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Memory Insufficient is a celebration of history.

First and foremost, it is an attempt to promote and encourage 
historical writing about games; social histories, biographies, 
historically situated criticism of games and anything else.

It is also a place to turn personal memories of games past into 
eye-opening written accounts. It is a place to honour the work 
of game developers who have influenced the path of history. It 
is a place to learn what games are - not as a formal discipline, 
but as lived realities.

Like all historical study, Memory Insufficient is fundamentally 
about citizenship. It’s not enough to just remember and admire 
the games of the past. history is about understanding our place 
in the world; as developers, as critics and as players. 

The power of history is to reveal where the agents of change 
reside, and empower us to be the change we want to see.  
Memory Insufficient is a celebration of history, not just as fact 
but as action.

zoyastreet.com | @rupazero
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About the editor: Zoya street is a freelance video game  
historian, journalist and writer, working in the worlds of  
design criticism and digital content business strategy.
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Policy wonk Krish raghav 
remembers India’s counter-
cultural history of games 
marketing, through internet 
cafes, shareware and piracy.

subscribe to Memory Insufficient
to get future issues

and calls for submissions
straight in your inbox.
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In this visual essay, editor 
Zoya street explores the ad-
vertising of Pc games in the 
year 1980.

skot Deeming studies Atari’s 
clever use of ‘easter eggs’ in 
their games as a marketing 
tactic, and finds that secrets 
can be a powerful thing.

http://eepurl.com/Bt_aX


In 1979, Atari released the graphical adventure game, Adventure, 
programmed by Warren robinett for the Atari Video com-

puter system (Vcs) home gaming console. A remake of the text adventure game, Co-
lossal Cave Adventure (1977), robinett’s Adventure became famous for it’s inclusion 
of a secret room, containing a message hidden within the game. This form of hidden 
message soon became known as the easter egg; rooms, items and areas hidden with-
in games waiting to be discovered by venturous players.

While Adventure’s hidden room was not the first instance of the easter egg created in 
a game (in 2004, an easter egg was discovered hidden in a game title for the Fairchild 
channel F console, which predated Adventure by several years), it was the first ever 
discovered by a game player. In time, the easter egg became common place in video 
games as a means for programmers and designers to place their own embedded au-
thorial markers within a game.

The easter egg grew in popularity as a design feature and soon came to be regarded 
as value-added content by the games industry. It was regarded as a means of en-
couraging players to discover all of the secrets within a game, thus keeping players 
engaged with a game for longer periods of time. however, robinett’s motivation for 
creating the secret room within Adventure (1979) was born out of frustration over 
how Atari treated its programming staff. As an act which was meant to speak to the 
lack of credit given to game designers at this time, robinett’s creation of this easter 
egg can be read as an act of protest against Atari’s policy for not giving game design-
ers credit for the works they had created.  

What was once an act of protest, soon became 
co-opted and used as a marketing tool, by the very 
company that Warren’s act spoke out against.
The story of how robinett’s easter egg was found is an interesting tale.

orIgIns of the 
eAster egg

mrghosty (aka skot deeming) is a key figure in the canadian video 
game art scene, and an artist, curator, researcher and doctoral student in 
concordia university’s Individualized Program in the humanities.

myghosty.weebly.com | @mrghostyx



In August of 1980, nine months after the com-
mercial release of Adventure, 

15-year-old Adam clayton from salt Lake city utah, wrote a letter to Atari’s con-
sumer division Publications department.  The letter began as a simple request for 
brochures and literature on Atari’s new home computers, and follows with one of the 
most notable fan written letters in video game history. Written as a post script to his 
letter, clayton notes that he “found something strange” in Adventure.

What followed was an account of how he came to find robinett’s secret room. using 
a combination of hand drawn maps (shown below) and descriptive text, clayton out-
lines how he found the ‘dot’ (the invisible key), exited the ‘black kingdom’ (one of the 
game’s final screens), traversed back to the game’s beginning (while carrying the dot), 
and how he entered through an invisible door in order to gain access to Adventure’s 
easter egg.  There clayton found robinett’s creative act of subversion, the secret room 
containing his signature. 

