In 1982, Jirn Levy rewarded his hard-working emplovees by
taking the entire company (along with their spouses or “spouse
equivalents”) to the izland of Maui for four days, It was thers
that the famed Beach Olympiad was held. The company was
divided into teams namesd for tropical fruits, and sventz in-
cluded sand-castle building, canoe racing, hula hooping, and
the bei pasa. The gold medal went to the Kumequat team (and |
was & member of that tearn!),

Charlotte also recalled Activision’s darkest day.

Skeel: Mo one will ever forget the big layoff on November 10,
1983, As people carried boxes of personal items to their cars,
they were met by local news cameras. One individual com-
mentbed to reporters, “There will never be another Activision.”
It was a very sad day because moat of us thought of the com-
pany as sort of a modern-day Camelot, and here we were leay-
ing it for the last time. Mo ane will remember that day better
than Jim Levy, the president of Activision at the time. It was
akso his birthday.

The Transitional Years: 1984 to 1987

As the viden pame marked faded into oblivion, Aclivision
started on the path fo become @ mgior force in the microcom-
precder softare incliestey It wasnt all fun and games during thal
pertod of the company’s hisfory, nz Lorelfa Stagnitto, direclor of
corponale commniontions, eplains
Jermaine: In December of 1984, Art.l'numn computer pames
took on a new appearance. Why did this happen?
Loretia Siagnitio: [n terms of packaging, Activision comiter
entertainment products took on & different look to help distin-
guish the computer games from the video games, thus the “al-
bum style” was adopted. In addition, ariginal artwork or pho-
tography was used for package displays instead of generating
artwork that resembled the game screens from the video
Eames.
Jermaine: Tell me maore about what Activision was like during
thiz period.
Stngnitto: When Activision began publishing computer enter-
tairment tithes, the strategy at the time (and prior to the di-
versification strategy that led to the acouisition of Gamestar
and Infocom in 1985 and 1986, respectively) was to create tru-
Iy innovative games, Most of the subsequent titles featured
state-of-the-nrt graphics and sound, but they lacked depth of
gumeplay—an important element that can determine the sue-
opss oF fadlure of & product. Games like Web Dimension, Aller
Ego and Porfal were traly innovative, but the consumer was
e intereated in action-orbented, strategy games, andfor fan-
tasy'mole-playing titles, In other words, the programs weren't
ppeared to the needs of the average user. Then the company
apent a lot of money tryving to convines everybady they wanted
these types of programs, instead of publishing what the people
really wanted. It wos a very confusing time in [ Activision's]

histary.

Jermaine; Is it true that Accolade was founded by former
mbers of the Activision beam? Why did they leave the com-
peiny in the first place?

Stagmitto: In 1984 Alan Miller and Bob Whitehead, sucoesshal
saftware designers and cofounders of Activision, thought we
should be working on other forms of entertainment saftware.
These individuals finally broke away from the company and
eid their own thing at their com . Accalade was found-
ed in Decemnber 1984, and their first product (Hardball!) wos
released in July of 1985,
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Jermaine: Can you give me some information about Game-
star?

Staygmitio: Activision acquired Gamestar in January of 1985,
Seott Orr stayed on to head the group, while his peaple created
a series of popular micmeomputer sports games, They include:
Star Ronk Boxing [ and [f, GBA Tivo-on-Tive Championship
Basketball, Star Lengue Baseball, GFL Championship Foot-
ball, Pete Rose Pennant Fever and many others, Scott Orr and
his team of experts are gone, but Gamestar continues to tum
out quality sporis enterainment softwarne,

The year 1984 saw the relense of Ghostbusters, Acffizion’s
mosl paprdar compuler germe o dote, Thoo vears ago, Dawid
Crane (o founder of Activusion and the program’s creator) and
Dick Lefirberg (Activision's vice-prosident nﬁwdmfwum
tion ot the time) fold me how the project came together. Little
did they knme i was destined fo become the best-selling Ackivi-
sion product of ofl time,

Jermaine: Tell me about the development of Fhosthusters,
Dick Lehrberg: Ghostbusters appealed to us for several rea-
sans. [t was a very popular movie, the subject was original, and
the basic story itself provided a number of interesting ele-
ments for David Crane to work with. Columbia Pictures also
cantributed a great deal to the project. They were very strict
when it came to approving our ideas for the program, but they
worked closely with us throughout the entine project. Onoe the
initial storyboards were completed, the rest of the approvals
were fiirly routine. There were no lest-minute changes in our
game concept.

Dawid Crane: (Ghostbusters was a strange project. At the time,
I 'was in the process of creating an animated city-wide adven-
ture. The player would be able to drive a vehicle, use a map to
plot his way and add equipment to the car to give it special ca-
pabilities. This program might have evalved into a James
Bond-type game if Ghosthisters hadn't come along.

