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It began on a slow summer afternoon, playing countless games of tic-tac-

toe against a childhood friend. The contest was exhilarating, and we

tracked the tally carefully until, to our surprise, every game began ending

up as a draw. This was unexpected, but we had reached a point where we

understood the game well enough to play it perfectly. We had exhausted

the game, and we discussed its strategic patterns: If your opponent begins

in the middle, always pick a corner.

Some time later, at the age of eleven, I created a racing game on an early

computer terminal: I drew a racetrack made of Xs and moved the cursor

around the track as quickly as I could (timing each lap with a digital

watch), carefully making sure that my car (the cursor) did not collide

with the barriers (the Xs). My game looked something like this:

| Figure P.1 |
Almost a video game.



What had I created? It was a game by most counts. But it was and it was

not a video game: It took place on a screen, and though the terminal’s pro-

cessing power was modest, I had really designed a game on a computer.

However, it was not a video game in the usual sense since it was me, and

not the computer, that was upholding the rules.

In addition to setting up the rules of the game, I had also performed

an act of imagination—I imagined the green characters on the black

screen to be something else, a racetrack and a car, and I imagined that

the movement of the cursor was the movement of a car. None of this

required any cleverness: setting up a game with rules and goals was

easy because I had at that time been exposed to hundreds or perhaps thou-

sands of games, and imagining a rectangular cursor a to be something

else—a car—is easy for a child. I had also tried and thoroughly enjoyed a

handful of computer and video games, and I sensed that there was a basic

connection between computers and games. It was a connection that I

urgently wanted to explore.

While the present book is the result of many twists and turns and changes

of mind, it is also a book whose basic issues are clearly visible in the tic-

tac-toe bout and in my crude video game of some twenty-three years

ago: What does it take for something to be a video game, and when is a

video game enjoyable? How do rules in games work, and how do they

provide enjoyment for players? How and why does the player imagine

the world of a game?

As for the first question, the object of this book is games played using

computer power, where the computer upholds the rules of the game and

where the game is played using a video display. I will be using video games

as an umbrella term to describe all such PC, console, arcade, and other

digital games.
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