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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Space Invaders: 

Warner Bros. and the History of Hollywood in the Video Game Industry 

 

by 

 

James Bernard Fleury 

Doctor of Philosophy in Film and Television 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2019 

Professor John T. Caldwell, Chair 

 

This dissertation traces the history of convergence between “Hollywood” (i.e., the 

American film and television business) and the video game industry. It focuses on the Warner 

Bros. studio and its conglomerate owners (i.e., Warner Communications, Inc.; Time Warner; 

AOL Time Warner; and AT&T), whose video game industry involvement has included both in-

house production (through Atari and Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment) and licensing 

arrangements with outside companies. Although “convergence” as a corporate ideal implies two 

cultures cooperating as they move toward becoming a single culture, its application as a 

corporate mandate often has led to competition arising out of established hierarchies between 

groups of creative workers within the media industries. This project charts how Hollywood 

conglomerates have found it challenging to practically implement video game-related 

convergence due to seemingly incompatible cultural differences between the games business and 
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other media industries. Even as Warner has changed over time in terms of ownership and 

structure, I argue that its decades of game development and licensing show that convergence 

between so-called “old” and “new” media tends to involve struggles for not just creative control 

but also cultural survival.  

Reflecting on continuities present throughout Warner’s video game history can provide 

insight into Hollywood’s contemporary, and future, involvement in emerging media. In 

particular, this history demonstrates a recurring trend throughout Hollywood of initially using 

new technology to promote existing old-media interests prior to experimenting with original 

content—all while maintaining a hierarchy in which the newer media and their creators occupy a 

lower position than those in older media. Through interviews with artists and executives 

connected to this history, analysis of trade and popular press reports, archival research, and close 

readings of particular games, this project considers the implications of trends underlying 

Warner’s conditions for creative labor in efforts to converge the film and video game industries. 

Based on these trends, I contend that Hollywood conglomerates will continue to approach the 

implementation of media convergence as an industrial ideal without regard for its practical 

effects on creative workers.  
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Introduction 

 
“First of all, you’ve got to accept something: running a Hollywood studio and running a 

video game company are two separate things. So let’s not get confused.” — Manny 

Gerard, Co-Chief Operating Officer, Warner Communications, Inc. (1976-1984)1  

 
The above quotation from the executive responsible for buying video game industry 

pioneer Atari on behalf of the Warner Communications, Inc. (WCI) conglomerate, complicates 

contemporary, utopian notions of media convergence. Henry Jenkins explains that the term 

“convergence” carries broad applicability and consequently has been open to debate, as it can be 

used “to describe technological, industrial, cultural, and social changes depending on who’s 

speaking and what they think they are talking about.”2 Among the term’s broad applications, I 

adopt his explanation of convergence to explain “a situation in which multiple media systems 

coexist and where media content flows fluidly across them.”3 According to Jenkins, convergence 

generally refers to “cooperation between multiple media industries” and derives from 

conglomerate efforts to maximize the market potential of their intellectual property (IP), or 

brands, through cross-media strategies. These include synergy (i.e., using different corporate 

holdings to support a “product,” such as a film) and franchising (i.e., replicating or extending an 

IP into additional texts, such as sequels and prequels, and paratexts, such as adaptations into 

                                                
1  Manny Gerard, interview with the author, 16 September 2016.  

 
2 Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (New York: New York 

University Press, 2006), 2-3.  
 
3 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 322.  
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other media and merchandise).4 In this project, I trace the history of convergence between 

“Hollywood” (i.e., the American film and television business) and the video game industry from 

the perspective of the Warner Bros. studio and its conglomerate owners.5  

Cross-media strategies at Warner and other conglomerates occur through internal sharing 

of IP between corporate divisions and licensing relationships with outside vendors. As Derek 

Johnson has discussed, both situations involve negotiations that tend to favor one group of 

stakeholders over another.6 In licensing arrangements, the licensor dictates the terms that a 

licensee must follow in the use of an IP; meanwhile, with inner-corporate sharing, divisions must 

work together despite chasing their own, individual revenue targets. Although “convergence” as 

a corporate ideal implies two cultures cooperating as they move toward becoming a single 

culture, its application as a corporate mandate often has led to competition arising out of 

established hierarchies within the media industries. This project presents a history of how 

Hollywood conglomerates have found it challenging to practically implement video game-related 

convergence, given the seemingly incompatible cultural differences between the games business 

and other media industries.7 Even as Warner has changed over time in terms of ownership and 

                                                
 
4 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 2-3.  
 
5 I base my understanding of “conglomerates” on David Hesmondhalgh’s definition: “firms dealing in a 

range of products and services.” Conglomerates comprise multiple corporations (which, as Hesmondhalgh reminds 
us, do not refer to just “any company or business” but instead “[involve] three main elements: the open or public 
sale of shares in the company on stock exchanges; limited liability for shareholders—they can only lose money up to 
the amount that they have invested; and incorporation—the corporation has a separate existence in law from its 
shareholders”). David Hesmondhalgh, The Cultural Industries, 4th ed. (Los Angeles: SAGE, 2019), 114-115. 

 
6 See Derek Johnson, Media Franchising: Creative License and Collaboration in the Culture Industries 

(New York: New York University, Press, 2013).  
 
7 Throughout this project, I refer to the film and video game industries as “seemingly incompatible.” This 

description allows for a nuanced discussion of media convergence efforts, which have yielded mixed results—from 
the financial peaks and valleys of Atari under WCI to the more recent strong commercial and critical performance of 
several projects from AT&T’s Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment.  
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structure, I argue that its decades of game development and licensing show that convergence 

between so-called “old” and “new” media tends to involve struggles for not just creative control 

but also cultural survival. 

Despite the opportunities that their economic and formal similarities suggest, video 

games and films have proven difficult to converge. Without more attention to its specific history, 

industrial convergence between games and film (as well as other “legacy media”) remains 

mythologized. Historicizing this relationship, as I hope to do in this project, demonstrates the 

fallacy of what David Hesmondhalgh has called “digital optimism,” or the notion that new-media 

technologies necessarily improve upon established old-media practices.8 Whereas video games 

have long played a significant role in the Japanese “media mix” (in which franchises encompass 

multiple platforms),9 American film and television companies consistently have failed to 

integrate games into an ecosystem with old-media IP at its core.  

The history of their failures provides insights relevant to our present moment. Today, 

Silicon Valley technology companies (e.g., the “FAANG” group of Facebook, Amazon, Apple, 

Netflix, and Google) and emerging platforms (e.g., virtual and augmented reality) continue to 

disrupt established Hollywood powers and their content. Rather than democratize cultural 

production and topple corporate empires, though, FAANG and new technologies have merely 

rearranged the seats of power in the American film and TV industries. As Hesmondhalgh has put 

it in reference to the larger “cultural industries” (which he and Sarah Baker have defined as 

                                                
8 Hesmondhalgh, xxii. 
 
9 See Marc Steinberg, Anime’s Media Mix: Franchising Toys and Characters in Japan (Minneapolis: 

University of Minnesota Press, 2012); and Bryan Hikari Hartzheim, “Transmedia-to-Go: Licensed Mobile Gaming 
in Japan,” in The Franchise Era: Managing Media in the Digital Economy, eds. James Fleury, Bryan Hikari 
Hartzheim, and Stephen Mamber (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2019), 233-255. 
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“commercial and publicly subsidized businesses like television, film, music, and publishing”),10 

“[T]he cultural industries haven’t disappeared, and they’re not going to. They’re just in 

competition now with another set of industries.”11 At the same time that these tech-media 

hybrids now offer additional production and distribution outlets, Hollywood conglomerates have 

responded as they usually do when competitors emerge. Because their size and entrenched 

corporate customs render them less nimble than startups and therefore less able to quickly pivot 

to new markets, they tend to rely on consolidation (e.g., AT&T buying Time Warner) and using 

new technologies to support existing holdings and IP (e.g., AT&T’s DC Universe subscription 

video on demand [SVOD] service carries exclusive content based on in-house brands from 

subsidiary DC Entertainment). 

Reflecting on the past suggests that contemporary disruptions must be considered 

alongside continuities that can be traced back to the emergence of convergence between WCI 

and Atari. Brian Winston reminds us that what we perceive as “monumental and increasingly 

frequent change” in communication technologies (e.g., the so-called “information revolution” of 

digitalization) actually extends from “preexisting social formations.”12 Applied here, cultural 

continuities mark Hollywood’s history of convergence—despite a pervasive sense of 

technological determinism in the video game industry and other “new media” sectors (by 

“technological determinism,” I mean the reductionist belief that developments in technology 

shape human behavior and thus determine the future). Recently, media industry trade 
                                                

 
10 Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Baker, Creative Labour: Media Work in Three Cultural Industries (New York: 

Routledge, 2011), 1. 
 
11 Sónia Pereira, “Why (Popular) Culture Matters: Interview with David Hesmondhalgh,” Diffractions: 

Graduate Journal for the Study of Culture 4 (Spring 2015), 6.  
 
12 Brian Winston, “Breakages Limited,” in Electronic Media and Technoculture, ed. John Thornton 

Caldwell (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2000), 77-78. 
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publications have noted the perceived cultural differences between the entertainment sector of 

Hollywood and the technology sector of Silicon Valley.13 For example, in a 2014 story for The 

Hollywood Reporter titled “Silicon Valley vs. Hollywood: Clash of the Corporate Cultures,” 

Sharon Swart writes, “On the surface, Silicon Valley and Hollywood have a lot in common. 

They both trade in creativity, depend on attracting eyeballs and worship out-of-nowhere success. 

But that's where the similarities end.”14 As I explain in this project, this lack of similarities also 

characterizes the complex history between Hollywood and the video game industries—from 

Atari under WCI to the Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment (WBIE) group under Time 

Warner and AT&T. 

 The WCI-Atari dynamic also prefigured a recurring trend of studios vacillating between 

in-house and licensed ancillary, or paratextual, production. While Atari remained relatively 

autonomous during its early years under WCI, it gradually became more integrated into synergy 

initiatives supporting the conglomerate’s film and TV properties. By contrast, WBIE from its 

start took part in synergy initiatives. Each permutation of the Warner conglomerate, though, has  

maintained a corporate hierarchy in which the newer media and their stakeholders occupied a 

lower position than those in older media. Recently, similar situations have played out in online 

video (e.g., WarnerMedia used the Machinima multi-platform video network to distribute 

ancillary material before closing it down in advance of launching a company-wide SVOD) and 

                                                
 
13 For other articles about the cultural differences between Hollywood and Silicon Valley, see Peter Bart, 

“Tech Takeover Makes Hollywood Execs Cower, With No Swagger In Sight,” Deadline, 27 July 2018; and Cynthia 
Littleton, “How Hollywood Is Racing to Catch Up with Netflix,” Variety, 21 August 2018.  

 
14 Sharon Swart, “Silicon Valley vs. Hollywood: Clash of the Corporate Cultures,” The Hollywood 

Reporter, 29 May 2014. According to Swart, Silicon Valley tends to emphasize innovation, data-driven decision-
making, “unpretentious casual wear,” and critical feedback whereas Hollywood privileges proven concepts, 
relationship-based decision-making, “suits to business casual,” and not outright saying, “No.” 
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virtual reality (e.g., Warner Bros. prioritized promotions for films like Interstellar [Christopher 

Nolan, 2014] prior to WarnerMedia opening an “innovation lab” in 2019).15  

Unlike academic film historiographies which employ one or more theoretical 

frameworks, video game histories have tended to be what Erkki Huhtamo has labeled 

“generalist” or “descriptive.”16 According to David S. Heineman, video game histories can be 

broken down into three categories. The first—and most prolific—aims for enthusiasts or the 

“general public,” the second targets industry stakeholders (e.g., artists, managers, and 

journalists), and the third takes an academic approach.17 Only recently have scholars started to 

answer Henry Lowood and Raiford Guins’s call for a history of the medium that moves beyond 

“the celebratory and descriptive.”18  

This project grew out of the types of generalist, descriptive histories from which Lowood 

and Guins want to move away. As a teenager, I read the January 2002 issue of Electronic 

Gaming Monthly, which VentureBeat has hailed as “a gamer’s holy book” due to its 

comprehensive list of the “best” and “worst” video games of “all time.”19 I observed that a 

number of the “worst” games happened to be associated with films and TV series. I was 

                                                
 
15 Todd Spangler, “Machinima Ceases Operations, Lays Off Virtually Entire Staff After Merging With 

AT&T’s Otter Media,” Variety, 1 February 2019; James Fleury, “Hollywood’s VR Vision: New Frontier or 
Virtually the Same Thing?,” in The Franchise Era, 277-299; and Elaine Low, “WarnerMedia Debuts Content 
Innovation Lab Fueled by AT&T Tech,” Variety, 22 January 2019.  

 
16 See Erkki Huhtamo, “Slots of Fun, Slots of Trouble: An Archaeology of Arcade Gaming,” in Handbook 

of Computer Games Studies, eds. Joost Raessens and Jeffrey Goldstein (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2005), 3-
22; and Henry Lowood and Raiford Guins, “Introduction: Why We Are Debugging,” in Debugging Game History: 
A Critical Lexicon, eds. Henry Lowood and Raiford Guins (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2016), xiii-xx.  

 
17 David S. Heineman, Thinking about Video Games: Interviews with the Experts (Bloomington: University 

of Indiana Press, 2015), 20.  
 
18 Lowood and Guins, “Series Foreword,” in Debugging Game History, xi.  
 
19 Bitmob, “EGM #150—A Gamer’s Holy Book,” VentureBeat, 11 June 2009.  
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particularly drawn to the write-up for E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (Atari, 1982), the licensed tie-in 

(i.e., promotional game) to Steven Spielberg’s 1982 film of the same name: 

Atari manufactured five million E.T. cartridges, and according to Atari's CEO, “nearly all 
of them came back.” … Calling this game a piece of trash is actually scientifically 
accurate because Atari eventually took their massive collection of useless E.T. cartridges 
and buried it in a New Mexico landfill.20 
 

Over the years, I would notice E.T. and other tie-ins appearing on nearly every “worst-of” list I 

found.21  

Despite the negative reputation of tie-ins, I gravitated toward them. Game studies scholar 

Jesper Juul has used the term “the paradox of failure” to describe the general phenomenon of 

video game players “[choosing] to engage in an activity in which they are almost certain to fail 

and feel incompetent.”22 Whereas developers typically strive for “balanced” gameplay that offers 

sufficient (but not insurmountable) challenge, the unique production circumstances of tie-ins 

often lead to gameplay that fails because of its obtuseness or, sometimes, even its impossibility 

(thanks to game-breaking glitches). Nonetheless, fandom kept drawing me to these games. With 

Batman Forever (Acclaim, 1995), for instance, I repeatedly failed to progress beyond the first 

level due to the labyrinthine layout and complicated controls. Although I would eventually 

discover better-regarded tie-ins (e.g., GoldenEye 007 [Nintendo, 1997]), I also held out hope for 

others that ultimately proved disappointing (e.g., Jaws Unleashed [Majesco Entertainment, 

2006]).  

                                                
 
20 Seanbaby, “#1: ET, The Extra Terrestrial (2600),” Seanbaby.com—EGM’s Crapstravaganza—The Top 

20 Worst Games of All Time, the Director’s Cut!!!, n.d.  
 
21 See, for instance, Emru Townsend, “The 10 Worst Games of All Time,” PC World, 23 October 2006; 

and “Top Ten Best and Worst Games of All Time,” GameTrailers, 17 November 2006.  
 
