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Significant games -- these are the games that launched or toppled empires, ignited new
genres, or changed the way games are played. The terms "significant" and "best-seller" are
not synonymous. If they were, Super Mario Bros. 3 and The Sims would top the list as they
are the best-selling non-packed-in games in console and PC history. Neither game made the
list, though both inspired a host of less-impressive imitators. 

Just being first at anything does not cut it on this list, either. A solid case can be made
that Night Driver, an arcade game released by Atari in 1976, was the first 3-D game, but
did it shape the games that came after it? Gotcha, an Atari arcade game that came out on
the heels of Pong, was the first maze chase. Pac-Man re-invented and popularized the maze
chase wheel. Gotcha may have come first, but Pac-Man is the more significant game. 

It is also worth noting that not all significant games are good. E.T. was a remarkably bad
game that is highly significant for the role it played in the Atari collapse. 

So what was the most significant game of all time? The number-one slot is up for grabs.
Here, in no particular order, are 10 top contenders: 
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Super Mario Bros.
(Nintendo, Nintendo Entertainment System, 1985)

Super Mario Bros. has no firsts. It was not the first pack-in; Atari packed Combat in with
the 2600. It was not the first side-scrolling game; the first scroller was Atari Football. The
first side-scrolling action game was Defender -- a pioneering arcade game from Williams in
1980. That same year, Nihon Bussan released Crazy Climber, a vertical-scrolling game in
which a man scales skyscrapers. 

Super Mario Bros. is important because it powered the resurrection of the home videogame
business. The first two generations of home consoles, the Pong generation and the Atari
generation, both went down in flames and stayed down. Today's game business is based on
lessons learned after the launch of the Nintendo Entertainment System (NES). 

"Super Mario Bros., never one of my favorites to be honest, but clearly it ushered in a much
more refined gameplay. The visuals were at a new level," says Arnie Katz, a game journalist
who covered the collapse of gaming in the early '80s and the return of gaming in the mid-
'80s. "Certainly Super Mario Bros. was crucial in bringing games back." 

"I loved that game," Minoru Arakawa, former president of Nintendo of America, told Crispy
Gamer. Under Arakawa's leadership, Nintendo of America resurrected the home videogame
business in the United States with the launch of the Nintendo Entertainment System. 

"I think Super Mario Bros. was the key software for the revitalization of videogames in the
United States and Japan." 

According to Arakawa, having the right game packed in with the system was essential. 

"The Master System? I don't know whether it was because of hardware or because of
software that it failed," says Arakawa. "But I do think that Super Mario Bros. was what
made the NES so successful. Later SEGA came out with Sonic for Genesis. I think Sonic
really contributed to the success of Genesis. 

As a sidenote, Nintendo went on to sell a reported 40 million copies of the original Super
Mario Bros. (a significant portion of which came packed in with hardware), making it the
best-selling videogame of all time. 
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Doom
(id Software, PC and ported to every conceivable platform, 1993)

"Doom was the perfect storm of all these [game] innovations," says David Kushner, author
of the book "Masters of Doom." "Everything came together at once. There was the ability to
modify content, the innovative method of distribution. There was the first real deathmatch.

"The list went on and on. You have that many firsts all piling together, that was what set
Doom apart. Nobody had ever seen anything like that." 

Doom was not the first game to implement the first-person perspective. Atari popularized
the first-person perspective with the 1980 release of Battlezone. Two years later, Malcolm
Evans a created a first-person perspective maze chase in a Wolfenstein-like maze in a
game called 3D Monster Maze for the Sinclair ZX81. 

Doom may not have been the first FPS game, but it excited crowds like nothing before it.
At Microsoft, the game caused problems when workers overloaded servers by playing Doom
en masse. Later, when Microsoft held an event to promote Win 95 as a gaming platform,
the PR team played a video of Doom with Bill Gates' face superimposed over the face at the
bottom of the screen. 