After the discovery of robinett’s secret message and rumours of the easter egg spread 
among fans, Atari used the incident as an opportunity to gain publicity. In an inter-
view with Electronic Games magazine in 1981 Atari Inc’s steve Wright was quoted, 
saying: “from now on [...] we’re going to plant little ‘easter eggs’ like that in the games. 
eventually we may have a real treasure hunt, with the clues hidden in various game 
cartridges”. This ‘real’ treasure hunt did come to pass, through the implementation 
of easter eggs within Atari’s Swordquest series of adventure games. Atari offered four 
prizes of jewellery worth $25,000 to players who could find and decipher the clues 
embedded within the games and their accompanying comic books. Which meant, in 
order to have a chance at the contest, players had to buy the games immediately upon 
their release. robinett’s act of protest and creative subversion had been co-opted. 

however, historical accounts of Atari’s contest as a marketing attempt to boost the 
sales of these games often declare it as a failure or a fiasco. In the time between the 
beginning of the contest, and it’s abysmal end, much controversy surrounded Atari’s 
co-opting of the easter egg.  contest participants repeatedly accused Atari of chang-
ing the rules and terms of the contest, as well as not being wholly upfront with the 
actual monetary values of the Four Prizes (a Medallian, a crown, a chalice,  and a 
Philosopher’s stone).  One of the reasons for this perhaps was that each prize corre-
sponded to a game released in the swordquest series, being Earthworld, Fireworld, 
Waterworld and Airworld.  While two participants did win the prizes from the first 
two games, Atari had all but pulled the plug on the contest by the introduction of Wa-
terworld to the market. Airworld never made it beyond the prototyping phase due to 
Atari suffering catastrophic profit losses during the video game console market crash 
in 1983. 

The winner of the medallion in Atari’s earthworld 
contest, steven bell, had the Medallion melted 
down in order to sell off the gold it was made from.



The appraised value of the material was some $15,000, about $10,000 less than Atari 
had claimed. 

Michael rideout, winner of the subsequent Fireworld contest, took home the chal-
ice, and has frequently discussed how Atari’s marketing attempt through this contest 
ultimately failed.  rumours abound as to what happened to the final two objects from 
the contest. some say that they were handed over to Jack tramiel (founder of com-
modore) when he bought the company from Warner in 1984. Others speculate that 
Atari had had the pieces melted down and sold the materials from them to offset the 
cost of running the contest in the first place. 

What’s so fascinating to me about the origins of the easter egg is the fact that it is so 
inextricably linked to what many perceive to be the failings of Atari, whether it be the 
exploitation of its labour force, or its inclusion as a dubious marketing technique as 
a sort of proto-meta form of gamification. And yet, the notion of the easter egg was 
so compelling that countless designers have taken it from its origins and used it as a 
technique for embedding all manner of hidden content within their games.

robinett’s single act of protest influenced subsequent generations of video game de-
signers, enabling them to experiment with secret paths and passages beyond the edges 
of the screen, as evidenced in the shigeru Miyamoto’s super Mario brothers trilogy 
published by Nintendo for the Nintendo entertainment system, or the Konami code, 
or any other secret found in countless games in the generation of consoles following 
the Atari. 

What did not work as an overt marketing tool, in-
advertently became a facet of game design and a 
marketable aspect of digital games.
It seems that all game titles have within them, hidden secrets, paths, objects or pas-
sages. contemporary games see the inclusion of multiple possibities for a game’s con-
clusion.  As players, we seek out the hidden within a game to unlock trophies and 
achievements in our ongoing meta game to gain cultural capital. We search the nooks 
and crannies of these spaces in the hopes of uncovering these hidden treasures.  And 
to date, the marketers of these games continue to exploit these aspects in order to sell 
more videogames. 

Image: 
swordquest ad, 1982



International exchange rates were once the most 
powerful force in videogame marketing. 

For Indian gamers in the late 1990s, that meant forking out the direct equivalent of 
50 usd to buy a retail copy of Starcraft. by some quirk of the import licensing regime 
in India, there was no adjusting for purchasing power. 50 usd (~3000 INr), as it 
happens, was a third of my starting salary as a journalist. 

