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HOW COMPUTER HARDWARE HAS INFLUENCED COMPUTER 
GAMES OVER THE PAST 35 YEARS 

 
 
It began in 1975 with Pong. In the wake of Pong's success in the arcade, a home 

version of the game was released in 1975 by Atari (David Winter. 1996) and was the 

first true home video game in that it sent signals to a scanning raster display (the 

television set). Later, in 1977, the Commodore PET was released by Commodore as 

the first personal home computer system (Ian Matthews. 2003). Before this product 

home computers were difficult contraptions that had to be manually assembled by 

the user. With its preassembled components and well-featured set-up out the box, 

the Commodore allowed for more focus to be spent on developing software, and as 

we shall see, a veritable gaming platform. 

This article will take you through the slow start of the 80s with its keyboard-

driven textual interfaces, the multimedia revolution of the 90s, and the convergence 

of games consoles and PCs after the millennium, and whether or not gamers think 

this is a good thing. 

In the early 80s, games were still very much in the domain of the console and 

arcade. However, a few games were available for such early graphically-capable 

machines as the BBC Micro (1981), which used colourful ANSI art to display 

rudimentary graphics. Later, in 1988, the Acorn RISC OS computers became a 

popular platform for multimedia and games, especially in British academia. In the 

later 80s, PC games exploited the Microsoft DOS (MS-DOS) platform which ran on 
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IBM's x86 microprocessor architecture, especially after the advent of the famous 32-

bit "i386" CPU from Intel in 1985 (CPU World. 2008). 

A popular computer game in the late 80s was King's Quest (1994). The first 

game and its sequel ran on IBM PC architectures, but it was the 1986 King's Quest III 

to fully run on the DOS operating system itself, as opposed to booting its own 

specialised operating system from the diskette. King's Quest is considered a classic 

in adventure games, and although the interface was primarily driven by a textual 

input system like the text-based adventure games of the 70s (see Zork) (Tim 

Anderson. 1995), the entire game featured illustrations based on the actions of the 

player. 

It is possible that the adventure game was so popular on early PC machines 

because of the PC's lack of dedicated graphics processing hardware, which would 

have suited the turn-based progression of an adventure game. The keyboard also 

allowed a more semantic interaction between the player and the game, whereas 

traditional games consoles had a relatively simple controller. 

The graphical adventure game was refined in the early 90s by LucasArts with 

The Secret of Monkey Island (October 1990) which included a fully graphical 

interface with a mouse-controllable cursor. Instead of driving the game with a 

keyboard, players could directly point the character around the room and perform 

actions with a small selection of context-sensitive action buttons, such as "look" and 

"push". 
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LucasArts released two more games in 1993, Day of The Tentacle, and Sam & 

Max Hit The Road. Both of which used the context-sensitive interface from Monkey 

Island and both are considered classics. However, this year was a special time for 

the PC for other reasons. The critically-acclaimed first-person shooter classic Doom 

was released with its pseudo-3D and sprite-based game engine. This engine was to 

be used by many other games in the early 90s such as the 1994 Elder Scrolls: Arena 

RPG (Bethesda Softworks. 2009). 

Another game, Cyan World's Myst, a graphical adventure released September 

1993, pioneered the onset of the CD-ROM as an installation medium (Joel Hruska. 

2008) (Chris Kohler. 2008). Myst contained so many high-quality movies, pictures 

and sounds due to its pre-rendered nature, that the traditional 80s medium of the 

floppy disk just didn't have the capacity, even with the tremendous amount of GIF 

compression each picture went through. 

Myst was a surprise hit amongst PC game players, with its minimalistic 

interface and mysteriously intriguing world, and became the best-selling computer 

game for the PC platform until EA's The Sims came along in 2002. 

The gateway was thus opened for many games and educational software to 

make use of much richer multimedia content. These applications went hand-in-hand 

with the multimedia "beige box" PC revolution with Windows 95, where computers 

were sold as complete multimedia packages for the family, including a set of desktop 

loudspeakers, a cheap stick microphone and sometimes even a serial-port games 

controller. 
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With the proliferation and popularity of the x86-based computer system, 

aided by the record-breaking success of Microsoft's Windows 95 operating system, 

computer games began to be released exclusively for the Windows PC platform 

(aside from the occasional games console port, if the game was popular enough) and 

left aside older PC platforms such as UNIX, Apple's Mac OS 9 and Acorn's RISC OS. 

By the late 90s and brink of the millennium, CD-ROM-based computer games 

were able to fit on the increasingly large hard-drives of the time, and installers often 

included an option to do an "optimal" installation which copied all the game files to 

the hard-drive. This eliminated the slow spin-up times that occur when data is read 

from a CD drive. 