As Kushner points out, Doom started the deathmatch craze. Doom's impact on shareware
goes without saying. Doom was not the first game to include a set of development tools,
EA's Pinball Construction Set beat Doom by a decade; but Doom made modding so popular
that today's PC gamers expect it. Without Doom and its toolset, there would never have
been a Team Fortress. 

And then, of course, there is Doom's impact on the FPS genre. id Software's little Martian
maze made first-person shooters into the most significant genre in PC gaming. 
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Dr. J. and Larry Bird Go One-on-One
(Electronic Arts, for every system of the time from ColecoVision to TRS-80, 1983)

Think back to 1983, a time when William Shatner was the spokesman for Commodore. Alan
Alda can still be found hyping Atari, but George Plimpton has wrapped up his relationship
with Intellivision. Companies have licensed league names for games. Atari has even licensed
an athlete for one of its games -- the 2600 game, Pele Championship Soccer. 

One company has quietly begun work on a project called John Madden Football, but the
project falls through. Tom Zito, who goes on to create Sewer Shark and Night Trap,
wanted to make a full-motion video (FMV) football game with Madden as coach. He
eventually completes the project as Quarterback Attack, but Madden was replaced by Mike
Ditka. 

Even if Zito had bagged Madden, Electronic Arts, the game would not have come out for
nearly a decade. Zito's FMV games were designed for laserdisc and later released on CD-
ROM. He made several games in the early '80s, but was unable to release them for nearly a
decade, until SEGA released a CD peripheral for Genesis. 

Trip Hawkins, founder of Electronic Arts, was working on a non-Madden project at the time.
He paid 76ers superstar Julius Erving $25,000 for permission to use his name and likeness in
a basketball game. Later he offered the same deal to Larry Bird, and the game became
known as Dr. J and Larry Bird Go One-on-One. 

In subsequent interviews, Hawkins claimed that while Bird remained fairly aloof, Erving was
very hands on with the project, adding moves and ideas. John Madden NFL and Mike
Tyson's Punch-Out!! would come later, but Dr. J and Larry Bird Go One-on-One was the
game that started the sports licensing craze. 

"I loved Dr. J and Larry Bird," says David Kushner. "I think that what that game had and
why it rang true, was that it was the first "aha" moment in which I could play like these
guys. I remember playing it and the idea was that the game characters behaved like their
real-life counterparts. It gave gamers their first taste of the Madden universe that was to
come." 

True, without Dr. J and Larry Bird, there would never have been a Bill Laimbeer Combat
Basketball or a Shaq Fu; but the world might also have missed out on Madden NFL, Tony
Hawk's Pro Skater and Tiger Woods PGA Tour. 
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Grand Theft Auto III
(Rockstar Games, PlayStation 2 -- the other versions do not matter from this perspective,
2001)

Grand Theft Auto III's inclusion on this list does not reflect the violent content, the
incredible sales, or even the controversy it inspired. Pure and simple, GTA3's main
significance is that it did nothing short of redefining the demographics of gaming. 

When Nintendo re-launched the U.S. games business in 1985, gamers were mostly kids in
the fifth and sixth grade. SEGA took games into high schools with Genesis. And there things
stayed. There was a lot of talk about Sony raising the age of gamers with PlayStation, and
PlayStation unquestionably removed the geeky vibe videogames had among college
students. 

The first Grand Theft Auto was every bit as violent as GTA3, but it was played from the
top-down view. Postal was more violent. Both games made news but had little lasting
impact on gaming. 

Grand Theft Auto 3 changed things. First of all, running on PlayStation 2, GTA3 took players
out of the skies and placed them on street level. It was immersive. It was cinematic. It had
great voice acting and a story. You didn't look down on the world, you were inside it, and
the world was corrupt and dangerous and filled with things to do. 

Not since Super Mario Bros. had any game redefined the gaming audience so successfully.
With GTA3, the hotspot of the market shifted from teens to men in their 20s. 