The gaming retail economy therefore moved underground—to felt tip markers on 
cd-rWs, to ‘abandonware rings’ such as the seminal Home of the Underdogs (started 
by Thai activist ‘Fringer’, a.k.a sarinee Achavanuntakul) and, most importantly, to 
neighbourhood ‘cyber cafés’ that became arbiters of taste. 

cyber cafes were your all-in-one game marketers, retailers and tech support, built on 
the lucrative niche that was competitive Counterstrike.  café proprietors were flesh-
and-blood recommendation engines, operating much like a movie rental store. com-
peting stores would even post classified ads in the newspapers, promoting new game 
arrivals.  The unit of retail sale was personally curated ‘Packs’—a single cd-rW con-
taining pre-cracked versions of popular games, with remaining space filled out by an 
assortment of abandonware titles or shareware demos. 

These seemingly random inclusions would have unforeseen consequences, and fre-
quently became foundational gaming experiences.  This was because buyers severely 
misjudged the graphics capabilities of their home computers, and these abandonware 
fillers were often the only games on the disc they could actually play. 

The shareware demo of a 1994 side-scroller called 
Hocus Pocus, and a 1989 puzzle game called Chip’s 
Challenge were the Super Mario Bros and Doom 
of India in the 1990s. 

chennAI’s  
unDergrounD 

MArKetIng
Krish raghav is a journalist and policy wonk based in New delhi and singa-
pore. he draws comics about Asian indie music, and has a particular fondness 
for beijing punk rock. 

beijingbrown.tumblr.com



A remarkable amount of effort went into marketing Packs. Knowing that they would 
be widely shared, many would contain a custom ‘launcher’ app that booted when you 
put the cd in. These were signatures, reflecting the particular design sensibilities 
(and garish music taste) of the café of origin. There’d be NFO files with custom AscII 
art and contact details, and even some with subversive political messages. 

I went to high school in the southern city of chennai, now one of the hubs for India’s 
software industry. My neighbourhood game marketer was a cyber café called ‘Zap!’, 
whose proprietor (“ne0_matrix”) had a particularly idiosyncratic taste that would 
inform my personal history of videogames. The first Pack I purchased, after much 
deliberation, was called ‘gamez Pack 3’, in 1997.

Gamez Pack 3 was marketed aggressively, and became a bestseller. It contained the 
gaming equivalent of a bollywood blockbuster – eA’s Cricket 97. In an erudite nod 
to gaming history, the Pack also contained that game’s spiritual predecessor – 1993’s 
Allan Border’s Cricket.

every single home computer in India has had one 
of these games installed at some point in time. 
Pack 3’s other flagship title was a point-and-click adventure called Hopkins FBI. Hop-
kins was the cornerstone of my love for adventure games, and more people in India 
have played this rather obscure title than any of the Monkey Island titles. 

rounding out the disc was a folder called ‘Others’, which contained a game that would 
consume my life for the rest of that year, and spark my continuing investment in the 
medium. 

It was a 1994 adventure heist game called The Clue. In it, you played a european 
immigrant to London in the post-WW2 days, pulling off a series of audacious heists 
that culminate in stealing the crown Jewels. The game had everything I look for in 
modern videogames: an interesting open world, day/night cycles that triggered story 
events, and an incredible heist mechanic that let you control every single aspect of the 
crime, from accomplices and getaway vehicles to post-heist disposal of stolen goods. 

The Clue was my gateway game—the title on which my personal preferences were 
built, and the ur-text I refer to in constructing my critical approach to the medium. 
This isn’t unusual. I have friends whose gaming choices are built on similar accidental 
discoveries in Packs.  

Mainstream gaming history tends to ascribe sem-
inal status to a series of fixed waypoints, a can-
on of videogames. The India I grew up in worked 
differently. 
In the absence of an ‘industry’, game marketing was a function of personally curated 
histories, a fondness for marginalia and the unusual. In a world where anyone with 
a cd Writer could become taste-maker and marketer, the process of discovery was 
driven by constructing alternate timelines of gaming evolution.  