22 Jesper Juul, The Art of Failure: An Essay on the Pain of Playing in Video Games (Cambridge: The MIT 

Press, 2013), 2.  
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As YouTube helped popularize retro video game culture, web series like The Angry 

Video Game Nerd (2004-Present) demonstrated that others shared my fascination with tie-ins. By 

the time I began graduate school in 2009, I noticed a shift in media-licensed games. On home 

consoles like the Microsoft Xbox 360 and Sony PlayStation 3, fewer games adapted film 

narratives; instead, they either featured original stories set in the same storyworld (e.g., The 

Chronicles of Riddick: Assault on Dark Athena [Atari, 2009]) or presented a new interpretation 

of a character without directly connecting to any specific text (e.g., Batman: Arkham Asylum 

[Eidos/WBIE, 2009], which I examine in Chapter 4). While fewer tie-ins have appeared on home 

consoles (i.e., game-playing devices that connect to a TV set) since this time, they not only have 

remained present in arcades but also have become increasingly ubiquitous in app stores for 

mobile devices (i.e., smartphones and tablets). All of these changes inspired me to investigate 

Hollywood’s involvement in the video game industry. 

This dissertation explores the history of film and video game industrial convergence 

through games made within or under license by the Warner conglomerates, with a focus on 1976 

to 2018. Ranging from WCI’s acquisition of Atari to AT&T’s acquisition of Time Warner, this 

periodization demonstrates how long Hollywood has been taking concrete steps to integrate new, 

interactive technologies to engage consumers. Within this time period, my project looks at 

media-licensed video games primarily for home consoles; however, I also discuss media-licensed 

arcade games and mobile apps. Despite the prolific history of similar content on computers and 

handheld gaming devices (e.g., Nintendo’s Game Boy and DS brands), I do not discuss these 

technologies in detail here given that Warner has been involved with them to a lesser extent 

compared to consoles, arcades, and mobile. 
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Charting Warner’s historical convergence with video games from Atari to WBIE 

emphasizes AT&T’s SVOD strategy as the latest in a line of efforts to embrace interactive 

technologies. I am particularly interested in the role Hollywood has played in the formation of 

the games industry and in the impact that Warner’s licensing and in-house development practices 

have had on creative workers and their games.23 Whereas scholarship on contemporary 

convergence culture tends to celebrate recent successes based on often problematic ahistorical 

assumptions rather than historical analysis, I have limited my analysis to a single, evolving 

media conglomerate for two primary reasons.24  

First, in addition to WCI’s participation in the initial 1970s and 1980s convergence of 

film and video games, AT&T stands as one of the only remaining Hollywood conglomerates 

with an in-house “interactive entertainment” division.25 While later chapters discuss the gaming 

practices of The Walt Disney Company, Sony, and other studios, I do so only as a comparison to 

Warner’s. Focusing on one studio enables us to compare institutional regimes across historical 

periods within the same evolving company. Although Paramount’s first conglomerate owner, 

Gulf+Western, controlled amusement and video game company Sega from 1969 to 1984, its 

subsequent owners (e.g., Viacom) have not been consistently involved in the games industry.26 

                                                
 

23 See Tristan Donovan, Replay: The History of Video Games (East Sussex, England: Yellow Ant, 2010), 
xiv. I adopt Donovan’s use of and justification for the term “video game” over others: “it remains in every day [sic] 
use, unlike TV game or electronic game; it is broad enough to encompass the entire medium, unlike ‘computer 
game’, which would exclude games, such as Atari’s Pong, that did not use microprocessors; and terms such as 
‘interactive entertainment’, while more accurate, have failed to catch on despite repeated attempts over the years.”  

 
24 See Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 2. According to Jenkins, convergence culture is “where old and new 

media collide, where grassroots and corporate media intersect, where the power of the media producer and the 
power of the media consumer interact in unpredictable ways.”  

 
25 As the subsequent chapters explain, WBIE represents the first video game unit of a film studio. 

Previously, other video game or “interactive” groups (e.g., Atari and Fox Video Games) had functioned 
independently of their associated studio. See Fritz, “Warner Plays Its Own Game,” Variety, 9 January 2005. 
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Furthermore, Warner’s gaming history predates that of Sony—which, until establishing 

PlayStation Productions in 2019, had expressed little interest in bringing together its video game 

and film businesses.27 Therefore, Warner’s longevity in and diverse approaches to the games 

industry allow for a nuanced analysis of how economic and textual relations between video 

games and film have developed over the past several decades. 

Second, Warner has a history of innovating in new markets. In October 2016, after Time 

Warner and AT&T announced their intent to merge, David Lieberman of entertainment trade 

publication Deadline noted, “Time Warner always seems to be at the center of the media 

industry’s most important deals.”28 The same observation can be said of almost the entire history 

of Warner Bros. Frequently, though, its innovation efforts have proven to be cases of entering a 

new market too soon. 

In the 1920s, recorded sound represented an emerging technology that provided the 

means for a new ancillary business. Warner Bros. in fact, pioneered the American film industry’s 

conversion to synchronized sound. Its “Vitaphone” sound-on-disc system complemented (and 

could thus converge with) existing holdings in sound technologies that no other Hollywood 

major possessed, including co-founder Jack Warner’s KFWB radio station that he had set up in 

1925 to promote his studio’s films as well as the 1926 acquisition of Brunswick Records that 

                                                                                                                                                       
26 For a detailed history of Sega, see Ken Horowitz, The Sega Arcade Revolution: A History in 62 Games 

(Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Company, 2018). 
 
27 Patrick Shanley, “Sony Interactive Launches Unit to Adapt Games for Film, TV,” The Hollywood 

Reporter, 20 May 2019. With Sony Pictures handling distribution, PlayStation Productions plans to produce film 
and TV content based on Sony Interactive Entertainment’s video game library. Also, see David Bloom, “Viv U 
Fine-Tunes Its Playbook,” Variety, 19 May 2002. Sony launched its first interactive entertainment division, Sony 
Imagesoft, in 1989, the same year in which it acquired Columbia Pictures. Before creating PlayStation Productions, 
however, Sony seldom showed interest in using its video game holdings for synergy initiatives. A notable exception 
is its PlayStation consoles’ use of DVD and Blu-ray technologies, which Sony helped develop.  

 
28 David Lieberman, “Why Does Time Warner Want To Sell To AT&T?,” Deadline, 24 October 2016.  
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provided a means to manufacture Vitaphone records.29 According to Catherine Spring, between 

1926 and 1930, each major Hollywood studio entered into the popular song publishing business 

to avoid licensing fees and to generate ancillary revenue from sheet music and phonograph 

records.30 Whereas other studios merely “affiliated with music publishing firms to create or 

designate subsidiary companies expressly for the purpose of publishing motion picture songs,” 

Warner Bros. “undertook more extensive deals by acquiring the majority or entire stock of 

massive publishing firms.”31 The 1929 creation of the Music Publishers Holding Corporation 

both brought together the studio’s shares in these firms and emphasized its control over most 

U.S. music publishing and song copyrights.32 Ross Melnick notes that Warner Bros. also 

demonstrated the most interest in using radio to support its films and stars; other studios, fearful 

that radio would hurt exhibition earnings, lacked the same enthusiasm for the new technology.33 

In the silent era, whereas MGM bet on stars and United Artists promoted itself as a home for 

creative independence, Warner Bros., as Jerome Christensen puts it, “preferred to put its faith in 

technology” and promoted technological innovation as its brand.34  

                                                
 
29 Jeff Smith, “Ancillary Markets - Recorded Music: Charting the Rise and Fall of the Soundtrack Album,” 

in The Contemporary Hollywood Film Industry, eds. Paul McDonald and Janet Wasko (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 
2008), 144. As Smith notes, Warner Bros. bought Brunswick Records “not because they were interested (in) selling 
records, but rather because they needed a physical plant to press the records used in their Vitaphone synchronized 
sound technology.” 

 
30 Catherine Spring, “Pop Go the Warner Bros., et al.: Marketing Film Songs during the Coming of Sound,” 

Cinema Journal 48.1 (Fall 2008), 68. 
 
31 Spring, Saying It With Songs: Popular Music and the Coming of Sound to Hollywood Cinema (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 54.  
 
32 Spring, Saying, 58. 
 
33 Ross Melnick, American Showman: Samuel “Roxy” Rothafel and the Birth of the Entertainment 

Industry, 1908-1935 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), 246-247. 
 
34 Jerome Christensen, America’s Corporate Art: The Studio Authorship of Hollywood Motion Pictures 

(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2012), 12.  
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In addition to innovations with sound technologies, Warner Bros. also experienced with 

the music publishing market its first significant instance of failed convergence. Although Warner 

Bros., Paramount, RCA, and MGM had come to control 90% of the music publishing market by 

1930, studios that year started reducing their music publishing investment due to the Great 

Depression and waning audience interest in musicals.35 At the same time as its rivals’ turn to 

freelance deals with songwriters, Warner Bros. in 1930 moved from music publishing to music 

recording, buying both the music division of the Brunswick-Balke-Collender Co. conglomerate 

and the manufacturing firm National Radio Advertising, Inc. These acquisitions, however, 

quickly proved unprofitable, and the studio sold its stake in Brunswick-Balke-Collender just one 

year later.36 Despite its earlier belief in the potential for converging film and recorded music, 

Warner Bros. between 1930 and 1931 moved on from its Vitaphone sound-on-disc system to 

sound-on-film and began to divest its stake in Brunswick Records.37 The studio returned to 

licensing film music from outside publishing companies for more than a quarter-century. Then, 

in 1958, it established Warner Bros. Records to capitalize on both the fast-growing recorded 

music business and the popularity of songs from contracted actors like Tab Hunter.38 Decades 

after selling Brunswick, Warner Bros. would become a globally dominant music publishing and 

recording company; as I explain in the next chapter, WCI’s entrance into the video game 
                                                

 
35 Douglas Gomery, The Coming of Sound: A History (New York: Routledge, 2005), 152-153; and Spring, 

Pop, 68, 82. Also, see Spring, Saying, 126-127. For example, music publishing company Famous Music Corp. paid 
off the investments it had received from Warner Bros. and Paramount, and the Fox Film Corporation closed its Red 
Star. / Music Co. publishing firm before selling its assets to the unrelated Sam Fox Publishing Co. 

 
36 Spring, Saying, 126. The Brunswick-Balke-Collender deal had given Warner Bros. ownership of the 

Brunswick recording label, while National Radio Advertising, Inc.’s manufacturing of broadcast transcriptions 
allowed the studio “to profit from the preparation, sales, and broadcast of recorded (radio) programs.” 

 
37 Melnick, American Showman, 344. 
 
38 Stephen M. Deusner, “Recorded for Posterity: ‘Revolutions in Sound: Warner Brothers Records, The 

First 50 Years,’” The Washington Post, 17 December 2008. 
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industry extended from Warner Bros. Records, given that, in 1969, Kinney National Services had 

bought Warner Bros.-Seven Arts for its music—rather than film—business and given that part of 

WCI’s interest in Atari lay in the potential for distribution synergies with the recorded music 

division.  

Technological innovation—and its accompanying risk—has remained intrinsic to 

Warner’s identity. In the 1970s, after Seven Arts Productions and then Kinney had taken over, 

WCI expanded into numerous new media markets. These included investments in cable TV to 

distribute not just Warner Bros. films but also the TV programs that the studio had been 

producing since creating the Warner Bros. Television group back in 1955.39 The Warner Cable 

unit, in 1977, introduced an interactive TV concept known as QUBE, whose high cost prompted 

a partnership with American Express to form Warner-Amex Cable Communications in 1983, 

only for that venture’s assets to be sold off by the end of the 1980s.40 Another experiment with 

interactive cable in the 1990s, the Full Service Network (FSN), also failed to gain traction 

because of its expensive installation and limited service.41 The failure of FSN occurred near the 

end of Warner’s gradual divestment of Atari that had begun in 1984 (see Figure 29 in Chapter 3 

for a diagram of Atari’s ownership trajectory). After the formation of Time Warner, the 

conglomerate would go on to lead the home video market by investing early on in DVD 

                                                
 
39 See Marylin Bender, “From Caskets to Cable,” The New York Times, 13 August 1972; and Connie 

Bruck, Master of the Game: How Steve Ross Rode the Light Fantastic from Undertaker to Creator of the Largest 
Media Conglomerate in the World (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994), 67. WCI acquired the Television 
Communications Corporation and Cypress Communications cable companies in 1971, and then, in the following 
year, invested in cable and satellite communications firm CBS Laboratories.  

 
40 See Amanda D. Lotz, “Interactive TV Too Early: The False Start of QUBE,” The Velvet Light Trap: A 

Critical Journal of Film and Television 64 (Fall 2009), 106-107. 
 
41 Nina Munk, Fools Rush In: Steve Case, Jerry Levin, and the Unmaking of AOL TimeWarner (New York: 

HarperCollins, 2004), 49.  
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technology, only to endure a disastrous merger in 2000 with internet behemoth America Online 

(AOL).42 In 2005, after dropping “AOL” from its masthead, Time Warner—via AOL and 

Warner Bros. Television—also launched In2TV, a short-lived online streaming video service 

that predated Netflix’s success.43  

The collapses of QUBE, Warner-Amex, FSN, Atari, AOL Time Warner, and In2TV 

indicate instances of failed convergence. Taken together, they represent Warner’s efforts to bring 

interactivity into its core operations and suggest a corporate habit of embracing new technologies 

before a market precedent has been set in terms of how to successfully integrate them with 

existing media holdings.44 These failures demonstrate a continuity of Hollywood conglomerates 

being unable to adapt to industrial, cultural, and/or technological developments as quickly as 

startups. This inability reflects what Dal Yong Jin has described as “de-convergence,” a reverse 

process of the neoliberal tendency for media companies to consolidate market power through 

vertical and horizontal integration.45 As Jin explains, de-convergence occurs “in the midst of the 

                                                
 
42 See Kenneth Li, “How Jeff Bewkes Is Reinventing Time Warner,” Financial Times, 28 May 2010. Not 

only does Time Warner, along with Sony and electronics manufacturers, hold a patent in DVD technology, but it 
also was the first studio to provide video on-demand (VOD) releases of films prior to a DVD retail date. 

 
43 Mike Shields, “The Forgotten Story of AOL’s In2TV, Which Helped Invent Binge TV Way Before 

Netflix,” Business Insider, 24 March 2018.  
 
44 Besides technological innovations, Warner Bros. also has entered distribution and exhibition situations 

too soon. As Melnick has explained, it was the first studio to enter—and exit—U.S. exhibition operations in Cuba 
prior to the 1959 Communist revolution as well as in China during the political and economic reforms of the 1990s. 
See Melnick, “Hollywood Embassies, Labour and Investment Laws and Global Cinema Exhibition,” in Hollywood 
and the Law, eds. Paul McDonald, Emily Carman, Eric Hoyt, and Philip Drake (London: Palgrave, 2015), 154-180. 