As a side note, Grand Theft Auto 3, Vice City and San Andreas have come close to tying
the sales record for non-packed-in games set by Super Mario 3. They also gave PlayStation
2 a huge leg up on the competition. 
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Myst
(Broderbund, Macintosh and later PC -- the other versions do not matter from this
perspective, 1993)

In 1993, the term "multimedia" was almost synonymous with CD-ROM. Computers had been
coming out with floppy disks for a decade, but the multimedia revolution was about to
begin. The only problem was, there was nothing to lead the charge. 

Computerized encyclopedias were nice. They added video clips to the pictures and text,
but they did not excite people to go out and buy new PCs with CD-ROM drives. Neither did
CD-ROM versions of floppy disk games with added voice files. 

Then came two games -- Myst on Mac and The 7th Guest on PC. For a full year, these
products remained platform loyal and then they switched. The 7th Guest came out on Mac
and basically vanished. Myst came out on PC and became the first major best-seller on CD-
ROM, selling millions of copies. 

"I thought Myst was a little bit of a step back," says Arnie Katz when asked about playing
Myst. "It was significant, though. It was the first puzzle-type game that really cracked
through to the mass market. As a CD-ROM product, it definitely was groundbreaking." 

But it was more than that, it was the first big reason to buy a multimedia computer. If Myst
had not come out, people would have eventually switched to CD-ROM, but the success of
Myst touched off new products. 

And Myst has lasting significance: When asked about the game, Kushner added, "It's funny,
I had an occasion to talk with the guys who do the "Lost" TV show, and they cited Myst as
being a big influence." That may not be as important as helping launch the multimedia
revolution, but fans of Hugo and Locke will never be the same. 

@@
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Space Invaders
(Taito, arcade, 1978)

Videogames made their first big splash with Pong and soon began to fade. Arcades filled up
with Pong-alikes and driving games? and it was dull. There were standouts: Tank, Gunfight,
Breakout, and Death Race all made a mark; but pinball began remained the king of arcade
games. Then, in 1978, Space Invaders changed everything. 

"Before Space Invaders, arcades were dominated by pinball machines and target shooting,"
says Arnie Katz. "After Space Invaders, arcades became dominated by videogames. 

"Space Invaders introduced a play mechanic that served the industry very well, particularly
in the first golden age with Galaxian, Centipede, Galaga and others. They were all of the
same theme." 

Space Invaders was so successful in Japan that it caused a coin shortage -- there were so
many 100 yen coins out of circulation because they were sitting in Space Invader cabinets
that the government had to increase production. 

Space Invaders popularized rather than introduced shooters. There had been games in
which players controlled fighter jets before Space Invaders. But Space Invaders, with its
undaunted attackers, brought new excitement. It also attracted unheard-of crowds to
arcades. At a time when companies considered games that sold 10,000 copies a success,
Space Invaders sold 300,000 arcade machines worldwide. 

"When we saw the success of Space Invaders in arcades, it motivated everybody to do
videogames. It was a big motivation," says Minoru Arakawa. "It was so successful as a
coin-op game that it changed the structure of all the coffee shops and bars." 

In fact, Nintendo's first successful coin-op game was Radar Scope, a Space Invaders rip-
off. Nintendo, however, overestimated the appeal of Radar Scope and built more machines
than it could sell, leading to the creation of a conversion kit for the game called Donkey
Kong. 

While creating Asteroids, Ed Logg looked to Space Invaders as his inspiration, the idea
being to create a Space Invaders game in which the aliens attack from all sides. Dave
Theurer also took inspiration from the game when he created Tempest, a game originally
conceived as a 3-D version of Space Invaders. 

But the real impact of Space Invaders remains the effect it had on arcades. The American
arcade business rose from tens of millions of dollars in the mid 70s to a $4 billion crescendo
in 1981. That growth started with Space Invaders.