A world where Rise of the Triad, not Half Life, was the gold standard for first per-
son shooters. Where Cricket 97, not Phantasmagoria, represented gaming’s ill-guided 
shift to Full Motion Video.  

And a world where ‘gamez Pack 3’ was more influential than The Orange box.

Photograph of downtown chennai shared under creative commons license  
by MacKay savage on Flickr
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A visual essay on
Compute! magazine

games ads, 
1979-1980

Compute! magazine launched in 1979, incorporating the pre-existing PET gazette with 
similar sections for other personal computers, such as the Apple II and trs-80. Adver-
tising space was sold to companies selling hardware to expand the computers’ capabil-
ities, as well as software publishers spanning a range of genres. The magazine reflected 
the many uses of the computers, as word processors, hobby projects, educational tools 
and games hardware. editorials, articles and ads often feverishly celebrated the possi-
bilities offered by new computing technologies.

This visual essay focuses on ads for games software in the first six issues of the maga-
zine. The graphic and narrative design strategies at work in these ads hints at the chal-
lenges faced by game developers and publishers at the time. compared to game ads 
today, the instructions on how to get hold of the software seems pedantic in its level 
of detail: postal addresses to send cheques, alongside earnest exhortations to “ask your 
local dealer” if they have the game in stock.

Like instruction booklets and box art, these ads had to carry the narrative of games 
whose graphical were highly abstract and symbolic. The experience would be facilitat-
ed by software, but would be visualised in the player’s head.

extract from editorial on 
educational applications  
for personal computers: 

Issue 5, page 3



This extract is taken from a two-page long ad for New York-based Instant software, and 
shows a small set of games sold as part of a themed collection.

Names and designs were borrowed from other games and media, most notably Space 
War, which takes its name from the software that is often credited as the first computer 
game, and Battlefield, which according to the description is simply Battleship with “di-
visions” instead of boats.

A small amount of text did a huge amount of legwork 
here. The use of the second-person communicated to us-
ers that they will feel a sense of ownership over their ex-
perience (“You must protect your planet”). At no point 
is the word ‘game’ used in these descriptions. even the 
hardware requirement is described as a prerequisite for 
“engaging in battle”; you’re not merely “running soft-
ware”, you’re fighting a war.

A trend in many of these adverts was to describe the fic-
tion of the game as if it were a matter of fact. This leads 
to descriptions that sound as though the personal com-
puter is being plugged into an imaginary vehicle. In the 
ad reproduced on the next page, readers are told that “the 
Apple game paddles allow you to rotate your spaceship”.

battleship-clone game design in space also appeared in 
an ad for californian publisher Quality software, shown 
in full on the next page. unlike Instant software, Qual-
ity software chose to show screenshots of their games 
in play, as well as an attractive hand-drawn illustration 
evoking the action represented in Asteroids, with move-
ment lines and exaggerated perspective projection to give 
the sense that things are flying out towards the viewer. 
The title text itself is interrupted by a flying piece of rock, 
and the word “exciting” is used repeatedly. The screen-
shots are kept small, surrounded by text and illustrations 
that tell the reader what the symbolic representation on 
screen really means.

These ads weren’t selling technology; they were 
selling an experience.

Issue 4, page 80

These little black-and-white print ads had to invite 
the player to imagine something spectacular.





In more narrative-oriented genres there was 
perhaps an even stronger imperative to explain 
to the reader what experience they should ex-
pect from their interpretation of symbols on 
a screen. “What is it?” asks Adventure Inter-
national’s column-length advert. claiming a 
trademark on Interactive Fiction, they explain 
in detail what the software is and how it is used.

Keen to distinguish their offering from the 
“exciting” “arcade action” advertised by other 
publishers, Adventure International asserted in 
1980 that Interactive Fiction was not a game. 
“In a game the situation is rigidly defined,” they 
argued, “and you can select from only a limited 
number of responses. but in Interactive Fiction 
you can say anything you like to the other char-
acters.”

