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IMPORTANT EVENTS IN THE
HISTORY OF VIDEO GAMING

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990

1948
Englishmen Alan Turing 
and David Champernowne 
draft the algorithms for 
Turochamp, an early 
computer chess game 
that never was completed.

1982
Disney releases the 
movie Tron, about a 
computer hacker who 
is pulled into a video 
game and must fi ght to 
return to the real world. 
A game based on the 
movie was a hit that 
year in US arcades, 
being named Coin-
Operated Game of 
the Year by Electronic 
Games magazine. 

1986
The Japanese video game 
corporation Nintendo 
releases the Nintendo Entertainment 
System (NES), revitalizing the home 
console market. The NES games 
Super Mario Bros. and The Legend 
of Zelda become massive hits 
worldwide. 

1958
William Higinbotham, a 
computer engineer with 
Brookhaven National 
Laboratory in New York, 
creates Tennis for Two, 
one of the fi rst video 
games ever developed.

1962
Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
student Steve Russell invents Spacewar!, 
a computer-based, player-versus-player 
video game that was spread to other 
colleges with similar computer facilities.

1972
In California, Nolan Bushnell and Allan Alcorn at Atari 
develop an arcade table tennis game called Pong, 
which launched the golden age of arcade video games. 

1980
Japanese company Namco releases 
Pac-Man, one of the most popular video 
games of all time that spawned a sequel 
(Ms. Pac-Man), a television cartoon, 
merchandise, and more. 

1989
The Japanese company Sega releases 
the Genesis, its answer to the NES, 
and for the next several years the two 
consoles duel for video game supremacy.

1994
Concerns about video 
game violence prompt 
the creation of the 
Entertainment Software 
Ratings Board, a self-
regulatory organization 
that begins rating 
games based on levels 
of violence and other 
controversial material.

1995
Japanese electronics giant Sony introduces the 
PlayStation console and follows it up in 2000 
with the PlayStation 2, known as the PS2, still 
the all-time biggest-selling home game console.

1947
Americans Thomas T. Goldsmith 
Jr. and Estle Ray Mann fi le a patent 
for a cathode-ray tube amusement 
device, an early target game played 
on an oscilloscope.
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Video Games 
Find a New Home

While millions of video game fans patiently waited with quarters in 
hand for a chance to play the newest games at the local arcade 
in the 1970s and 1980s, game manufacturers realized there was 
a massive audience of potential players sitting at home watching 
TV. In those days nearly every American home had a television. 
And with the right technology and game design, all those televi-
sions could easily become video game monitors. Gamers could 
be little kids, parents, or grandparents—folks who might be less 
likely to hang out in an arcade, waiting in line for a chance to play 
Space Invaders.

All that was needed was for someone to develop a way to 
play computer games on a television. One of the most infl uen-
tial home video game pioneers was Ralph Baer, an electrical 
engineer working for Sanders Associates in New Hampshire in 
the late 1960s. With the help of a couple of other engineers, 
Baer developed what is considered one of the fi rst home video 
game systems. It was called the Brown Box because it looked 
like a wooden box, and it was easily attached to standard tele-
vision sets. The console included games like Ping-Pong, soc-
cer, target shooting, checkers, and golf.

Sanders eventually licensed Baer’s product to the television 
manufacturer Magnavox, which sold the device as the Mag-
navox Odyssey beginning in 1972. The gaming system, which 
originally sold for $99 (the equivalent of about $750 in 2025), 
was not a big hit. Its price and the fact that it was available 
only for use with Magnavox TVs limited its appeal. Magnavox 
discontinued the game console in 1975. 

Adding to the Odyssey’s troubles was a dispute over the 
rights to its Table Tennis game, which looked and played a lot 

CHAPTER TWO
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like the wildly popular arcade game Pong. A long legal battle took 
place between Baer and Nolan Bushnell, who had developed an 
arcade version of Pong along with computer engineer Allan Al-
corn for Atari before the Odyssey hit the shelves.