The significance of Space Invaders does not begin and end with the golden age of arcades,
however. In 1980, Atari CEO Ray Kazar decided to license Space Invaders for the Atari
2600. It was the first time a console game company licensed an arcade hit. For the next
decade, consoles would live and die by the arcade hit. While arcade properties are not an
important part of the home game business today, licensing properties such as James Bond
movies remains an important part of gaming. 

@@
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Pac-Man
(Atari, 2600 -- the other versions are not applicable, 1982)

Here are the stats: 10 million people owned an Atari 2600 in 1982. Of those 10 million, 7
million purchased Pac-Man for the 2600, unbelievably impressive market penetration. Sadly,
it was not impressive enough to save Atari. The company had manufactured 12 million
cartridges with the idea that basically every 2600 owner would buy the game and an
additional 2 million people would buy 2600s so they could own it as well. 

Though it has never been researched, Pac-Man's 70-percent market penetration has got to
be a record, but Pac-Man's significance goes well beyond those numbers. The significance
here is that Pac-Man along with another conspicuous disaster -- E.T. -- helped bring down
the entire videogame industry. 

"Wow. Pac-Man [for the] 2600 was an incredible piece of crap," says Katz, whose
magazine, Electronic Games, covered the game industry at the time. "In historical
significance? I would say that Pac-Man, with a little bit of help from E.T., destroyed the
Atari myth." 

Pac-Man was based on the most successful arcade game of all-time. At the same time that
the 2600 version came out, Ms. Pac-Man was well on its way to becoming the all-time
best-selling game in American arcade history. 

What went wrong was that the home version of Pac-Man was rushed. It had flickering
graphics and a host of other gameplay problems. Most companies will survive a bad
product, but having sold an inferior version of Pac-Man to 70 percent of its market, Atari
was mortally wounded. 

In all fairness, the collapse of Intellivision, ColecoVision, Vectrex and arcades can hardly be
blamed on a game for the 2600; but Pac-Man for the 2600 most certainly helped bring
about the fall of Atari's home business. 

@@
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SimCity
(Maxis, originally for Macintosh and Amiga computers and later everywhere, 1989)

While making the game, Raid on Bungeling Bay, designer Will Wright threw in a map editor
that let players create islands. In later interviews, he told reporters that he enjoyed making
islands more than running missions. This led him to rethink gaming. What he came up with
was Micropolis, a game in which players built cities. By the time Micropolis was released in
stores it had a new name, however: SimCity.

"SimCity is significant not only for spawning a new genre, but for reversing the way we
expected videogames to be," says Sid Meier, who, as the creator of Civilization and Railroad
Tycoon, is arguably one of the most significant game designers in history. "Up to the
release of SimCity, we were blowing things up, destroying things, shooting things. Conflict
and destruction were fundamental to computer games and here was a game where you built
things and it was satisfying? and it wasn't a competitive game." 

In SimCity, players designed a city and attempted to manage its growth. Every move in
SimCity brought about consequences. Adding a pro sports team would bring new citizens,
but it might also result in a rise in crime causing some citizens to leave. And then there
were catastrophes such as earthquakes and attacks from giant monsters. 

SimCity was a major best-seller that opened the way for successors (SimEarth, SimFarm,
and eventually The Sims) and competitors such as Railroad Tycoon and Populous.

"SimCity inspired Civilization and many other games that took that building approach," says
Meier. "It expanded our horizons about what games could be and expanded our horizons. It
certainly began the whole God-game genre and encouraged a lot of designers to think,
'Hey, maybe my idea could work.'" 

@@
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Mortal Kombat
(Midway Games, though this game appeared on many systems, it is the SEGA Genesis and
Super NES versions that are most applicable, 1993)

"Mortal Kombat is a great game, but it was rather violent and people started complaining
about the violence; but it was a great game," says Minoru Arakawa. Arakawa should know.
Under his watch, Nintendo was embroiled in a national controversy that started with Mortal
Kombat. 