 
45 See Dal Yong Jin, De-Convergence of Global Media Industries (New York: Routledge, 2013). By 

“neoliberalism,” I refer to David Harvey’s definition of “a theory of political economic practices that proposes that 
human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an 
institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade.” See David 
Harvey, A Brief History of Neoliberalism (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 14. As I use the terms 
throughout this project, “vertical integration” refers to shared ownership in different stages of a supply chain (e.g., 
film production, film distribution, and film exhibition) whereas “horizontal integration” refers to ownership across 
one stage (e.g., multiple video game development studios). 
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failure of media convergence,” such as mergers like AOL Time Warner that did not produce the 

“intended/anticipated synergy effects.”46 Melnick offers the term “divergence” to describe a 

process “in which utopian technological and corporate synergies are disbanded” and one that 

“often occurs because of a conglomerate’s inability to synergize various divisions, manage 

and/or alleviate corporate debt, fix faulty economic models and business practices, and, in many 

cases, maximize media technologies and media properties.”47  

In this project, I seek to move beyond the binary that convergence and its opposite 

(whether we call it “de-convergence” or “divergence”) suggest. In reference to Warner’s shifting 

music industry involvement, Melnick contends, “Rather than seeing convergence and divergence 

as separate entities, we can more properly understand their competing logics in an interplay of 

technological, industrial, and cultural exchanges that ebb and flow over time.”48 I chart how 

Warner’s involvement in video games has similarly ebbed and flowed over time, from the rise 

and fall of Atari to the more recent growth of WBIE. As such, I argue that the history of video 

game development and licensing at Warner shows that a binary model does not account for the 

various stops and starts that occur when the corporate ideal of convergence is implemented as an 

industrial practice. Instead, I propose a model that demonstrates the range of market and cultural 

effects that conglomerate attempts at convergence actually produce (see Figure 1).  

                                                
 
46 Jin, 1-2. 
 
47 Melnick, American Showman, 343-344.  
 
48 Melnick, American Showman, 344.  
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Figure 1: The range of media convergence effects when implemented as an industrial 

practice (diagram by the author).  
 
Jenkins even notes that convergence represents “an ongoing process or series of interactions 

between different media systems, not a fixed relationship.”49 As his term “convergence culture” 

implies, convergence describes a cultural, rather than technological, process.50 Building upon 

Jenkins’s conceptualization of convergence, Robert Alan Brookey emphasizes the role that 

audiences play: “While technology might facilitate convergence, and media corporations may 

design convergence strategies, it is consumers who cognitively make the intertextual connections 

across the associated media texts.”51 As I hope to demonstrate, creative workers also 

significantly contribute as a culture to implementations of media convergence. 

Whereas the ideal corporate form of convergence harnesses the unique strengths of 

different media (e.g., formal techniques) for the purpose of market control, its practical 

application within conglomerates means trying to bring together otherwise distinct industrial 

cultures. Instances of “successful” or “failed” convergence, then, result from and have 

                                                
 
49 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 282, emphasis added. 
 
50 Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 3. 
 
51 Robert Alan Brookey, “Convergence,” in The Routledge Companion to Video Game Studies, eds. Mark 

J.P. Wolf and Bernard Perron (New York: Routledge, 2014), 287. 
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consequences for creative workers. Even in cases of success (e.g., a film-based video game that 

earns both strong sales and rave reviews), what might have been conceived or proposed as a 

synthesis of equal cultural perspectives can actually create conflict or even turn out to be an 

assimilation in which a dominant group subsumes another (e.g., as Chapters 1 and 2 detail, WCI 

installed its own leadership team at Atari, who went on to control its creative decision-making). 

The history of video game development within and on behalf of Hollywood 

conglomerates demonstrates how media convergence produces a range of effects. As the next 

two chapters explore, the companies that started buying studios in the 1960s sought to control 

multiple, unrelated markets under a single mega-corporate structure. These “widely diversified” 

conglomerates (e.g., MCA, WCI, and Gulf+Western), that is, operated subsidiaries in not just 

media production and distribution but in vastly different industries as well (e.g., WCI owned 

funeral homes and parking lots). Later, the same conglomerates reinforced their market power by 

entering the video game business through either buying existing companies or forming their own 

in-house units. Soon after, however, they encountered degrees of failed convergence, as films 

and games proved difficult to bring together on the levels of technology (e.g., the limited 

capabilities of video games at the time necessitated abstract adaptations of cinematic narratives 

and characters) and culture (e.g., conglomerates tended to favor film industry stakeholders over 

their games industry counterparts). The saturation and poor commercial performance of media 

tie-ins (e.g., Atari’s E.T.) contributed to the North American video game industry “crash” of 

1982-1984; in response, most conglomerates scaled back their involvement by closing, selling, 

or spinning off their game groups and transitioning to the seemingly more “risk-averse” strategy 

of licensing. In the decades since, conglomerates have engaged in similarly high-degree cases of 

failed convergence, such as Time Warner divesting itself of underperforming operations like 
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AOL, Time Warner Cable, and Time Inc. between 2009 and 2014 (see Chapters 3 and 4). As I 

explore in the Conclusion, it remains to be seen where on the range of convergence 

WarnerMedia’s recent adoption of new formats like digital distribution, virtual reality, and self-

driving vehicle entertainment will fall.52 

Just like it has with interactive cable and the internet, Warner has experienced periods of 

success and struggle with video games. Because of this, the conglomerate provides a unique 

perspective into the history of game-related industrial convergence. Due to the aforementioned 

games industry crash, WCI sold Atari’s Consumer Electronics and Computer Divisions in 1984 

and focused on coin-operated (coin-op) projects until fully selling the subsidiary in 1996. The 

latter sale took place shortly after Time Warner had established WBIE within the Warner Bros. 

Consumer Products group. Despite the existence of WBIE, Warner initially licensed IP to 

outside publishers and developers as a way to externalize risk until gradually bringing 

distribution and production operations in-house starting in 2004. Since this time, WBIE has 

carefully coordinated internal and external game production strategies in response to industrial, 

technological, and sociocultural shifts.  

I chart how the history of video game management at the Warner conglomerates 

demonstrates recurring trends. Even with a return to in-house development, some of the same 

practices that have restricted the creativity of Atari’s designers as well as external, licensed video 

game workers (e.g., rushed production schedules and a limited opportunity to contribute to film 

                                                
 
52 See Stephanie Prange, “Movies Anywhere Launches with Joint Studio Backing,” Variety, 11 October 

2017. Arguably, by 2017, Warner Bros. had lost the lead in the home video market, as it joined The Walt Disney 
Company’s digital storage locker service Movies Anywhere after having previously championed the electronic sell-
through competitor UltraViolet. Also, see Spangler, “Warner Bros. Unveils Digital Short-Form Studio: Blue Ribbon 
Content,” Variety, 21 October 2014; and Bruce Haring, “Intel, Warner Bros. Spotlight Driverless Vehicle 
Entertainment At LA Auto Show,” Deadline, 2 December 2017.  
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and TV franchises) continue to characterize Warner’s internal, first-party efforts.53 Examining 

the range of convergence effects at a single media company over several decades reminds us that 

conglomerates tend not to resemble what political economists like Robert W. McChesney have 

framed as imperialists intent on conquering global markets by increasing their scale and pushing 

for deregulation.54 More accurately, as W. Lance Bennett puts it, “corporate behemoths are 

anything but stable, well-organized machines.” The history of Warner’s efforts to integrate video 

games with its operations supports Bennett’s argument that, in their pursuit of market expansion 

and synergy, “large corporations must compete not only with each other but often within 

themselves.”55 Through interviews with artists and executives connected to this history, analysis 

of trade and popular press reports, archival research, and close readings of select games, this 

project considers the implications of trends underlying Warner’s conditions for creative labor.56 I 

argue that the conglomerate’s tie-in games make evident a legacy of artists negotiating the 

integration of seemingly incompatible media industries. 

I pay particular attention to Warner’s response to trends at historical turning-points, from 

the so-called “New Hollywood” to the finalization of AT&T’s purchase of Time Warner in 2018. 

                                                
 
53 I use the terms “designer” and “developer” to refer to those involved in creating a video game. While I 

use these terms for the sake of consistency, game historians Marty Goldberg and Curt Vendel remind us that in the 
1970s, “game ‘designers’ were engineers rather than coders.” This owed to the fact video games did not need to be 
programmed in software bur rather engineered directly in hardware. See Marty Goldberg and Curt Vendel, Atari 
Inc.: Business Is Fun (Carmel, NY: Syzygy Company Press, 2012), Kindle file, n.p. 

 
54 See Robert W. McChesney, “Global Media, Neoliberalism, and Imperialism,” Monthly Review, 1 March 

2001. 
 
55 W. Lance Bennett, “Global Media and Politics: Transnational Communication Regimes and Civic 

Cultures,” Annual Review of Political Science 7.1 (2004), 131-132. 
 
56 I borrow Hesmondhalgh and Baker’s understanding of “creative labor” as “those jobs, centred on the 

activity of symbol-making, which are to be found in large numbers in the cultural industries. Such work exists in 
other sectors, but only in the cultural industries is the primary aim of businesses to make profit from such activity.” 
See Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 9. 
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Although the studio had exploited “new media” technologies long before acquiring Atari in 1976 

(e.g., radio and TV), my focus does not emphatically extend to the history of Warner Bros. prior 

to its conglomerate takeover. As Thomas Schatz reminds us, contemporary global media 

conglomerates hardly resemble the studios of the classical era:  

Paramount and Warner Bros. and the other entertainment behemoths who ruled 
Hollywood in its golden age of the 1930s and ‘40s now utterly dominate the so-called 
New Hollywood as well. These are scarcely the studios of old, however, given the 
structure and scope of the contemporary media marketplace and the changing form and 
function of the movies themselves. During Hollywood’s classical era, the studios were 
geared to produce a singular commodity, the feature film, and to control a single culture 
industry. The New Hollywood studios, conversely, operate with an increasingly 
diversified, globalized “entertainment” industry, and represent only one component of the 
vast media conglomerates which own them.57  

 
Present-day Warner Bros. has undergone so many ownership changes, that its “corporate form,” 

as Christensen says, “has been altered past recognition by its founders” and “left the studio bereft 

of its connection to the past.”58 My historical focus, therefore, begins in the late 1960s, with 

Seven Arts and Kinney buying Warner Bros. The acquisition of several studios throughout the 

decade marks one point at which to designate the start of the New Hollywood era. Both Schatz 

and Geoff King explain that the concept of the New Hollywood remains hard to define because it 

has been used to describe a number of aspects that affected the American film industry in the 

postwar period.59 As outlined in the following chapter, these changes—brought about by the 

collapse of the vertically integrated studio system and the proliferation of TV—left studios as 

takeover targets. Because the conglomerates that acquired studios already had interests in diverse 
                                                

 
57 Thomas Schatz, “The Return of the Hollywood Studio System,” in Conglomerates and the Media, eds. 

Erik Barnouw et al. (New York: The New Press, 1998), 73.  
 
58 Christensen, 5, 13.  
 
59 See Schatz, “The New Hollywood,” in Film Theory Goes to the Movies, eds. Jim Collins, Hilary Radner, 

and Ava Collins (New York: Routledge, 1993); and Geoff King, New Hollywood Cinema: An Introduction (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2002).  
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markets, this encouraged the rise of the contemporary blockbuster film and conditions favorable 

to convergence.  

 On the one hand, the title of my dissertation speaks to the disruptive power of 

convergence, when old-media conglomerates expand into an existing new media market. On the 

other hand, as I contend, failed corporate convergence has characterized the history of 

Hollywood in the video game industry. In fact, the games industry originated—designated by the 

1971 arrival of Syzygy-Nutting Associates’s Computer Space coin-op game and Magnavox’s 

Odyssey home console in 1972—only shortly before Hollywood’s invasion. Back in 1969, 

Gulf+Western had bought Japanese amusement company Sega, which focused on 

electromechanical games before releasing its first video game in 1973.60 Then, in 1976, WCI 

acquired Atari. Although WCI provided Atari with an infusion of capital, it also contributed to 

the 1982-1984 crash. More recently, Time Warner and AT&T have innovated the use of media 

licenses in the games industry. Their WBIE unit has established a reputation for licensed games 

that, rather than adapting a specific film or TV text, more generally draw inspiration from the 

core elements of a given Warner brand (e.g., the Batman: Arkham series [Eidos 

Interactive/WBIE, 2009-2016] features unique narratives and characterizations not found in any 

other Batman-related media). Despite the significant role games have played throughout the 

development of contemporary Hollywood as well as the similarly significant role Hollywood has 

played throughout the development of the contemporary video game industry, few scholarly 

interventions exist.  

To address this, I chart the history of video games at the Warner conglomerates through 

specific examples to show how changes in licensing and in-house game development practices 
                                                

 
60 Horowitz, Kindle file, n.p. 
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have affected creative workers. Particularly, I contend that conditions restricting creativity have 

continued to shape the work of game creators, even as Warner has shifted from a model in which 

games serve as ancillary tie-ins to and adaptations of films to a configuration in which games are 

centerpieces—the new “tentpoles” or “marquees”—of transmedia franchises. To understand how 

creative workers have negotiated the industrial, technological, and sociocultural shifts that have 

guided this continuity of restrictive practices, I follow the theory that media texts, as cultural 

expressions, reflect and reflect upon their own production. John Thornton Caldwell and M.J. 

Clarke have applied this theory—based on the work of interpretive cultural anthropologist 

Clifford Geertz—to media industries studies.61 Using their theory of industrial reflexivity, I 

argue that at different periods in the history of video games at Warner, restrictions to creativity 

have led both to the successful convergence of old and new media and to failed convergence as 

well.  

This range of convergence results reflects how the conglomerate has tended to adopt 

emerging formats, from video games to virtual reality, in order to promote its old-media holdings 

and then eventually use these newer platforms to create unique content that can be extended back 

to the studio’s established platforms. When harvesting and integrating with interactive media, 

however, the studio has taken a top-down approach to brand management. This has historically 

led to periods of failed convergence but has more recently, in the contemporary branding era, 

resulted in successful convergence, as the studio became more active in the games industry by 

bringing publishing—and, later, development—in-house.  

                                                
 

61 See Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973); 
John Thornton Caldwell, Production Culture: Industrial Reflexivity and Critical Practice in Film and Television 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008); and M.J. Clarke, Transmedia Television: New Trends in Network 
Serial Production (New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), Kindle edition, n.p. 
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Overall, I aim for this project to demonstrate the foundational role that American media 

conglomerates, particularly under the Warner banner, have played in the development of the 

video game industry. Game studies scholar Randy Nichols frames video games as a cultural 

industry determined by “cultural logics” that include audience, industry, and state. He specifies 

that understanding “an industry and its logics” means examining “a product’s markets and 

consumers.”62 Nichols explains, “From almost their very beginning, video games were produced 

as commodities and were subject to the logics of cultural commodities.”63 Similarly, business 

scholars Peter Zackariasson and Timothy L. Wilson describe the industry as having started when 

coin-op games like Computer Space and Bill Pitts and Hugh Tuck’s Galaxy Game debuted in 

1971. Zackariasson and Wilson clarify, however, that while games such as William 

Higinbotham’s Tennis for Two and Spacewar! had existed at university computer labs since at 

least 1958, they were “not used for business transactions between a provider and a consumer. 

Instead they were part of fiddling with computers in order to see what they could do, part of 

military, academic and business research.”64 Derived from economics, origin stories like these 

imply that the video game industry emerged out of the creation of a video game market—albeit 

one whose first works were associated with computer labs and whose first commercial products 

appeared alongside amusements like pinball tables and jukeboxes. 