Despite the poor performance of the Magnavox Odyssey, At-
ari saw the potential of the arcade game Pong as a home video 
game. Just in time for Christmas 1975, Atari released a home 
version, and it became one of the biggest hits of the holiday 

season. Capitalizing on its success, Atari intro-
duced its 2600 gaming console in 1977 along 
with dozens of new games. The development 
of a cartridge-based gaming console that could 
play many different games, which was known 
then as a video computer system (VCS), meant 
there was conceivably no limit to the number 
and variety of video games that could be played 
at home. “Pong was important, but I think the 

VCS . . . was much more impactful,”12 Bushnell said in a 2022 
interview with AARP.

Over the next fi fteen years, Atari sold about 30 million home 
consoles. During the early years of the home video game revolu-
tion, other companies got in on the action. The competition not 
only put more games and home consoles on store shelves, it also 
pushed game designers to keep improving graphics, processing 
speed, and other game features. 

The 1980s Boom
Tech companies rushed their home video game consoles onto 
the market throughout the 1980s. The sheer volume of gaming 
systems and the poor quality of many of them led to a brief crash 
in home system popularity in 1983. At that point, the Atari 2600 
(and later the upgraded 5200) console and American toy maker 
Mattel’s Intellivision console were the biggest sellers, but there 
was some concern that home video games were a fad that might 
be dying out. 

Then in 1985, a Japanese company called Nintendo released 
the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) in North America, and 

“Pong was important, 
but I think the VCS 
[the cartridge-based 
console] . . . was much 
more impactful.”12

— Nolan Bushnell, developer of 
the arcade version of Pong
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the longevity of the home video game industry was assured. The 
breakout hit among the seventeen initial NES games was Super 
Mario Bros., an extension of the 1983 arcade hit Mario Bros. Nin-
tendo’s string of hits continued with The Legend of Zelda (1986), 
Punch-Out!! (1987), and DuckTales (1989). 

It was not just the number of games Nintendo introduced 
every year that made the NES so popular. For example, the NES 
game controller was the fi rst to feature the cross-style D-pad (for 
direction), which is standard on most controllers today. And for 
the fi rst time, players could save their game on a console.  

The Early 1990s Console Competition
Nintendo’s NES was clearly the king of the home video game 
world heading into the 1990s, but two other gaming systems 
were coming for the crown. The fi rst was Sega’s Genesis and 
its speedy little mascot, Sonic the Hedgehog. Besides Sonic’s 
signature game, Sega also introduced a lot of sports games, in-
cluding the fi rst edition of Madden NFL, which would go on to 

In 1985, a Japanese company called Nintendo released the Nintendo Entertainment 
System. The breakout hit among the seventeen initial games was Super Mario Bros.



become one of the most popular sports video game franchises, 
with annual releases that continue to this day.

In the battle for home video game supremacy, Sega made 
the strategic decision to market games primarily toward teens 
and young adults. Its games included rock music soundtracks 
and fast characters like Sonic in order to appear as a cooler 
alternative to Nintendo. Sega also employed celebrities like Na-
tional Football League quarterback Joe Montana in commercials 
for its games. Al Nilsen, who was Sega of America’s director of 
marketing in the 1990s, acknowledged that most of the kids 
playing Nintendo were twelve and under and that Sega probably 
could not compete for that group. He also realized that because 
Sega had some classic arcade game titles, like Golden Axe and 
Space Harrier, it could lead the way in re-creating the arcade 
experience in home video games. The company soon released 
other popular arcade games, such as Mortal Kombat and Street 
Fighter. Nilsen told The Guardian in 2019, “I looked at who was 
playing in the arcades—and this was back in the day, when they 
were on every street corner—and it wasn’t six to 12-year-old 
boys, it was teenagers and young adults. They went there be-