Anyway, | had worked on this concept for several months
when I took a night off 1o see (hostbrsiers at a local movie the-
ater. I really enjoved the film. A day later, I went to work and
ran into one of the people from our acquisition group, He asked
e if I'd be inderested in doing a Ghosthusters game.

[ was truly interested in the project, but they wanted it to be
completed by the end of Auwrust so the game could be released
befire Christmas. This was May of 1984, which gave me
proximately ten weeks to develop the program. Normally
couldn’t possibly program a game in that amoant of time, but
my new untitled creation could be sda to fit the Ghostbes-
ters storyline, so I agreed to do the project.

In the weeks that followed, 1 found myself attending several
showings of Ghostbisfers. Looking back, I wonder what the
people thought I was doing—there [ was seriously studying the
movie, taking notes and drawing diagrams, Later in the pro-
jeet, Columbin (under strictest seeurity) provided me a video-
tape of the film. They aleo sent a copy of the shoating script
and hundreds of slides and stills fram the movie,

Activision has also produced other pames based on poprlar
mowies, In 1986, Aliens (the movie) beoame the model for
Aliens: The Computer Giame, Steve Carfuright (the ereator of

like Hacker, Hacker II, and GeeBee Air Rally) dievel-
aped this soflioare classte, and here i how o was done.
Jermaine: What led to the development of Alfens?

Bteve Cartwright: Believe it or not, Activision owned the



\

rights to Allens a year before the movie appeared in ﬂl&-ﬂtﬁm
However, the in-house programmers, artists and game design-
ers knew nothing about that arrangement. After seeing Aliens
one afternoon, we all left the theater with the same idew
Aligns would be the perfect subject for a computer game, The
next day [ brought up the idea and found out that Activision
already owned the rights to that particular property.
Jermaine: Tell me mone about how the project began.
Cartwright: We planned out the entine program in 15 minutes.
It was just a matter of analyzing the movie, breaking it down
into key scenes, and coming up with a game concept which re-
ereates each particular situation.

The garmes were designed to share a common quality. When
you participate in an Alens challenge, vour fate is truly in
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your own hands, Each game i a tough little assignment where
experience is the best teacher. You can play to win or experi-
ment with different ideas, but you can’t blame vour lilure on
random events or bad luck, Thoss factors don't exist.
Jermaine: Did Twentieth Century Fox ask you to make many
changes in the final program?
Cartwright: There were some minor changes alright, but noth-
ing we coubdn't take care of rght away. Twentieth Century Fox
was very concerned about the fact that our transitional scenes
eontained direct quates from the shoating seript. [ was led to
believe that Activision might have to pay for the privilege of
using that material in the program. Thank goodness our legal
penple investigated the situation and said everything was finc,

Another problem concemned the fact that you couldn't say
the aliens were killing people. They were actually capturing
human beings for later use (which would b the cause of their
death]. We ales had to use the cormect terminology for every-
thing. You coubdn't talk about a small alien ereature crawling
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around on the foor. These Jittle devils are called “Face Hug:
ger.” In ghort, the owners of the license were concerned about
legal technicalities, correct terminology and “good taste” at
this time. We had kept in close contact with Twentieth Cen-
tury Fox throughout the making of the program, so they knew
all about the pames and really liked the finished product.

Not many people know that the company had an east coes!
design cenfer; Back in 1982, Garry and Dan Kitchen, John Van
Ryvzin, Pau! Willson and Kevin Kalkul started the ensf cost de-
sign cender (based in Glen Rock, New Jersey), [ tnlked with
Carry Kitchen fo learn the secrels of this tos! fribe of Activision.
Jermnine: How did you start out?

Garry Kilchen: We joined Activision because they nesded de-
velopers with innovative weas, and we wanted to keep busy.

wm B T Lot b
In 1980 my older brother Steve moved to the west coast arud

, started his own company, Woodside Design Associates, Wood-

side did & lot of military contracting as well as designing
games. Steve also knew a number of people at NASA. S he
eventually contacted Activision and negotiated & deal to pro-
duce Space Shufile: A Journey Into Spave, Space Shutfle was
more than just an arcade-style game because the product was
designed in concert with NASA, It was an accurate simulation
of 8 space shuttle mission, containing the orhital mathemeties
and physics of a real space Might. We still think it's the best
space shuttle simulation ever done on any machine.

Meanwhile, back in New Jersey, we started working on
Atari video game projects. Keysfane Kapers featured a little
man chasing crooks through & department store, while Pres-
sure Cooler samulated a chef cooking hamburgers in a fist
food restaurant, Those early pames were humorous and a lot of
fim o play, but the video game market was losing ground. So [
elarted playing arund with the Commodare 64,

LContinued om page 7T
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