                                                
 
62 Randy Nichols, The Video Game Business (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 5. Also, see Aphra 

Kerr, Global Games: Production, Circulation and Policy in the Networked Era (New York: Routledge, 2017), 
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 Taking a Geertzian-inspired anthropological perspective, though, opens up alternative 

ways of understanding the development of the “video game industry.” If we consider video 

games as “cultural expressions,” then their industry represents a cultural formation. Aphra Kerr 

has described the contemporary games industry as part of both “the information and 

communication technology (ICT) and the media industries.”65 By providing a historical 

perspective, this dissertation charts how the video game business—as a cultural formation—grew 

out of the West Coast, countercultural sensibilities of the Silicon Valley technology sector but 

soon expanded due to the infusion of capital from convergence when WCI and other Hollywood 

conglomerates entered the video game market to support their IP and holdings in older media.  

Despite the extensive involvement of American media giants like Warner in its history, 

the games industry does not exist in “Hollywood,” either spatially or culturally. According to 

Allen J. Scott, “Hollywood proper” refers geographically to “a relatively small district lying just 

to the northwest of downtown Los Angeles,” but its association with the American film industry 

also includes areas “stretching out to Santa Monica in the west and into the San Fernando Valley 

to the north and northwest.” Although the American film industry began on the East Coast and 

has long encompassed other areas (e.g., ownership by international firms and the fact that much 

production now takes place in Georgia, Louisiana, and outside the United States), Southern 

California remains, as Scott puts it, “the stage over which the main features of Hollywood as a 

productive milieu are laid out.”66 By comparison, commercial video game production started in 

Silicon Valley back in the early 1970s but has since expanded throughout North America—

including Southern California—and the world (see Figure 2).  
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Company Global Headquarters / North American 
Headquarters (if applicable) 

Tencent Games Shenzhen, China / Palo Alto, California 

Sony Interactive Entertainment San Mateo, California  

Apple  Cupertino, California 

Microsoft Redmond, Washington 

NetEase Games Guangzhou, China / Brisbane, California 

Google Mountain View, California 

Activision Blizzard Santa Monica, California 

Electronic Arts Redwood City, California 

Nintendo Kyoto, Japan / Redmond, Washington 

Bandai Namco Tokyo, Japan / Vancouver, British Columbia 

Figure 2: List of the ten most-profitable video game publishers as of September 2018, 
according to market-research firm Newzoo.67 

 
With WBIE, the Los Angeles suburb of Burbank houses its management headquarters, while its 

development studios are based in a variety of areas (see Figure 3). Because of this geographic 

dispersion, the contemporary games industry lacks a “core” analogous to Hollywood for film, 

TV, and recorded music.  

  

                                                
 
67 “Top 25 Public Companies by Game Revenue,” Newzoo, September 2018. 
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WBIE Development Studio Headquarters 

Avalanche Software Salt Lake City, Utah 

Monolith Productions Kirkland, Washington 

NetherRealm Studios Chicago, Illinois 

Portkey Games San Francisco, California 

Rocksteady Studios London, England 

TT Games Knutsford, England 

WB Games Boston Needham, Massachusetts  

WB Games Montréal Montréal, Quebec 

WB Games New York Troy, New York 

WB Games San Francisco San Francisco, California 
Figure 3: Headquarters of WBIE development studios, as of May 2019. 

Culturally, the video game industry bears the influence of both Silicon Valley and 

Hollywood. Having started in the technology sector, its trajectory has been defined by 

convergence, de-convergence/divergence, and re-convergence with other media. Hesmondhalgh 

claims that games “represent a new cultural industry that emerged from digitalisation [sic], rather 

than an existing ‘legacy’ industry that was reshaped by it.”68 Nichols clarifies that “the industry 

really emerged—and has consistently seen itself—as a subset of the computer industry but with 

distribution models based on film, toys and recorded music.”69 The following chapter 

demonstrates how the games industry started out of Silicon Valley technology firms (e.g., Atari 

grew out of Nutting Associates) and initially employed self-taught and formally trained 
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engineers before WCI provided Atari—and, by extension, the companies wanting to replicate its 

market success—the means to scale. In other words, WCI’s 1976 acquisition of Atari helped to 

“formalize” video games into an industry. According to Ramon Lobato and Julian Thomas, 

formalization occurs as “media systems become progressively more rationalized, consolidated 

and financially transparent.” In addition to state intervention, they clarify that this process “can 

occur when formerly small-scale media concerns become integrated into larger-scale 

structures.”70 As I detail in Chapter 1, media conglomerate ownership brought Atari—which 

previously had failed to go public or attract a buyer—an established distribution network, 

infusion of capital, and access to established IP. However, WCI, with its East Coast-educated 

leadership and New York-based headquarters, struggled to integrate the Silicon Valley ethos of 

Atari (which remained based in Northern California). By 1984, this struggle led to failed 

convergence, with Warner gradually divesting itself of Atari.  

The example of failed convergence with Atari and WCI underscores the cultural 

difference between the video game industry and “Hollywood.” Even though game publishers like 

Activision and Electronic Arts have since established branches in Southern California and even 

though executive and creative personnel have worked in games as well as in older media like 

film and TV, games industry insiders continue to feel, or even desire to be, outside of 

Hollywood. In one well publicized example, at the 2017 Games Awards (with an advisory 

committee comprised of video game industry publishers and hardware manufacturers), indie 

developer Josef Fares declared, “Fuck the Oscars!”71 Fares’s unscripted rant, presented at a 
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 28 

downtown Los Angeles event with numerous film industry representatives in attendance, 

underscores a pervasive sense of rivalry between those who identify themselves as members of 

the games industry and those from “Hollywood.” This sense of rivalry, which I chart throughout 

the following chapters, dates back to the complicated relationship between Atari and WCI.    

 With this project, I intend to pursue answers to the following research questions: What 

organizational continuities does the history of Warner’s video game practices reveal in terms of 

cross- and transmedia creative production? How have industrial, technological, and sociocultural 

changes affected film and video game convergence, particularly in terms of specific games and 

their creators? What structural issues promote or prevent the leveraging of IP across media 

divisions within a single conglomerate? What does the history of film and video games suggest 

about the future of Hollywood’s convergence with emerging media platforms?  

In pursuing these questions, I aim to: argue that the history of film and video game 

convergence at Warner sheds light on the understudied practices of game development and 

licensing within a Hollywood context; contribute to convergent media history scholarship; 

integrate industrial, historical, and textual analysis in terms of video games and their relationship 

to the American film industry; and complicate assumptions of contemporary media convergence 

and transmedia through a historical deep dive into one conglomerate’s management of game 

licensing and development. More broadly, the answers to these questions emphasize that 

contemporary film and video game histories significantly overlap.   

METHODOLOGY 

My dissertation’s tripartite approach uses media industrial, archival, and textual methods, 

each of which interrelate to form a nuanced convergent labor history of video games from the 

perspective of a particular Hollywood studio. Through this triangulation, I provide a historical 



 
 
 

 29 

variant of the cultural-industrial “integrated methodology” that Caldwell presents in Production 

Culture: Industrial Reflexivity and Critical Practice in Film and Television (2008). I adopt this 

integrated approach to keep the discourses and initial findings of my methods “in check.”72 To 

historicize the Warner conglomerates’ management of game licensing and development, my 

research design employs multiple methods and types of evidence. The diversity of sources, 

channels, and formats within my dataset derives from original and published interviews, archival 

material, publicly available corporate documents, and close readings of video game texts.  

 A media industries framework, including stakeholder interviews, form the foundation of 

my project. From 2013 to 2019, I spoke with more than two-dozen individuals involved in 

various roles at Atari, WBIE, and other video game companies that have partnered with 

Hollywood studios on a licensing level. These interviews follow the “loosely ethnographic” 

approach Derek Johnson describes having taken for Media Franchising: Creative License and 

Collaboration in the Culture Industries (2013); he explains that, unlike a traditional ethnography, 

his research did not involve observing a culture within its environment over an extended period 

of time—in his case, licensing companies at corporate offices or trade shows.73 Like Johnson, the 

loose ethnography I have employed speaks to the difficulties of scholarly access to the spaces 

and representatives of the risk-averse media industries. 

 My interviews support Sherry B. Ortner’s observation that, for scholars, interfacing with 

the less powerful in Hollywood—what she calls “studying sideways”—tends to be easier than 

accessing executives, or “studying up.”74 Compared to the gatekeeping at film and TV studios, 

                                                
 

72 Caldwell, Production Culture, 4.  
 
73 Johnson, Media Franchising, 18.  
 



 
 
 

 30 

gaining access to video game companies might be even more difficult, given their highly 

proprietary nature and reputation for controlling journalists. This includes restricting reviewers 

from acquiring advance copies of new releases and maintaining strict press embargos that 

determine what and when information relating to a project can be publicly disclosed.75 

According to Casey O’Donnell, non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) “pervade the game 

industry.”76 Software companies fear that game design concepts will be stolen, and hardware 

manufacturers wish to guard their technological secrets.77 Kerr has said that research into major 

video game firms tends to be especially challenging because their “production practices … 

remain largely hidden from view,” thanks to NDAs and the global sprawl of their development 

teams.78 

Some of my own lack of access can be attributed to aspects unique to Warner. Former 

WBIE Senior Vice President and General Manager Jason Hall described Warner Bros. as having 

“a general culture of ‘Eh, we don’t talk about games.’”79 In addition to the studio’s hesitation to 

discuss its games, I had particular difficulty contacting current WBIE executives, even in 

instances in which I had a personal connection. On the one hand, these individuals lead 

                                                                                                                                                       
74 Sherry B. Ortner, “Studying Sideways: Ethnographic Access in Hollywood,” in Production Studies: 

Cultural Studies of Media Industries, eds. Vicki Mayer, Miranda Banks, and John Caldwell (New York: Routledge, 
2010), 175.  

 
75 See Russ Pitts, Sex, Drugs & Cartoon Violence: My Decade as a Video Game Journalist (self-pub., 

Kindle, 2016). Video game journalist Pitts describes the “pointless bullshit” of his profession, including the “beats” 
of game development (e.g., the initial announcement and subsequent “previews”) and publishers controlling how 
“review events” present their products. 
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The MIT Press, 2014), Kindle edition, n.p.  
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extremely busy lives; as one respondent told me when I asked for recommendations on who to 

speak with next, “I’m trying to think of someone who would be helpful to you but who would 

also have the time.” On the other hand, current executives also have little to gain from 

participating in an interview intended for an academic audience. Presumably due to my lack of 

press or industry credentials, some inquiries went unanswered. In cases involving a connection to 

the individual, the pervasive NDA would override their willingness to participate. One senior 

producer at WBIE with whom I casually spoke at a food truck on the Warner Bros. lot, for 

instance, expressed enthusiasm about my project, even offering some suggestions and providing 

me with his email for an interview. When I contacted him, however, he mentioned that he would 

have to receive approval from the public relations department. A follow-up interview request 

received no response. Instances like this illustrate why media scholars encounter difficulty 

accessing industry professionals, even though the fast-changing nature of the industry compared 

to the slower pace of academic publishing means that a company’s strategies likely will change 

by the time any writing becomes available.  

Throughout my interview efforts, I found that access came easier with junior-level and 

former employees. Leveraging the cultural capital I had as a doctoral student at UCLA, I spoke 

with other graduate students at the university and their friends employed at either WBIE or other 

video game companies and then employed the “snowball effect” of asking for further contacts. 

Perhaps due to my similar age or just their more casual demeanor, these younger respondents 

tended to be more reachable through email and social media, more willing to meet either at their 

workplace or a nearby venue, and, in some cases, more open about company strategy and their 

employment experience beyond the confines of an NDA. During interviews, a number of current 

or former WBIE interviewees—some of whom I have anonymized out of respect for their current 
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employment in the games industry—would say a variation of, “I don’t know if I should say this, 

but…” Their hesitation speaks to O’Donnell’s point that, because of the industry’s culture of 

secrecy, “[d]evelopers acquire a built-in paranoia about what can or cannot be discussed, 

resulting in a kind of constant self-policing.”80 At the same time, some junior respondents 

provided seemingly unfiltered disclosures.  

While these young professionals provide an insider’s perspective into the contemporary 

video game business in general and the conditions at WBIE in particular, I also needed to speak 

with more veteran creatives and executives if I wanted to gain a wider sense of Warner’s 

convergent history. Based on advice from Denise Mann, I discovered the ease of accessing 

former stakeholders relative to current employees. Many ex-Atarians, for instance, now work as 

consultants and provide their contact information on personal websites or profiles on social 

networks like LinkedIn. Some even have changed careers entirely (e.g., on his website, E.T. 

designer Howard Scott Warshaw refers to himself as “the Silicon Valley Therapist”).81 

As Ortner reminds us, access to any insider depends on some level on the individual’s 

“interest,” whether intellectual, reflective, or pragmatic.82 To her point, a number of former 

employees I interviewed proved willing to participate either out of an interest in preserving their 

legacy or an interest in video game history themselves; in fact, several recommended books, 

documentaries, and other individuals to consult. This suggests an interest in their own industry 

and a broader level of fandom evident among those involved in the industry. Respondents often 
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asked about my research findings and would offer their own articulations of the history of film 

and video game convergence.  

In contrast to former Atari and WBIE artists and executives expressing an interest in their 

industry’s history, several current employees demonstrated a form of either historical ignorance 

or willed amnesia as they constructed their own “industrial historiography” based on what they 

considered to be worth remembering. During her research on behalf of the Connected Viewing 

Initiative—a partnership between Warner Bros. Digital Distribution and the Media Industries 

Project at the Carsey-Wolf Center at University of California, Santa Barbara—Jennifer Holt 

found that contemporary Warner executives tended to lack knowledge of the studio’s history of 

experimentation with interactive TV, including QUBE.83 I also noted a sense of ahistoricism 

during my conversations with WBIE employees. A number of these interviewees, both senior- 

and junior-level, said that they either had not known that WCI once owned Atari or did not 

consider Atari to be connected to WBIE’s legacy. Representatives of WBIE have made similar 

statements in public. At the 2016 GamesBeat conference, President David Haddad, for instance, 

explained about Warner Bros., “We’ve been in the entertainment business, broadly, for almost a 

century. Been in film for almost 100 years, TV for more than 60 years. About a decade ago we 

focused on games being that third production arm of the company.”84 As Haddad’s comment 

suggests, Warner Bros. values its legacy in film and TV—as its studio tour and inclusion of the 

studio’s historic lot in the company logo accompanying all Warner Bros. films since the 1990s 

make clear.  
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The conglomerate’s lack of preserving its video game heritage derives from the numerous 

regime changes that have taken place in the decades following its divestment of Atari. Likewise, 

amnesia might just be an intrinsic condition of the video game industry, even with the prevalence 

of “remastered” re-releases of titles and the enduring popularity of retro game culture. Not only 

do workers tend to change employers on a frequent basis (e.g., either due to choice or layoffs), 

but also a sense of technological determinism pervades the industry.85 In a 2012 interview, 

former Computer Gaming World editor Johnny Wilson said, 

When I was covering the game industry, I felt like most of the people on the development 
side were very much aware of the history of games. Today, it seems like they are all 
about the latest and greatest and don’t see any value in looking back at failed interfaces, 
archaic design decisions, technological limitations, etc.86  

 
In the face of issues of institutional memory, I aim for my dissertation to demonstrate that 

reflecting on continuities present throughout Warner’s video game history can provide insight on 

the company’s contemporary, and future, involvement in emerging media.   

