in New 
Mexico was excavated and Atari products were discovered that had been buried 
for over 30 years.



In 1983, Atari had lost $536m, Mattel (maker of Intellivision) lost $201m, and
Activision around $4m.

The ageing technology of consoles was being superseded by new, relatively
inexpensive, and more flexible home computers such as the Commodore VIC-
20, C64, Atari 400, and Sinclair ZX81.



These problems eventually led to the demise of virtually every major company –
Mattel, Magnavox, Coleco, and even Atari – that had entered the home console
market since its inception in the 1970s.

Fairchild Channel F II:

GCE Vectrex:

Magnavox Odyssey 2:

Atari VCS & 5200:

Mattel Intellivision:

Coleco Colecovision:
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1980 - Atari releases Space Invaders for the VCS. The practice of selling 
home versions of arcade hits is started.

Renegade programmers fleeing from Atari create Activision, the 
first third-party game publisher.

Minoru Arakawa opens Nintendo of America.

1981- Atari releases Pac-Man for the VCS.

1982 - Coleco releases the Colecovision games console.



1982 - Atari wins lawsuit accusing Magnavox of infringing on its Pac-Man
licence with K.C. Munchkin.

Atari releases E.T. for the VCS.

Activision releases Pitfall for the VCS.

Atari releases the 5200 game console.

General Consumer Electronics releases 
the Vectrex.

Warner stock drops 32 percent after announcements that Atari 
sales have not met predictions.



1983 - Yu Suzuki Joins Sega.

Many software developers go out of business due to a glut of titles 
oversaturating the games market.

The games industry crashes – hundreds of millions of dollars in 
losses are reported throughout. Some hardware developers 
withdraw from the industry or go out of business entirely.



Hardware examples:

 Philips G7000 / Magnavox Odyssey II (1978)



Hardware examples:

 Mattel Intellivision (1980)



Hardware examples:

 Coleco Colecovision (1982)



Hardware examples:

 GCE Vectrex (1982)



Hardware examples:

 Sinclair ZX81 (1981)

 BBC Micro Model B
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