This advantage was cut short, however, when the DVD (a higher-density CD-

ROM) was introduced in mid-2000. These allowed much greater texture resolutions 

in games, to suit the increasing system memory (RAM) and video memory of the 

GPU. Indeed, one such game, Myst IV: Revelation, by Ubisoft in 2004, took advantage 

of two DVDs (Jennifer Miller; Randy Sluganski. 2004). With all its high-resolution 

pre-rendered multimedia content, it would have had to ship with twelve CDs in a 

box (Jennifer Miller; Randy Sluganski. 2004). 

Driving into the new millennium, 3D acceleration had nearly become a 

unanimous requirement of computer games. Even 2D games strongly benefitted 

from a dedicated video card or chipset, due to the games being largely written in 

OpenGL or DirectX for ease of development, whereas earlier 2D games typically 
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used their own home-brewed sprite-based engines for the brunt of the graphics 

processing (such as Rayman, Worms, Command & Conquer). 

Moving into the later 00s, 3D acceleration has become so unanimous that 

even the very under-powered netbooks have enough of a graphics chipset to run 

early 2000 games such as Codemaster's 1NSANE and Epic Games and Digital 

Extremes' Unreal Tournament at a perfectly playable pace. That is if you can put up 

with the less-than-ergonomic screen size. 

Finally, in the late 00s, hard-drives have caught up with DVD-released games 

and all modern games include an option to install and run from the hard-drive. 

Indeed, it is necessary to run from the hard-drive with the vastly larger texture 

resolutions and worlds of modern 3D games. The distributive platform Steam by 

Valve even allows all its games to be downloaded directly to the hard-drive from the 

internet. 

In 2002 the Xbox was released as a serious competitor to the traditionally 

Japan-dominated line-up of video games consoles, and the Xbox line remains a 

contender in the console wars to this date. What is significant is that it used 

commodity PC hardware to run the games, signifying that the PC was on par with 

games consoles that had dedicated hardware. In support of this equalisation is the 

fact that an increasing amount of PC games are ports of Xbox games, and even some 

Xbox games are ports of long-time PC games (Half-Life 2). 

Even affordable notebooks are being now being endowed with a fair amount 

of graphical power with the nVidia Geforce 9400M chipset (Jefferson Graham. 



Matthew Wragg   

  - 6 - 

2008), enough to play modern games are a decent frame-rate (Brooke Crothers. 

2008), while before this capability lay in the domain of multi-thousand pound 

decked-out "gaming" laptops. 

The decreasing divide between PCs and games consoles might seem like a 

good thing, but many PC gamers are not so optimistic. PC gamers typically embrace 

the more open platform and create modding communities and host dedicated 

servers, away from the control of the original publisher. For this reason, annoyance 

has been expressed at the game Oblivion (Bethesda Softworks, 2006) for containing 

a jumbo-sized menu system designed for the simple Xbox directional controller 

(Gamespot UK. 2006), with no refinements for a much more accurate mouse-based 

input. Further dumbing down has been observed in the late 2009 release of Call of 

Duty: Modern Warfare 2 (Infinity Ward, late 2009), which does not allow use of the 

in-game console or allow players to host their own dedicated servers, precisely for 

the reason that the developers (or perhaps the publishers) do not want to leave 

their console players in the cold (Ben Kuchera. 2009). 

Whether the PC further declines into a second-class citizen of the gaming 

world is something to find out, but there is a mote of encouragement from a few 

rapidly accelerating technologies that are breaking through in 2009 with the PC 

stepping in first. First is 64-bit processing, which allows a larger amount of system 

memory to be used; perfect for games that have to keep track of increasingly 

granular world-detail without racking the hard-drive. Modern games are also being 

written to take advantage of 64-bit CPU optimisations (Ian. 2009), as well as being 
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written to use the multi-core processors found in modern PCs (Intel Core Duo, AMD 

X2, AMD Phenom, etc) (Wil Harris. 2006). 

And lately, CUDA, nVidia's technology to provide parallel computing within a 

single machine via the many parallel pipelines found in modern video cards (Theo 

Valich. 2008). This technology is being used already in games like Unreal 

Tournament 3 (Epic Games, 2007) to considerably accelerate the physics engine, 

allowing for increasing numbers of realistically-simulated objects in the game world 

(Michael Brown. 2008). With the OpenCL effort to provide a common language for 

parallel computing (Khronos Group. 2009) and AMD's CUDA-equivalent FireStream 

technology, the PC is looking to maintain an edge in computer games, with games 

consoles following in its footsteps with that tried-and-tested commodity hardware. 
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