I supplement my own interviews with those published in popular press articles, media 

industry trade publications, online videos, and fan websites. Interviews serve as a valuable form 

of Geertzian “thick description,” or what sociologist Howard S. Becker describes as “dense, 

detailed descriptions of social life.”87 Becker argues that, even though interviews might not 

always produce consistent self-interpretation, speaking with members of a community helps us 
                                                

 
85 Based on conversations I have had with Hollywood professionals, the film industry demonstrates a 

similar lack of historical awareness. While veteran studio employees certainly possess knowledge of the past, more 
recent hires tend to change their workplace too often to develop this same level of understanding. Furthermore, the 
time-consuming nature and forward, narrow focus of many studio positions do not encourage, or leave much time 
for, historical knowledge-gathering.  
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to better understand “what people think they are doing [and] what meanings they give to the 

objects and events and people in their lives and experiences.”88 From the disclosures and 

articulations that respondents present in interviews, researchers can gain a sense of how members 

of a creative community perceive what Becker calls its “shop floor practice,” or actual way of 

doing things.89 Applied here, I employ his use of interviews to conduct an institutional analysis, 

to consider how people involved with the history of video games at Warner give meaning to their 

experiences and creations, and to contextualize archival sources.  

Because this project examines instances of failed convergence, it enters into media 

industry research on “failure studies.” For Charles Wolfe, labeling anything of the past as a 

“failure” bears judgment on a historical trajectory presumed to be comprised of “motivated acts.” 

Because any history represents the interpretation of what Edwin Hallett Carr has called “facts 

about the past,” so-called “failures” are not just “dead ends” along a historical path but instead 

can offer valuable lessons about media industry practice.90 Matt Hills and Caldwell have 

advocated for looking at examples of failure, such as discontinued products or incompatible 

production cultures, to gain insight on what does not work.91 This dissertation sheds light on the 

tendency for failed convergence to occur in instances of hierarchies that position newer media 

texts and their creators as in service to older media (e.g., the development of tie-in video games 
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that promote a theatrical film release); by contrast, as I argue, successful convergence is more 

likely to take place when new media can leverage elements of old media while also functioning 

independently (e.g., video games based on a popular IP that do not necessarily promote a specific 

product, such as the Batman: Arkham games that generated their own transmedia franchise, as 

profiled in Chapter 4).  

As a methodological approach, failure studies has informed my use of interview data. In 

her production study of contemporary Danish TV dramas, Eva Novrup Redvall observed that 

interview subjects were more willing to discuss projects they perceive as successful than those 

they deemed as failures.92 For this project, I found this to be true among only certain 

respondents. Current WBIE employees outright refused to broach certain topics (e.g., the 

inconsistent frame rates and hardware crashes that consumers experienced with the PC version of 

Batman: Arkham Knight [WBIE, 2015]),93 and those working at rival publishers did not feel 

comfortable going into detail about problematic licensing partnerships. By comparison, former 

Atari and ex-WBIE employees tended to be more open about perceived failures. While this 

partly reflects some individuals’ carefree attitude due to age or the lack of an NDA, it also is 

worth noting that failure remains a popular topic in retro video game culture. For example, the 

website and YouTube channel Unseen64 focuses on researching unreleased projects (often by 

speaking with the artists involved), and several documentaries have examined Atari’s rise and 

fall.94 Although former games industry workers may be accustomed to reflecting on perceived 
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shortcomings, not all interviewees recalled theirs with the same tone. Some embraced their role 

in creating “infamous” games (e.g., Warshaw: “Yars Revenge is frequently cited as one of the 

best games of all time. So if E.T. is the worst game of all time, then I have the greatest range of 

any designer in history.”),95 whereas others looked back more critically (e.g., Atari co-founder 

Nolan Bushnell referred to the unlicensed game Shark Jaws [Horror Games, 1975] as “a lapse in 

judgment”).96 When interviewees seemed enthusiastic, I continued asking questions about the 

same project; in instances in which I sensed a degree of hesitation or regret, I transitioned to a 

new line of inquiry.   

Throughout my interviews, therefore, I found that the subject of failure elicited varying 

degrees of responses, depending on the closeness—whether temporal or emotional—of the 

respondent to the failure. Current employees proved hesitant or unwilling in most cases, and ex-

employees proved open but with the caveat that their tone might discourage further discussion. 

Redvall recommends that, with failure studies, sustained ethnographic research can compensate 

for a lack of interview data. Doing so, she argues, allows one to “observe processes with the 

possibility of going in different directions and the negotiations of conflicts as they happen.”97 

While I have not performed extensive site visits, I have compensated for the issues inherent in 

interviews by focusing on a single company’s series of failed relationships, including mergers, 

acquisitions, and licensing arrangements. Beyond putting interviews in dialogue with other 

methods (i.e., corporate documents, trade publications, mainstream press articles, and close 
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readings of video games), I have examined the role of video games within the various 

permutations of the Warner conglomerate over a four-decade period to gain a sense of conflicts 

and negotiations behind industrial processes like development and licensing. 

Interviews also involve additional issues that researchers must address. As a method, the 

limitations of interviewing include the risk of leading questions, respondent embellishment, and 

the tendency for participant opinions to change over time whether due to memory or image 

presentation. With these limitations in mind, I have followed advice gained from oral history 

workshops and the work of scholars such as James Bennett, Andrea Medrado, and Niki Strange: 

follow a loose outline of questions and topics, minimize guidance and direction, and cross-

reference accounts with multiple subjects and evidentiary modes.98 Additionally, in my use of 

interviews, I acknowledge what Caldwell has called the “inverse credibility law,” by which “the 

higher one travels up the industrial food chain for insights, the more suspect and spin-driven the 

personal disclosures tend to become.”99 That is, speaking with media industry executives tends to 

involve carefully managed, packaged responses that resemble PR-approved quotations from a 

press release.  

To gain a different perspective than the image the media industry projects in its trade 

publications, I cross-check information from my interviews while also following Caldwell’s call 

for analyzing “deep” texts, such as corporate material, that circulate industrial-insider knowledge 

to other insiders. As Caldwell argues, this material functions as a form of reflexivity whereby the 

industry reflects upon its own practices and provides more honest disclosures—given that they 
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had not been intended for public consumption.100 I use both original and published interviews to 

contextualize Warner’s gaming history according to archival sources, including those that 

illuminate how convergence has impacted the conglomerate specifically and the film and video 

game industries more generally. Doing so puts in dialogue subjective data from interviews with 

archival, economic information, with each method illuminating the other.  

 Along with interviews, I researched publicly available trade material and corporate 

archival evidence for historical background. Trade discourse suggests how an industry 

understands itself, given that those working in the industry will look to publications like Variety 

and The Hollywood Reporter for not only what they should know about relevant topics but also 

how they should feel about them. As the sources I cite in the following chapters indicate, media 

industry trades began by framing video games as a threat to domestic box-office revenues before 

eventually discussing instances of collaboration between games and films. While this tonal shift 

regarding emerging media is nothing new (e.g., Jennifer Porst has observed similar 

developments in reports of radio throughout the 1920s),101 trade discourse in the early 1980s 

indicates how Hollywood framed, and felt about, video games during a particularly volatile 

period. As the North American games industry saw its fortunes rapidly rise and fall between 

1981 to 1983, Variety, for example, moved from stories fearing the new medium (e.g., “Atari 

Soars as Film Coin Plunges”) to headlines about collaboration (e.g., “MCA, Atari Set Vidgame 

Venture Tied to U’s Pix & TV”) to reports of gaming’s supposedly impending demise (e.g., 
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“Games Plunge WCI Quarter & Next Few Stanzas Downward”).102 Because its struggles did not 

last long, the games industry has since become a common fixture of trade coverage, with Variety 

in 2018 even establishing a video games editor position.103  

Due to its longevity, Warner’s gaming history has been widely reported in both media 

industry trade and mainstream press publications. These sources provide what Thomas Schatz 

describes as “the first draft of film history,” given their immediacy and access to spaces and 

stakeholders not typically available to scholars.104 Like any text, trade and press articles call for 

interpretation. This extends from their tendency for “spin” and potential for including 

information that contradicts evidence found in interviews or corporate material.105  

 I also have consulted physical and online archives. In “Excavating the Warner Bros. 

Archives” (2014), Emily Carman profiles the extensive holdings and academic significance of 

the Warner Bros. Archives at the University of Southern California. As she puts it, “Although 

Warner Bros. is not the sole studio collection available for scholarly research on industrial 

practices of classical Hollywood, its counterparts, by comparison, are either split among various 

archives and institutions or incomplete … or are not open for public access.”106 In fact, according 

to the USC Libraries, the Warner Bros. Archives offers “the largest single studio collection in the 

world.” Its holdings, however, do not go beyond 1968, following the studio’s takeover by Seven 
                                                

 
102 Stephen Klain, “Atari Soars as Film Coin Plunges,” Variety (11 February 1981), 3, 34, ProQuest; and 

“MCA, Atari Set Vidgame Venture Tied to U’s Pix & TV,” Variety (11 May 1983), 6, 36, ProQuest; and “Games 
Plunge WCI Quarter & Next Few Stanzas Downward,” Variety (23 February 1983), 4, 27.  
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Arts.107 For this project and others that focus on the more contemporary era of the studio and its 

conglomerate owners, the research and evidence-gathering process calls for consulting a variety 

of sources. In the Summer of 2016, I completed a research fellowship at the International Center 

for the History of Electronic Games at The Strong in Rochester, New York, during which I 

explored material from Atari’s Coin-Op Division. The corporate memos and internal documents 

in this collection shed light on Atari’s labor conditions and strategies for collaborating with film 

industry stakeholders. The Core Collection holdings of the Margaret Herrick Library also proved 

invaluable for certain films whose tie-in games I analyze (namely, Superman: The Movie 

[Richard Donner, 1978], E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial, and Batman Begins [Christopher Nolan, 

2005]). I also visited the San Fernando Valley offices of coin-op game industry trade journal 

RePlay Magazine. Using their corporate archive of issues dating back to 1975, I was able to trace 

the histories of Atari and media licenses in gaming from the perspective of the arcade industry.   

Other archives included the rich offerings of websites that have grown due to fan curation 

and the preservation efforts of individuals in the gaming community who value the industry’s 

history.108 While digital archives lack the materiality of their physical counterparts, they provide 

a greater ease of access and often include material not found elsewhere. Online sources, such as 

The Atari Museum and the Internet Archive’s Wayback Machine, make available press and trade 

articles as well as corporate memos, personal files, press kits, and scans of video game paratexts 

(e.g., promotional material, instruction manuals, and packaging). On a metatextual level, fan-

                                                
 
107 “Warner Bros. Archives,” USC Libraries, 2019. 
 
108 See Andreas Lange, “The Emergence of a Cultural Memory Under the Requirements of the Internet,” in 

Films and Games: Interactions, eds. Deutsches Filmmuseum, Eva Lenhart, and Andreas Rauscher (Berlin: Bertz + 
Fischer, 2015), 206. As Lange explains, fans began preserving video game material even before the industry adopted 
preservation for commodification purposes (e.g., re-releases of video games). He points out the significant role of 
the Internet in video game archiving, such as the launch of the alt.games.video.classic newsgroup in 1992.  



 
 
 

 42 

curated sources suggest the history that those with an affinity for the subject want to preserve. 

Fans have also leveraged their own archives and access to stakeholders to self-publish and 

crowdfund projects like books and documentaries that reflect on the history of video games in 

general and on specific video game companies like Atari.109  

Given the status of each Warner conglomerate as a publicly traded company, several 

corporate texts are easily accessible through both fan and federal websites. In particular, annual 

reports for investors provide valuable information and insight into how Warner has wanted to 

present itself in times of both celebration (e.g., Atari’s domination of the video game market in 

1981) and hardship (e.g., the 1984 divestment of Atari’s Consumer Electronics and Home 

Computer Divisions).110 Corporate texts such as these represent sites of industrial reflection, 

through frank discussions of the performance and market position of particular divisions. Like 

Eileen R. Meehan in “‘Holy Commodity Fetish, Batman!’: The Political Economy of a 

Commercial Intertext” (1991/2015), I have used public financial information and deep texts to 

build a corporate profile of Warner but have done so across multiple eras.111 Paired with the 

subjective disclosures of interview respondents, these archival holdings of what Timothy Havens 

has called “industry lore” provide the background for the company’s video game history.112  
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With archival research and interviews, I have kept in mind that company histories in 

general tend to privilege dominant groups (namely, male, white-collar employees).113 This has 

remained especially true in popular historical tellings of the video game industry, due in part to 

the industry’s male-dominated work culture. Recent reporting has called attention to several 

issues that women in gaming face today, from workplace sexual harassment (e.g., at Riot Games 

and Quantic Dream) to the Gamergate campaign against feminist designers and critics.114 

Furthermore, women continue to be underrepresented in the industry. Based on 963 responses 

from global game developers, the 2017 Developer Satisfaction Survey from the International 

Game Developers Association found that 74% identified as male.115 While Variety in 2019 

reported allegations of gender discrimination at WBIE development studio NetherRealm, 

journalist Cecilia D’Anastasio has noted that determining the extent of Atari’s influence on 

contemporary industry cultural dynamics is complex.116 In a Kotaku story on the experiences of 

female employees at Atari in the early years of the video game industry, she summarizes, “The 

12 women I interviewed described Atari’s culture as a product of the free-love ‘70s, but also, as 

an outgrowth of feminism’s second wave, which helped empower women to seek equal 
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workplace opportunities. ‘It was a different time,’ nearly all of them said at some point during 

our conversation.”117 On the one hand, women took part in a variety of roles at Atari—such as 

Carol Kantor, who managed the company’s market-research group (the first in the video game 

industry) and Evelyn Seto, who worked as a graphic designer in the Coin-Op Division and as a 

Graphic Design Supervisor in the Consumer Electronics Division. On the other hand, few 

women worked in game development in the 1970s and early 1980s at Atari or elsewhere—with 

exceptions including Carol Shaw (e.g., 1978’s 3-D Tic-Tac-Toe) and Dona Bailey (e.g., 1981’s 

Centipede).118 With all of this in mind, I have attempted to consult a diversity of sources and put 

them in dialogue with each other. 

 As the third component of my methodology, textual analysis of media-licensed video 

games suggests how the conglomerate has responded to significant turning-points in the history 

of film and game convergence. Combined with interviews and archival analysis, close readings 

provide a more nuanced understanding of the role that video games have played within cross-

media networks at Warner. While I consider games as the products of individuals and read them 
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as such, charting their history of convergence at Warner Bros. and its conglomerate owners 

follows the studio authorship thesis that Jerome Christensen and J.D. Connor have presented. 

Based on the premise that studios—rather than any specific individual—control the creation of 

their products, Christensen and Connor frame films as “corporate texts.”119 Christensen argues 

that, due to their unique authorship, each studio imbues its products with “different objectives 

and meanings, not mere differences in style.”120 Analyzing films as “corporate texts,” then, can 

help explain a studio’s strategies.  