Obviously Mortal Kombat was the first fighting game, it came after Street Fighter II ignited
the fighting game genre -- and Capcom could hardly have released a game called Street
Fighter II without first releasing an original Street Fighter. The arcade version of Mortal
Kombat came out in 1992, eight years after Nihon Bussan released Karate Champ and 13
years after Vectorbeam released Warrior, the top-down view fighting game generally
accepted as the first entry in the fighting games genre. 

Mortal Kombat added violent Easter eggs to the fighting game phenomenon. Put in the right
code at the right time and you could freeze and shatter your opponents or harpoon them.
Then there were the fatalities. But the first version of Mortal Kombat was only in the
arcades, enabling it to fly in under the radar of most watch groups. 

When the first home versions of Mortal Kombat appeared for SEGA Genesis and Super NES,
however, that caught some attention. When one of his aids took Senator Joseph Lieberman
of Connecticut to a store to see the game, Lieberman was incensed. And so began the
1993 joint hearings on videogame violence. 

"Mortal Kombat became the poster child for sophisticated games that do not belong in the
hands of kids," says Dr. David Walsh of the National Institute on Media and the Family. "It
became an example that people could really relate to that the technology had improved to
the point where the graphic violence was inappropriate for children." 

Not all versions of Mortal Kombat were created equal. Nintendo, a company that prided
itself on creating family-friendly games, made Midway remove the blood and fatalities from
the Super NES version of Mortal Kombat. SEGA, a company that rebuilt itself with an edgy
image, left the violence untouched. The Genesis version of Mortal Kombat outsold the
Super NES version three-to-one. 

And then came the hearings. As Dr. Walsh points out, Mortal Kombat became the poster
child of excessive game violence, but Night Trap got its share of attention. In the
beginning, Nintendo looked like a white knight pointing out that the lack of fatalities in the
Super NES version of MK; but once the floodgates were opened, the critics found reasons
to complain about the Big N as well. 

The hearings resulted in the game industry seeking its own lobbying group -- the
Interactive Digital Software Association (later named the Entertainment Software
Association). The hearings resulted in the game industry voluntarily accepting a rating
system -- largely so that the government would not impose one, so the Entertainment
Software Rating Board is also an outgrowth of the flap caused by Mortal Kombat. 

"Having such an example led to a whole new level of awareness and led to what eventually
became the ratings, the ESRB, videogames becoming a hot topic for some politicians," says
Dr. Walsh. 
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Lineage
(NCSoft, Online MMO, 1998)

Traditionally, the game industry has divided the world into three markets -- North America,
Europe and Japan. The European market included Europe, Africa, Australia and all of Asia
except Japan. In short, South Korea was never considered a hotbed of gaming. 

With this in mind, it is somewhat understandable that the industry paid more attention to
Ultima Online (released in September, 1997) and EverQuest (released in March, 1999) when
it came to massively multi-player games. Who could have predicted that a game released
by a South Korean company in 1998 would eclipse both games in popularity? 

While Ultima Online eventually racked up 250,000 paid subscriptions and EverQuest topped
out at about 450,000 eventually reached 3 million subscribers proving that MMOs could
indeed succeed on a massive scale. 

The popularity of Lineage has changed the way video and computer game executives view
the world. Southeast Asia, once considered little more than an offshoot of other markets, is
now both a target market and a global exporter of games. Though Lineage never caught on
in the United States, other NCsoft games such as City of Heroes and Guild Wars have
impressive sales. 

Lineage's subscription records have since been eclipsed by World of Warcraft. If there is
one company that has benefited from Lineage's success, however, it is Blizzard. Blizzard
sold over 4.5 million copies of StarCraft in South Korea, and World of Warcraft has enjoyed
major success in China and South Korea as well. 

What do you think the most significant games are? Log in and let us know in the
comments!
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