Violent Games Lead to Ratings and Research

There has long been concern among parents, psychologists, and others that 
young people who play violent video games are more likely to act violently or 
aggressively in real life. In the 1990s, when popular games like Mortal Kombat
started featuring realistic violence, the public outcry grew too loud to ignore. To 
avoid potential government censorship, gaming companies formed the Enter-
tainment Software Rating Board in 1994. The regulatory organization assigned 
age and content ratings based on a game’s violence, sexual content, drug refer-
ences, language, and other potentially problematic elements. Even with ratings 
attached to each game, worries about violent content did not go away. In 2000 
the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology published two studies sug-
gesting that violent video games may increase a person’s aggressive thoughts 
and behaviors. Other studies have found that video game violence may twist a 
player’s sense of right and wrong or dampen sympathy toward others. However, 
plenty of research has shown such changes are minor and tend to affect a small 
percentage of players—often those who may already have anger issues. While 
concerns about video game violence continue, researchers are still working to 
better understand how games might affect real-world behavior.
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cause that’s where the best games were.”13

Sega hoped to pull in that audience. 
Despite strong marketing, the Sega Gene-

sis system was a short-lived phenomenon. By 
the end of the 1990s, Sega had discontinued 
its Genesis consoles, though it has released 
different versions of the system through the 
years and licensed the Genesis name to other 
video game companies to make Genesis-
like consoles and games. But in its relatively 
short heyday, Sega changed the video game industry by making 
games “cool” and expanding the population of gamers to include 
teens and adults. In an essay on the twenty-fi fth anniversary of 
Sega Genesis, Adrian Sandoval, a professional game developer 
who also teaches video game design and history at Drexel Uni-
versity, wrote:

If the Atari generation introduced video games as a short-
lived ’70s fad—the electronic equivalent of a Pet Rock—
and the NES generation established it into an enduring 
obsession for the young, Sega’s Genesis began pushing 
the medium toward something resembling its contempo-
rary form. Genesis was heavy on violence, on sports, and 
on image: Fundamental components of the engine that 
helps fuel today’s console industry.14

The New Graphics Revolution
While the fi rst half of 1990s belonged to Nintendo and Sega, the 
second half ushered in the most successful home video game 
system of all time. When introduced in Japan in 1994 and else-
where a year later, the Sony PlayStation sold out immediately. In 
the United States alone, one hundred thousand units were pur-
chased within two days of launch.

One of the main features that set PlayStation apart from 
NES and Sega Genesis was its 3-D graphics. Up to that point, 

“I looked at who was 
playing in the arcades 
. . . and it wasn’t six to 
12-year-old boys, it was 
teenagers and young 
adults. They went there 
because that’s where 
the best games were.”13

— Al Nilsen, Sega of America’s 
director of marketing in the 
1990s
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most video games in the arcade and at home used 2-D imagery: 
sometimes fl ashy but ultimately fl at. PlayStation games, how-
ever, invited players into the action as never before. The 3-D ca-
pability was especially exciting for role-playing adventure games, 
such as Final Fantasy and Dragon Quest. The next-level graph-
ics also helped make the fast-paced racing game Gran Turismo
one of PlayStation’s all-time biggest sellers. In an article on the 
entertainment website IGN about the thirtieth anniversary of the 
fi rst PlayStation, Shawn Layden, former president and CEO of 
Sony Interactive Entertainment America, recalled how quickly 
Sony’s games and console captured the imagination of gamers. 

He said, “No matter your gaming tastes, there 
was something for you on PlayStation. Sony’s 
advancements in both technology and busi-
ness strategy had pushed the games industry 
into a vibrant and varied new place. By 1999, 
the company had claimed an astonishing 
60% of the American video game market.”15

One of the main features that set 
PlayStation apart from NES and Sega 
Genesis was its 3-D graphics. Up to 
that point, most video games in the 
arcade and at home used 2-D imagery.

“No matter your gaming 
tastes, there was 
something for you on 
PlayStation.”15

— Shawn Layden, former president 
and CEO of Sony Interactive 
Entertainment America
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