However, because Warner’s game development has involved coordination between 

internal units and external vendors, the studio authorship approach cannot adequately unpack 

each text that I consider. After all, Christensen and Connor hold that studios have continued to 

“author” films that bear their brand—despite what Edward Jay Epstein describes as a postwar 

shift from “vast factories” that “controlled the entire means of production” to “clearing houses” 

that now primarily function “to collect fees for the use of the intellectual properties they control 

in one form or another and then to allocate those fees among the parties—including 

themselves—who create, develop, and finance the properties.”121 From this perspective, 

marketing and licensing of IP represent strategies by which studios today attempt to claim 

authorship and thus absolve themselves of having given up their production responsibility and 

authority. As I explain throughout this project, sharing IP can lead to stakeholder tension—

between licensees and licensors as well as between groups within the same firm—and a range of 
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convergence effects. Caldwell has observed that in the contemporary, multi- and cross-media 

environment, “media industries are not monoliths with unified messages that can be decoded, but 

conflict management and arbitration houses that we need to decode.” Based on an understanding 

of “texts as collective, conflicted sites of arbitration,” Caldwell recommends a form of textual 

analysis that applies the work of cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz.122  

I read video games as reflexive productions of meaning. In “Deep Play: Notes on the 

Balinese Cockfight” (1973), Geertz argues, “The culture of a people is an ensemble of texts, 

themselves ensembles, which the anthropologist strains to read over the shoulders of those to 

whom they properly belong.”123 He asserts, in essence, that any analysis of a community is 

necessarily a meta-analysis of a community analyzing itself and that understanding a community 

also necessitates an understanding of its cultural expressions. In my reading of Warner’s games, I 

combine a consideration of their cultural production with the studio authorship approach to 

analyze the conglomerate’s decision-making during historical turning-points.  

 Both Caldwell and Clarke present models for employing a Geertzian cultural theory to 

media industries studies. If we accept analyzing a community as a meta-analysis, its artifacts, or 

cultural expressions, serve as valuable reflections of how the community understands itself. 

Whereas Caldwell picks up on this reflexivity in his analysis of media industrial deep texts “as 

cultural sense-making and self-ethnography,”124 Clarke, in his study of transmedia TV texts, 

argues that “all fictional programming contains trace reflexive elements by virtue of their very 
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construction.”125 With this in mind, I consider industrial reflexive elements in not just film and 

video game deep texts but also in video games themselves.  

I argue that games from throughout Warner’s history reflect the studio’s management of 

licensing and development. My analysis focuses on the narrative and formal components within 

cross- and transmedia franchises in relation to each other to observe the distribution of IP across 

media platforms. Chapter 1, for instance, considers how 1978’s Superman, as the first console 

game tie-in, relates to Warner Bros.’s Superman: The Movie to contextualize how the 

conglomerate coordinated the game and its production across corporate divisions. I place my 

textual analysis of these cross- and transmedia properties in dialogue with an analysis of industry 

trade and deep texts to better understand the positioning of franchises within the conglomerate. 

My readings of games like Superman draw from archival sources, Geertzian textual analysis, and 

qualitative research in the form of interviews. Playing these games on their original hardware 

allows me to discover and engage with and moments of reflexivity. Put another way, first-hand 

experience provides the opportunity to perform a close reading of how particular game design 

choices reflect and reflect upon a game’s production by placing them in their intended context.  

I have selected these video games for their establishment of narrative, formal, or 

production elements that subsequent licensed games have followed. I also consider, though, how 

these games themselves follow the examples of earlier configurations such as board and pinball 

games based on media licenses. As such, I employ a media archaeology framework to my 

analysis of media-licensed video games by charting the development of recurring elements, or 
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what Erkki Huhtamo considers “topoi,” to understand why certain elements have persisted and 

why others have disappeared.126  

In Chapter 1, I analyze Superman because it represents the first video game tie-in to a 

feature film. The second chapter focuses on E.T. for its rushed development cycle and role in the 

North American video game industry crash of 1982-1984. Chapter 3 explores the establishment 

of WBIE and its licensing policies that, I argue, introduced new models for the convergence 

between old media and video games. In the fourth chapter, I look at products released after these 

policies had been put in place, through the Batman: Arkham series and Lego Dimensions (WBIE, 

2015)—which demonstrate WBIE’s bifurcated targeting strategy of games aimed at “core” and 

“kids/casual” audiences.127 I focus on examples related to major films or media IP to consider 

how these games relate to other components within a given franchise’s cross-media constellation 

at the studio. Thus, I position these texts as not just isolated media archeological artifacts but 

rather as products within a complex network of actors to understand institutional cultural 

practices throughout Warner’s history of game licensing and development. The games examined 

demonstrate how organizational conditions that restrict creativity have continued to shape the 

work of both licensed and in-house creative workers. At the same time, these games reveal 

strategies through which creators have negotiated the practical challenges of media convergence.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

By analyzing the impact of game licensing and in-house development practices at 

Warner, I hope to expand current understandings of the history of cross-media production 

practices in terms of both game creators and their creations. I explore how the film and TV 

industry’s adoption of cross- and transmedia production has restricted the creativity of licensed 

and in-house game-makers as video games have converged with older media. Whereas games 

industry research tends to present contemporary descriptions and analyses of a moving target, I 

argue that historically contextualizing film and game convergence encourages an understanding 

of the development of industrial practices that continue to guide this convergence by examining 

pre-histories and continuities. To trace this history of film and game convergence and its 

significance, I implement disciplinary approaches from digital media studies and archival-

industrial film historiography. More specifically, my project builds upon and integrates research 

on media industrial convergence, video game production, and video game history to bridge gaps 

in the scholarship of each area. Beyond bridging gaps, it historicizes the games industry’s 

relationship with Hollywood from the perspective of video game creators and the games they 

have created within and in partnership with a particular studio. I hope that this project will 

contribute to the fields of media industries studies and video game studies by demonstrating with 

some specificity how hierarchies and consequent restrictions to creativity are prefigured not only 

in licensing arrangements but also in protocols for the sharing of IP between stakeholders within 

the same corporate structure. 

Media Industries Studies   

Focusing on Warner’s video game production practices situates this dissertation within 

media industries studies. Approaches in this field range from the textual emphasis and 
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celebratory tone of media convergence scholars such as Henry Jenkins and Jonathan Gray to the 

more critical stance of creative labor scholars such as David Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Baker.128 

Here, I adopt an intermediary position, rooted in transmedia creative industries studies, whose 

research on cross- and transmedia productions combines media convergence studies and cultural 

studies of production. Scholars such as Derek Johnson and M.J. Clarke have demonstrated the 

usefulness of a transmedia creative industries studies framework to observe the multiplicity of 

forces involved in the production of media texts (e.g., economics, technology, and the 

organization of labor).129 Taking an intermediary position helps me observe how changes in 

licensing and development have impacted the creativity of video game workers over time. 

This dissertation thus enters into the general critical discourse on media convergence, 

with particular focus on the industrial convergence of film and video games. In Convergence 

Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide (2006), Jenkins outlines the concept of “transmedia 

storytelling.” An intrinsic practice within Warner’s history of game licensing and development, 

transmedia storytelling, he argues, represents “a new aesthetic that has emerged in response to 

media convergence.” Jenkins explains that “[a] transmedia story unfolds across multiple media 

platforms, with each new text making a distinctive and valuable contribution to the whole.”130 In 

practice, this model integrates a conglomerate’s holdings in multiple media to tell a cohesive 

story across these media. To demonstrate the principles that guide transmedia, Jenkins points to 
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Warner’s Matrix franchise that began with The Matrix (The Wachowskis, 1999). In this example, 

I especially find value in his discussion of the difficulties Warner Bros. faced as it extended the 

film’s narrative into multiple media, including audience unwillingness to seek out story 

information from these extensions because “[n]o franchise [had] ever made such demands on its 

consumers.”131 Additionally, Convergence Culture provides an early example of scholarship that 

discusses media convergence from both a top-down and bottom-up perspective, as it focuses on 

transmedia industrial practices and their impact on texts and audience reception of these texts. 

         Building from Jenkins’s chapter on the Matrix franchise and its tie-in video game Enter 

the Matrix (Atari, 2003), Jonathan Gray and Robert Alan Brookey have explored transmedia 

from a textual perspective.132 In Show Sold Separately: Promos, Spoilers, and Other Media 

Paratexts (2010), Gray uses Jenkins’s conceptualization of transmedia to study “paratexts” (i.e., 

media related to a source text, such as a film’s poster, trailer, or tie-in video game). Gray 

emphasizes that paratexts “are often anything but peripheral,” as “they often play a constitutive 

role in the production, development, and expansion of the text.” He claims, for instance, that tie-

in video games allow players “to set foot in their various storyworlds’ diegetic spaces.” While I 

borrow Gray’s theoretical model for understanding how media convergence generates and 

affects meaning across texts and paratexts, he tends to follow Jenkins’s largely optimistic 

perspective of convergence. With tie-in games, the most Gray offers as critique is that “too many 

game companies have rushed the design process to capitalize on a film or TV show’s buzz before 

it dies down, and as a result, too many licensed games rely on the presence of film or TV 
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characters and voiceovers to rescue what is basically an uninspired offering with tepid 

gameplay.”133 My dissertation historicizes the reasons behind this critique and adopts the 

perspective of scholars in media industries studies (e.g., Johnson and Clarke) and video game 

studies (e.g., Aphra Kerr and Trevor Elkington, who have explored its relation to textual and 

creative labor issues).134 

         Also emphasizing video game texts, Brookey in Hollywood Gamers: Digital 

Convergence in the Film and Video Game Industries (2010) takes a more critical stance toward 

the convergence of the film and games industries. Compared to Gray and Jenkins’s cultural 

studies perspective, Brookey adopts a political economic framework (i.e., one that focuses on 

market control) and explores this convergence through case studies of games based on films. 

With these examples, he examines issues that I also explore as they arise in Warner’s convergent 

operations (e.g., adaptation, claims of authorship, and the role of video games in intertextual 

networks). Moreover, in relation to my historical framework, Brookey provides political 

economic justification for the proliferation of film-based games released in the first decade of the 

twenty-first century, including the titles that Jenkins and Gray analyze in their respective books. 

According to Brookey, film and game convergence intensified during this time because of two 

factors: “First, certain technological advancements, specifically the development of the DVD, 

[and] second, specific business conditions have allowed the film and video game industries to 

work cooperatively.”135 As a result, he argues, games and films have become more alike on both 
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a narrative and technological level. In particular, video games have adopted cinematic 

characteristics like an emphasis on narrative, and films have taken on ludic (i.e., game-like) 

features through the use of digital effects.  

         My dissertation both builds upon and departs from the arguments that Jenkins, Gray, and 

Brookey put forth. First, although I agree with all of them that technological and economic 

factors have spurred the industrial convergence of film and video games since the previous 

decade, my research into Warner’s licensing and development historically contextualizes this 

convergence from its prehistory to its origins to its contemporary configuration. WCI’s 1976 

acquisition of Atari and subsequent development of Superman demonstrate that studios have 

been synergistically moving their old media content to video games either under licensing 

arrangements with outside parties or through their own internal video game divisions for 

decades. Second, my project also breaks from the largely utopian vision that Jenkins and Gray 

refer to in their arguments about the creative potential that media industry convergence makes 

possible. On the one hand, I share their belief that transmedia has inaugurated a new form of 

storytelling due to the technological and economic dimensions of media industrial convergence 

and that paratextual materials have become increasingly central contributors to narrative content 

under the model of transmedia. On the other hand, I contend that transmedia productions 

inherently involve collaboration across differing industrial structures with competing interests 

and the potential to negatively affect creative labor (even when, as Warner demonstrates, such 

collaboration involves units within the same organization). Third, by analyzing the impact of 

convergence on labor, I expand upon these authors’ primary attention to video game texts. 
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 Overall, transmedia industries studies provides a framework for understanding the 

economic and textual role of video games within cross-media networks. This approach combines 

the economic and structural focus of political economy of the media with the collective textual 

emphasis of cultural studies. By combining these perspectives, transmedia industries studies 

treats transmedia as both an economic and narrative model. Methodologically, I explore the 

narrative and formal components of texts within transmedia franchises (e.g., films, video games, 

and comic books) in relation to each other to observe Warner’s distribution of IP across media 

platforms. I integrate my textual analysis of these transmedia properties with a discursive 

analysis of industry trade publications and deep texts to understand the positioning of transmedia 

franchises within the conglomerate. While I find transmedia industries studies useful for its 

consideration of the relationship between corporate structure and textual product, it lacks a 

cultural studies of production concern with labor. 

Cultural Studies of Production  

 My attention to the impact of convergence on creators and their games situates my 

dissertation in relation to scholarship on creative labor in a transmedia production context. To 

discuss how my project follows a transmedia creative industries studies framework, the term 

“creative labor” needs to be unpacked. By “creative labor,” I refer to all contributors to a video 

game’s development and production, from designers to executives. This follows the broad 

conceptualization of what constitutes creative work that scholars such as Matthew Stahl, 

Hesmondhalgh, Baker, and Vicki Mayer have posited.136 In “Privilege and Distinction in 
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Production Worlds: Copyright, Collective Bargaining, and Working Conditions in Media 

Making” (2009), for instance, Stahl challenges “commonsensical distinctions between ‘creative’ 

and ‘technical’ labor” and argues “that arrangements of privilege and distinction in production 

worlds are the cumulative results of struggle between industry groups.”137 Similarly, in Creative 

Labour: Media Work in Three Cultural Industries (2011)—an exploration of worker experiences 

within the creative industries of TV, music, and journalism—Hesmondhalgh and Baker offer a 

particularly relevant definition of “creative labor:”  

This [term] can be expressed as involving primary creative personnel … and technical 
workers … We intend the term “creative labour” to refer to the work of all these groups, 
as part of an organisational [sic] division of labour, while recognising that the input of 
these different groups of workers into “creative” outputs varies, and that this variety can 
be the source of important hierarchies and distinctions in cultural production.138 

 

I follow this definition and understanding of creative labor to consider how both artistic and 

operational creative workers have fared under the organizational logic of Warner’s licensed and 

in-house video game development and publishing practices, which has indeed constructed a 

system of hierarchies and distinctions. 

         Hesmondhalgh and Baker also provide a perspective of industrial creative labor less 

idyllic than that of Jenkins and Richard Florida but also less critical than that of neo-Marxists 

like Toby Miller.139 Arguing that “neither the celebrants of creative labour nor the critical 

pessimists have been sufficiently clear about what constitutes good work and bad work,” 

Hesmondhalgh and Baker’s study of creative worker experiences offers an understanding of both 
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contemporary creative labor and “what forms better creative work would take.”140 Central to my 

project is the authors’ consideration of creative workers’ subjective senses of self-realization and 

self-exploitation. Although I adopt their evaluation of work conditions, I deal less with issues of 

worker exploitation and more with how creativity becomes restricted under collaborative, cross-

media productions.  

         In this regard, Johnson and Clarke’s transmedia creative industries studies work 

particularly relates to my project. Both argue that corporate structure affects creative workers, 

which, in turn, impacts their creations. I apply this theorization to my own discussion of how 

licensing and development have impacted game creators and their games. Johnson and Clarke 

demonstrate how theories of creative labor should engage with original and published interviews 

with creative workers to more thoroughly explore connections between transmedia texts and 

their production contexts. 

         My dissertation thus integrates Johnson’s work on the history of creative labor under 

media franchising licensing arrangements with Clarke’s focus on creative labor and its textual 

impact in the contemporary TV industry. In Media Franchising, Johnson responds to Jonathan 

Gray’s call for scholars to consider the significance of paratexts without neglecting the human 

agency and quality of creativity involved in multi-platform media franchises. By exploring how 

media franchising brings together workers from different industries, Johnson analyzes the impact 

that cross-media strategies have had not only on media texts but also on the creators of these 

texts. I look at how licensed collaboration has created conflicts of authorial identity and creative 

labor hierarchies; however, whereas Johnson observes licensing commonalities between multiple 
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media franchises from different companies, I do so across historical shifts in one conglomerate to 

trace continuities that result from industrial convergence.   