They suggest that any mis-
understandings between 
human and computer are 
the fault of the human: “Of 
course if your response is 
too bizarre they may not 
understand you.”
In contrast to the “exciting” action represented 
in ads for space games, the illustration shows 
sherlock holmes leaning back in his chair, feet 
up on the desk, pondering the display in front 
of him with his pipe in hand. Interactive Fic-
tion, unlike a “game”, is to be experienced at a 
leisurely pace. It is “challenging”, and “will tax 
your ... skills”, assures the text.

sitting between the high-octane thrills prom-
ised by Quality software and the slow-mulled 
problem-spaces proposed by Adventure Inter-
national, adverts for role-playing games prom-
ised both excitement and immersion. some of 
the most charming examples came from a com-
pany called Automated simulations. One of 
their advertorial pieces and two of their small-
er advertisements are reproduced on the next 
page. 

Issue 5, page 31





top: issue 1, page 49. bottom: issue 2, page 80

dunjonquest software, the 
advertorial expicitly stated, 
was another kind of soft-
ware that sat on the bound-
ary between game and not-
game.
“This role-playing game—like any good 
roe-playing game—is an experience rather 
than a game: it is not played so much as it’s 
lived or experienced.”

tenuous boundaries between play and direct 
experience are also implicated in the somewhat 
confusing headline, which describes the perils 
of tabletop roleplaying and compares it to the 
distributed agency of computer software. Will 
“the greatest of all role-playing fantasies” pre-
vent a psychological crisis, or further encour-
age it? It’s left tantalisingly unclear.

despite this emphasis on direct experience and 
imaginative involvement, Automated simula-
tions still claimed to be able to “guarantee” that 
the game would live up to anybody’s expecta-
tions. The technical abilities and design experi-
ence of the game’s authors are offered as proof 
that whatever the player desires can be fulfilled 
by this piece of software.

smaller ads for The Datestones of Ryn and 
The Temple of Apshai used hand-drawn illus-
trations of vignettes from the story, with text 
promising the reader first-hand experience: 
“You explore the caverns shown on your video 
display...” “Visit the vault of the dead!” Num-
bers accompany every sales pitch. “14 different 
commands,” and “over 200 rooms!”

The richard brautigan quote excerpted at the 
start of this article proposed a dreamscape fa-
cilitated by the purity of programming. The 
early Pc game developers advertising in Com-
pute! in 1980 hoped to sell the reliability of the 
machine combined with the endless possibility 
of the human imagination. Narrative play was 
to be made cleaner with microcomputers, tech-
nical experts and a numerically quantifiable 
degree of narrative freedom.resources

Compute! Magazine accessed from archive.org
Adam curtis (2011) All Watched Over by Machines of Loving Grace.



ecological histories are awesome, in the truest sense of the word. 
studying our historical relationship with the environment gives 
us a better understanding of how our society functions and 
what threatens its continued livelihood. What happens when we 
see games history in an ecological context? This is the question 
posed in issue nine of games history e-zine Memory Insufficient.

every issue’s topic title can be read in any order. That means 
submissions will be published on representations of ecological 
history in games, as well as historical change in the games in-
dustry’s relationship to the environment.

simulation games represent systemic relationships between  
economies and natural worlds. The lore of Dungeons and Drag-
ons is full of contested ideas about people’s relationships with 
nature. digital games hardware relies on exploited labour, is 
fabricated with scarce mineral resources, and becomes landfill 
waste within a few years of manufacture.

Any kind of history will be accepted: social, biographic, doc-
umentary, personal, descriptive or polemical. submissions 
are unlikely to be rejected for being ‘not history,’ because  
nobody has the authority to decide what that means. Likewise, 
nobody has the authority to decide what a game is. both digital 
and non-digital games are acceptable subjects of study.

Feel free to get in touch with any questions or suggestions. The 
deadline is 15th January, but earlier is much appreciated. send 
them to rupa.zero@gmail.com or tweet @rupazero.

Call for submissions

Photograph of Zinc mine shared on creative commons 
license by christian bortes on Flickr
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