         Building upon the creative labor scholarship of Hesmondhalgh, Baker, and Stahl, 

Johnson, in both Media Franchising and his subsequently-published chapter “Authorship Up for 

Grabs: Decentralized Labor, Licensing, and the Management of Collaborative Creativity” 

(2014), argues that the contemporary organization of media franchises challenges typical notions 

of industrialized creativity and authorship. In Media Franchising, he asserts of franchise 

production that, “media institutions and (externally-licensed) producers laboring on their behalf 

have become stakeholders that, even when lacking ownership of a shared property, [have] 

developed vested interests in [that property’s] ongoing productive use.”141 In this regard, I 

consider how Warner’s in-house game creators as well as outside vendors all hold claims to 

authorship, even if the latter group do not work for the IP owner. In essence, I share Johnson’s 

position that “creativity is [not] necessarily stifled by the contractual relations of licensing.”142 I 

argue that the historical continuity of Warner’s restrictions to creativity has nonetheless allowed 

both external and internal video game-makers some degree of creativity and impact on the 

conglomerate’s multi-platform media franchises. 

         Following from Johnson’s focus on licensed creative workers, Clarke offers a perspective 

that discusses workers’ transmedia creations in relation to the contemporary TV industry. 

Although both he and Johnson argue that corporate structure affects creative workers, Clarke 

theorizes how these transmedia workers’ textual products reflexively comment on their 

production. Like Johnson, he discusses the problematic issues that arise from collaboratively 
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managing the distribution of IP across multiple platforms and writes that “[e]ach stage of 

translation is an interaction fraught with negotiation and consequence.”143 His use of transmedia 

reflexivity informs my reading of Warner’s game practices. In particular, I claim that conditions 

that restrict creativity have continued to affect both licensed and in-house workers, even as video 

games have expanded from paratextual adaptations to centerpieces of transmedia franchises. 

Clarke’s concept of textual reflexivity and attention to how creative workers in general have 

adapted to transmedia production offer a model for understanding how game creators in 

particular have negotiated not only the industrial, technological, and sociocultural shifts at 

Warner but also its continuity of restrictive practices. 

 In Selling the Silver Bullet: The Lone Ranger and Transmedia Brand Licensing (2015), 

Avi Santo follows in the footsteps of Johnson and Clarke’s work but also works against the 

ahistorical assumptions sometimes found in contemporary media convergence scholarship.144 He 

uses the Lone Ranger and its rights holder, LRI, as case studies of IP extension and coordination 

that predate conglomeration and digitalization. Using these case studies to trace, from 1933 to 

2013, how industrial and sociohistorical shifts have impacted the fields of licensing, 

merchandising, and brand management, Santo brings a historical perspective to the brand 

licensing that Johnson has discussed in his work.  

For this project, cultural studies of production provides a framework for observing a 

multiplicity of forces involved in the production of video games as cultural commodities (e.g., 

economics, technology, and the organization of labor). Turning away from textual analysis, it 
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synthesizes a top-down, political economic perspective with a bottom-up, cultural studies 

approach. Cultural studies of production allows for exploration into the role and organization of 

creative labor within media conglomerates. Although this framework encourages the use of 

social science practices like interviewing, it does so by deemphasizing an analysis of the final 

texts (or interfaces) that result from this production. Integrating transmedia industries studies and 

cultural studies of production permits an understanding of how changes in Warner’s history of 

video game licensing and development have affected creative workers.          

Video Game Studies  

Although Johnson and Clarke’s research on collaborative cross- and transmedia 

productions touches upon issues of video game creative labor, the field of video game studies 

offers a more specific focus on these issues.145 While I primarily position my dissertation within 

the general field of media industries studies and the particular subfield of transmedia industries 

research, I also draw directly from video game studies. With this project, I aim to demonstrate 

that video games represent an important category within media industries studies, one whose 

history scholars have only just begun to explore. To examine the history of game convergence 

with the traditional media industries, my project engages with both popular and academic work 

on game history.  

Video game history has only recently emerged as an area of scholarship that goes beyond 

“generalist descriptive histories.”146 While gaming historians have tended to focus on hardware 
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and software innovations, some have taken an economic approach to contextualize them as 

commodities reflecting media industrial and social trends. This provides a way for telling the 

history of video games in relation to other media. Here, I combine textual analysis of media-

licensed games with archival materials and interviews to examine the development of the video 

game business from the perspective of a particular company. In doing so, this project both 

expands upon and brings specificity to histories of media industrial convergence. 

I add to video game history discourse not only an exploration of the games industry in 

relation to a single Hollywood studio but also attention to the ways in which games reflexively 

embody the conditions of their creation. The major theoretical and textual concerns of video 

game studies have frequently delineated the specific properties of games as a unique, artistic 

medium.147 Although I discuss the distinct characteristics of games in relation to older media, 

what I take most from video game studies are recent explorations of the industry and its history.  

         Games industry scholars such as Aphra Kerr, Mark Deuze, Randy Nichols, Trevor 

Elkington, and Casey O’Donnell provide a framework for discussing the role and organization of 

creative labor throughout Warner’s video game history. Kerr’s political economic perspective in 

The Business and Culture of Digital Games: Gamework/Gameplay (2006), for instance, serves as 

a model for positioning games as commodities with connections to trends within other creative 

industries and therefore provides a way of telling the history of video games from a cross-media 

production context. In particular, she refers to two trends that have dominated the industry since 

the 1990s: first, a reliance on external licenses, and, second, an increasing consolidation that has 
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resulted in a small number of publishers owning a large number of developers. These trends, 

according to Kerr, interconnect because the dominant companies have used their development 

studios to expand their native IP into transmedia franchises, such as Microsoft’s Halo series 

(Bungie, et al., 2001-Present). Deuze, in Media Work (2007), shares Kerr’s observation of these 

trends and argues that the major publishers’ oligopolistic control over the industry has tended to 

“limit the range of games, diversity of ideas, and therefore vibrancy of the market by focusing on 

developing franchises, sequels, and re-used properties of other media such as books, comics and 

especially movies.”148 More recently, Nichols in The Video Game Business (2014) and Kerr in 

Global Games: Production, Circulation and Policy in the Networked Era (2017) have examined 

ways in which recent technologies (e.g., mobile devices and cloud storage) have shaped the 

industry’s practices and organization of labor. My dissertation adopts a critical perspective 

similar to that of Kerr, Deuze, and Nichols, but I argue that game workers continue to develop 

strategies for creating unique products, even as their industry has grown increasingly 

consolidated. 

         I also add a perspective that analyzes the games industry’s long-time connection to 

Hollywood. In Empires of Entertainment: Media Industries and the Politics of Deregulation, 

1980-1996 (2011), Jennifer Holt points out that “most media histories tend to consider [media] 

industries as separate subjects.”149 Back in 2004, Janet Staiger had called for scholars “to stop 

thinking of film history as film history and start thinking more about media history.” As Staiger 
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reminds us, “Film as a business and an art was never isolated from the other entertainments.”150 

Here, I have extended this approach to video game history, which likewise has remained linked 

to the history of other media, including film and television. My study of Warner’s game practices 

enters into transmedia history scholarship and follows Michele Hilmes’s argument that 

“[c]onvergence is not a new phenomenon; it is the very hallmark of modern media.”151 As this 

project demonstrates, Warner has played a significant role in the history of video games.  

 My understanding of the company’s games industry significance draws from media 

convergence histories. In several ways, Warner Bros.’s involvement with the music business 

starting in the late 1920s prefigured its conglomerate parents’ approaches to the video game 

market. Broadly speaking, video games, music publishing, and music recording represented new 

media markets that the film industry attempted to control in their early years, resulting in a range 

of successful and failed convergence efforts. More specifically, WCI’s acquisition of Atari and 

harnessing of its technology for cross-promotion reflects music business approaches that Warner 

Bros. had practiced fifty years earlier. As Ross Melnick reminds us,  

The film industry’s need for ancillary revenue streams is typically analyzed in much later 
periods, such as the 1970s’ high-concept blockbusters, but the endless loop between film, 
radio, and music began half a century earlier in the 1920s when companies like Radio 
Corporation of America (RCA) and Warner Bros. introduced the practice of one division 
of a media conglomerate’s business working in tandem with another.152  

 
Just as New Hollywood blockbusters like Superman: The Movie and, later, Batman fueled cross-

corporate synergy campaigns, back in the late 1920s and early 1930s, musicals would profit 

multiple sectors of conglomerate film studios; for instance, a Warner Bros. musical would 
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benefit holdings in film exhibition (First National, the Stanley Corporation), recorded music 

(Brunswick Records), and music publishing (Warner Bros. Music).153  

Hollywood’s expansion into music publishing and recording in the 1920s had motivated 

Warner Bros. to leverage its ownership in multiple media in support of individual products. 

Steve J. Wurtzler has noted that theme songs, for example, doubled as film promotions and also 

as products in their own right, generating sales through sheet music, phonograph recordings, and 

radio play.154 By integrating theme songs and music publishing, studios could profit from sales 

of sheet music. Like tie-in video games that adapt engagement with a film, sheet music also 

allowed consumers to bring home and reenact the film experience—at least in terms of the 

soundscape.155 In a precursor to how a proliferation of tie-ins would contribute to the North 

American video game industry crash of 1982-1984 and encourage studios to shift from direct 

involvement to licensing (which I analyze in Chapter 2), the theme song market became 

saturated in 1930 and pushed studios to license film music rather than produce it in-house. At the 

time, studios released a number of films with storylines strung together by theme songs.156 Made 

to support ancillary markets, these films foreshadowed the trend of “high-concept,” New 

Hollywood blockbusters designed around marketable images and sequences (e.g., action set-
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pieces that could inspire tie-in games like Superman and Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back 

[Parker Brothers, 1982], as discussed in the next two chapters).157  

Entering into the music publishing business in the 1920s signaled the start of film studios 

transitioning into conglomerates involved in multiple media markets. As Melnick explains, 

convergence with “new radio and sound technologies helped convert the film industry into 

merely one part of a new and vast intertextual entertainment industry.”158 This would lay the 

groundwork for not just WCI and other Hollywood firms to buy into the video game business 

starting in 1970s but also for films to become engines that powered cross-corporate 

merchandising campaigns.  

Scholarship on licensed merchandise informs my historical intervention into film and 

video game convergence. As Thomas Schatz has noted, it has become ever more difficult since 

the New Hollywood era to isolate media texts given the cross- and transmedia paratexts that 

accompany most films, TV programs, and video games.159 Despite paratextual studies dating 

back to at least Marsha Kinder’s (1991) analysis of children’s media, film historians have tended 

to dismiss tie-ins.160 This speaks to a larger history of popular criticism against merchandise, 

especially items perceived as intended for children; for example, in a December 1982 article for 

The New York Times, film critic Janet Maslin lamented the merchandising of E.T.: “Even a 

movie like ‘E.T.,’ which so many viewers embraced adoringly last June and which would seem 
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to be unassailable, can lose some of its charm in the face of this kind of huckstering.”161 

Similarly, Schatz has said that blockbuster films in the New Hollywood became less like 

individual works than drivers of product lines supporting a multinational conglomerate: “The 

ideal movie today is not a box-office smash but a two-hour promotion for a multimedia product 

line, designed with the structure of both the parent company and the diversified media 

marketplace in mind.”162 Following Kinder’s work, early critical explorations of licensed 

merchandise tackled novelizations163 and action figures,164 while Elkington, O’Donnell, and 

others more recently introduced tie-in video game scholarship.165   

Their work has informed my writing of Warner’s transmedia history. Building from 

Jenkins’s conceptualization of convergence culture, Elkington, in “Too Many Cooks: Media 

Convergence and Self-Defeating Adaptations” (2009), argues that the convergence of the film 

and video game industries has been “expedited by the rapid expansion of the video game market 
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and the horizontal integration of the media industry.” Elkington helps contextualize the tendency 

of tie-in games to be of questionable quality: “[T]he consistent critical panning of licensed games 

can be framed as the result of incompatible production practices between film studios and game 

studios, as well as the resistance of critics and fans with incompatible expectations drawn from 

the original medium.”166 That is, the problematic aspects of licensed games typically emerge out 

of problematic production contexts. 

In the more recent “Games Are Not Convergence: The Lost Promise of Digital 

Production and Convergence” (2011), O’Donnell explores the media convergence failures that 

Elkington mentions and provides one of the few analyses focused on a specific production. 

Using the case study of Spider-Man 3 (Activision, 2007), the tie-in to Sony’s 2007 film, 

O’Donnell brings attention to the “massive human labor” involved in the flow of media content 

across platforms.167 He expands on these ideas in Developer’s Dilemma: The Secret World of 

Videogame Creators (2014), where he looks at creative collaboration within the games industry 

to argue that developers face issues common to new economy laborers. Positioning his book as 

“an important contribution to the historical memory of the game industry,” O’Donnell considers 

issues impacting the video game industry from the period of 2005 to 2009 and thus provides an 

exploration of the industry from a historical perspective.168 

The problematic aspects of traditional media and video game convergence that Elkington 

and O’Donnell discuss are the result of more deeply rooted cross-industrial issues found in video 

game history scholarship. Until recently, the majority of video game histories, according to 
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Raiford Guins, have tended to be “generalist histories—journalist and scholarly—that survey the 

past largely through descriptive and chronological accounts of factual events.”169 Among the 

earliest—and most relevant to my project—non-academic explorations of video game history, 

Scott Cohen’s Zap!: The Rise and Fall of Atari (1984) provides a corporate history of Atari from 

its formation in the early 1970s to its part in the 1982-1984 video game industry crash.170 

Subsequent histories (e.g., Leonard Herman’s four editions of Phoenix [1994, 1997, 2001, 2016], 

Steven L. Kent’s The Ultimate History of Video Games: From Pong to Pokémon—The Story 

Behind the Craze that Touched Our Lives and Changed the World [2001], Tristan Donovan’s 

Replay: The History of Video Games [2010], Jamie Russell’s Generation Xbox: How 

Videogames Invaded Hollywood [2012], and Marty Goldberg and Curt Vendel’s Atari Inc.: 

Business Is Fun [2012]) all present valuable deep dives into the industry’s development through 

a wealth of insider interviews and archival material but without an academic perspective.171  

Recent publications have laid the foundation for video game historical scholarship. These 

followed Erkki Huhtamo’s observation in “Slots of Fun, Slots of Trouble: An Archaeology of 

Arcade Gaming” (2005) that the majority of existing video game historiography had taken a 

“chronicle” approach. While earlier popular histories of the medium may have demonstrated a 

strong understanding of its major players and technologies, Huhtamo argues, each text lacked “a 

critical or analytic attitude toward its subject” due to their authors’ “belong[ing] to the first 
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generation that grew up with electronic games.”172 As Fredric Jameson and Susan Stewart 

remind us, nostalgia can encourage ahistoricism, utopian narrativization, and writing without 

context.173  

To avoid this type of nostalgic, “chronicle” historiography, Guins and Henry Lowood 

have established the MIT Press Game Histories series. In their forward to the series’ first 

publication, the anthology Debugging Game History: A Critical History (2016), Lowood and 

Guins call for critical video game histories connected to other fields (e.g., cultural studies, 

technology studies, or—as in this dissertation—cinema and media studies).174 They base their 

approach on the work of Hayden White, whose classifications of historical writing demonstrate 

that—regardless of subject matter or source material—the historian’s style ideologically and 

politically shapes the presentation, and ultimately the reception, of any history.175 As White 

explains in The Content of the Form (1987), “chronicle” historiography, for example, presents 

events according to not just chronology but also the author’s preferred narrative and 

interpretation of data.176 Because narrative produces discursive meaning, the form by which an 

author tells historical events must be considered. According to Guins, video game scholarship in 

the model of White’s critical historiography has been slow to emerge because, until recently, 
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there had existed few coordinated efforts to collect, document, and preserve games and their 

associated material.177 While other authors have published critical video game histories (e.g., 

Carly A. Kocurek’s Coin-Operated Americans: Rebooting Boyhood at the Video Game Arcade 

[2015] and Michael Z. Newman’s Atari Age: The Emergence of Video Games in North America 

[2017]), none have yet focused on the games industry’s overlapping history with Hollywood.178 

Based on White’s description of historiography, I recognize my own position in telling Warner’s 

video game history while at the same time recognizing that the types of evidence I am using (i.e., 

interviews, archives, media reports, and games) are themselves highly personal forms of 

storytelling and sense-making. 

With my project, I join scholars in moving beyond the “chronicle era” tendency to amass 

information over interpretation and analysis.179 As Guins argues, today, in the “collection era” of 

video game history, “games are now tasked with evidencing and documenting history.”180 

Combined with a Geertzian framework of industrial reflexivity, I analyze games that, I argue, 

document the history of game production at Warner specifically and the convergence of the film 

and games industries more broadly. Through these games and my interpretation of historical 

data, this project contributes to critical historical studies of video games. 

         By comparison, both popular and academic video game histories have tended to 

emphasize cultural and technological issues. However, some recent scholarship, such as Nick 
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Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter’s Games of Empire: Global Capitalism and Video Games 

(2009) and Nichols’s The Video Game Business, has integrated a creative labor perspective.181 

While Jenkins and Gray have offered mostly celebratory analyses of industrial film and game 

convergence, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter have presented more radical critiques. 

Problematizing the games industry’s promotion of a “work as play” ethos, they argue that this 

ideology functions simultaneously as an attraction for aspirants and as “a smokescreen to hide 

exploitation of the enthusiasm of young game workers/game fans.”182 Kerr specifically notes 

that, while games are “often seen as an attractive industry for young people to enter,” there 

remain “significant issues in terms of recruitment, diversity, pay and the management of 

production schedules in some companies.”183 Building upon Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s 

concept of empire, Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter study how the industry negatively affects 

workers.184 They assert, for example, that video games emerged out of amateur hacking before 

they were “captured” by companies like WCI to serve corporate interests.185 Likewise, Nichols 

draws from a political economy of the media model to examine the relation between economic 

and labor conditions throughout the industrial history of video game convergence. Based on 

                                                
  

 181 See Wolf, ed., Before the Crash: Early Video Game History (Detroit: Wayne State Press, 2012); Nick 
Montfort and Bogost, Racing the Beam: The Atari Video Computer System (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2009); 
Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter, Games of Empire: Global Capitalism and Video Games (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2009); and Nichols, The Video Game Business. Cultural video game histories include 
Before the Crash: Early Video Game History, which focuses on the period prior to the 1983 North American video 
game industry crash. Technological histories, meanwhile, include Racing the Beam: The Atari Video Computer 
System, in which Nick Montfort and Ian Bogost investigate the relation between hardware and software. 

 

182 Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, 230. 
 
183 Kerr, Global Games, n.p. 
 

184 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000). 
 

185 Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter, xxx. 
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video game industry labor scholarship, I consider how Warner’s continuity of development and 

licensing practices have affected creative workers over time.  

CHAPTER BREAKDOWN 

Each chapter presents one or more video games made at or under license from Warner 

during the particular historical period on which the chapter focuses. My analyses of these games 

explore the Warner conglomerates’ corporate strategy in response to certain turning-points in the 

history of film and game convergence. Following the Introduction, the first two chapters focus 

on the company’s pre- and early history of game publishing and development while in ownership 

of Atari. The third and fourth chapters examine Warner’s more recent history of publishing and 

development with WBIE. 

Chapter 1: “The Emergence of Film and Video Game Convergence” 

This chapter opens with the 1960s conglomerate takeover of the American film industry, 

during which Seven Arts Productions bought Warner Bros. before selling the studio to Kinney 

National Services. After changing its name to Warner Communications, Inc., the conglomerate 

bought Atari in 1976 to expand its multimedia interests and reinforce its position in existing 

markets. I consider how Atari’s creative workers adjusted from independence to being a 

subsidiary of WCI. The chapter contextualizes the acquisition of Atari by exploring what led to 

the emergence of film and video game industrial convergence. I also analyze the causes and 

consequences of creative labor tensions that became evident as WCI brought together the new-

media, Silicon Valley work culture of Atari with the old-media, Hollywood work culture of 

Warner Bros. Although the resulting culture clashes represent examples of “failed” convergence, 

I explain that they did not prevent opportunities for “successful” convergence. Overall, I argue 

that the rise of the New Hollywood blockbuster model inspired the pursuit of merchandisable 
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projects, including video games tied to films. Here, I look at how Atari’s Superman emerged out 

of WCI’s cross-corporate promotional program for Superman: The Movie. Because Superman 

represents the first media-licensed game for home consoles, WCI established practices that have 

continued to guide film and video game convergence. By historicizing the relationship of WCI 

and Atari, I demonstrate that video games, since their origins, have achieved varying degrees of 

successful and failed convergence with older media industries. 

Chapter 2: “The Role of Hollywood in the Video Game Industry Crash”  

This chapter explores why, after 1978’s Superman, additional tie-in video games did not 

appear until 1982, when a saturation of hardware manufacturers and software publishers 

prompted a reliance on licenses. I also examine how Atari’s commercial success in the early 

1980s influenced other studios to move into video game development and licensing. Partly 

because so many of the resulting licensed games proved to be of poor quality and had been 

produced in such large quantities, the North American video game industry crashed from 1982 to 

1984. I argue here that, while WCI proved instrumental to Atari’s commercial success, 

Hollywood also contributed to the games industry’s downfall. WCI went on to divest Atari’s 

Consumer Electronics and Home Computer Divisions but retain its coin-op assets; meanwhile, 

other film and TV companies ceased their gaming operations by 1984. When Nintendo debuted 

its Nintendo Entertainment System to North American consumers in 1985, the industry’s power 

structure reset, with Hollywood largely reduced to licensing until the early 1990s. This chapter 

looks at the role that Atari’s E.T. tie-in played in the crash and WCI’s divestment of Atari as well 

as the role that Atari played in WCI’s subsequent merger with Time Inc. Overall, the fate of 

Atari at WCI demonstrates the benefits and problems inherent to the convergence of media 



 
 
 

 73 

industries that, despite their vertical and horizontal integration, take time to productively 

cooperate. 

Chapter 3: “How Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment Reset the Game” 

This chapter explores how Time Warner, the conglomerate successor to WCI, 

coordinated the use of its IP in both licensed and in-house video games during the 1990s and 

2000s. After several studios had re-entered the games industry, Time Warner established WBIE 

before selling the assets of Atari’s Coin-Op Division in 1996 in favor of licensing. Then, in 

2004, Jason Hall joined WBIE as Senior Vice President and General Manager. During his tenure, 

WBIE instituted a policy that penalized licensors for producing games that failed to meet a 

threshold on review aggregation sites like Metacritic. This chapter explores how the 

establishment of WBIE and its licensing policy influenced a pair of video games: Batman: Dark 

Tomorrow (Kemco, 2003) and Batman Begins (Electronic Arts/WBIE, 2005). Around the time 

of Hall’s hiring, other studios began closing their game groups—recalling their retrenchment in 

the 1980s. I argue that WBIE has proven better able to weather changes in the video game 

market by having established an independent, startup mentality and by working to overcome the 

old-versus-new-media cultural hierarchies that tend to characterize conglomerate efforts of 

convergence.  

Chapter 4: “Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment’s Approaches to 

Contemporary Video Game Industry Trends” 

Chapter 4 explores how WBIE, following Jason Hall’s departure in 2007, has pursued a 

dual product strategy of games aimed at “core” gamers and the “kids/casual” audience. In terms 

of the former, I analyze the Batman: Arkham transmedia franchise. Because the Arkham games 

use only general Batman iconographic elements with no direct ties to the character’s films, TV 
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series, and comic books, I argue that they demonstrate how Warner has come to view video 

games as more than tie-ins to film releases. In relation to the “kids/casual” strategy, the chapter 

focuses on Lego Dimensions, WBIE’s first foray into the “toys-to-life” format in which devices 

read microchip-enabled physical toys that are then brought into the virtual world of a video 

game. Through this bifurcated “core” and “kids/casual” strategy, WBIE has managed to weather 

challenges in the video game market (e.g., the movement of media-licensed games from home 

consoles to mobile platforms). 

Conclusion 

The Conclusion responds to the research questions I have presented in the Introduction. 

In doing so, I reflect on what we can learn from the video game industry involvement of Warner 

Bros. and its conglomerate owners—and why it matters. I also analyze what this history means 

for Warner and the broader American film industry’s entrance into new formats—especially in 

light of Silicon Valley technology-media hybrids like FAANG currently influencing another 

wave of Hollywood consolidation. I argue that recurring trends in the history of film and video 

game industrial convergence suggest that Hollywood conglomerates will continue to approach 

the implementation of media convergence as an industrial ideal without regard for its practical 

effects on creative workers. Furthermore, I contend that Hollywood will continue to converge 

with emerging media by primarily using its technology in support of existing media and IP prior 

to experimenting with original content.  
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Chapter 1 — “The Emergence of Film and Video Game Convergence” 

“Atari was into the ‘work hard/play hard’ culture of the times; Warner was all about 

doing business in their own ‘proven’ way to success.” — Carol Kantor, manager of 

Atari’s market-research group (1975-1979)1 

 
Tie-in video games (i.e., those based on media licenses) grew out of the American film 

industry’s efforts to adapt to a changing entertainment landscape in the 1970s. Due to a series of 

economic crises that began in the postwar era, several American studios lost their independence 

and became parts of conglomerates (i.e., large-scale companies that own multiple corporations 

amassed through mergers, acquisitions, or hostile takeovers). MCA completed its takeover of 

Universal Pictures in 1962; then, in 1966, Gulf+Western purchased Paramount Pictures; and, the 

following year, Transamerica Corporation bought a majority stake in United Artists while Seven 

Arts Productions gained control of Warner Bros.2 After buying Warner Bros.-Seven Arts in 

1969, Kinney National Services would change its name to Warner Communications., Inc. (WCI) 

in 1972 and, four years later, acquire Atari—ushering in the entrance of Hollywood (i.e., the 

American film and television business) in the recently established video game industry.  

The arrival of conglomerates in Hollywood occurred in the lead up to a period political 

economists have called “the Long Downturn.” Following the economic prosperity of the 1950s 

to the early 1970s, conditions in advanced capitalist societies worsened. The Long Downturn 

spanned the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s, as multiple global recessions sent profits falling in the 

                                                
1 Carol Kantor, email message to the author, 5 May 2019. 
 
2 See Leonard Sloane, “Jack L. Warner, President, Agrees to Sell His Interest In a $32-Million Deal,” The 

New York Times (15 November 1966), 65, 71. Although announced in November 1966, the deal between Warner 
Bros. and Seven Arts did not close until the following year.  
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American film industry and other sectors (notably, manufacturing). In response, right-wing 

politicians like Margaret Thatcher in Great Britain and Ronald Reagan in the United States—

elected to office in 1979 and 1980, respectively—instituted neoliberal policies that deregulated 

industries in the name of a “free market” economy.3 In addition to laying the foundation for 

Hollywood’s ownership structure to continue changing throughout the Long Downturn (and 

after), the 1960s transfer of power from studio moguls to conglomerates also extended from 

media industrial practices developed in earlier decades. 

In “The Studio System and Conglomerate Hollywood” (2008), Thomas Schatz lists the 

postwar “dismantling of the studio system” as one of three “revolutions” that, he argues, have 

influenced the structure of power in Hollywood (see Figure 4).4 

  

                                                
 
3 Hesmondhalgh, 113-114; and see Harvey. 

  
 4 Schatz, “The Studio System and Conglomerate Hollywood,” 13-14. Schatz bases these “revolutions” on a 
1995 op-ed from journalist Neal Gabler. See Neal Gabler, “Revenge of the Studio System,” The New York Times (22 
August 1995), A15. 
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Title Film Industry Era Time Period Description 

Revolution I Classical Hollywood 1920s-1940s Formation of 
Hollywood studios; 
creation of vertically 
integrated “studio 
system” to control the 
film market 

Revolution II New Hollywood 1960s-1980s Rise of TV and talent 
agencies; dismantling 
of studio system; 
beginning of 
conglomerate 
takeover of 
Hollywood 

Revolution III Conglomerate 
Hollywood 

1990s-2000s Further 
conglomeration; 
deregulation; 
globalization; digital 
technology 

Figure 4: Thomas Schatz has categorized three “revolutions” of power in Hollywood. 

In the first revolution (the “Classical Hollywood” era of the 1920s to 1940s), vertically 

integrated studios (M.G.M., Paramount, R.K.O., Twentieth Century-Fox, and Warner Bros.) 

formed and controlled the film industry through holdings in production, distribution, and 

exhibition. The second revolution (the “New Hollywood” of the 1960s to 1980s) saw the decline 

of the “studio system,” as the U.S. Supreme Court ordered studios to relinquish their exhibition 

holdings (i.e., theaters) and as conglomerates began buying studios. And the third revolution (the 

“Conglomerate Hollywood” of the 1990s to 2000s) saw power shift yet again, as deregulation 

and globalization have inspired further media industry consolidation.5  
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As noted in the introduction, however, Brian Winston has argued that what seem like 

media industrial “revolutions” actually derive from pre-existing formations.6 As early as the 

1920s, the moguls had started to relinquish control of the studios they had founded. The arrival 

of investment capital at the time brought boards of directors and shareholders who now had a say 

in studio management.7 Then in 1956, faced with rising production budgets and a lack of recent 

hit films, Abe, Harry, and Jack Warner sold 90% of Warner Bros. stock to a group of investors. 

Unbeknownst to his brothers, Jack Warner bought back the stock to become the studio’s largest 

shareholder and President.8 He would later arrange the sale of Warner Bros. to Seven Arts after 

growing out of touch with consumer taste.9 At the same time, studios also had expanded into 

complementary markets to appease their shareholders and balance out their revenue sheets. 

Starting with music publishing in the 1920s (as discussed in the Introduction), these markets—

which also included radio and TV production—had transformed studios into multimedia 

conglomerates themselves.10 From this perspective, the 1960s conglomeration of Hollywood did 

not so much represent a “revolution” as much as it did a continuation.11  

                                                                                                                                                       
5 Schatz, “The Studio System and Conglomerate Hollywood,” in The Contemporary Hollywood Film 

Industry, 13-14. While the periodization of Schatz’s model stops in the 2000s, these same characteristics could also 
describe the Hollywood landscape of the 2010s. 

 
6 Winston, 77-78. 
 
7 The entrance of investment capital in Hollywood led to a hostile takeover of Fox Film Corporation (which 

had gone public in 1925) that removed founder William Fox from running his own company. See Vanda Krefft, The 
Man Who Made the Movies (New York: Harper, 2017). 

 
8 Cass Warner Sperling, Cork Millner, and Jack Warner, Jr., Hollywood Be Thy Name: The Warner 

Brothers Story (Lexington, KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 1998), 293, 295, 303-307.  
 
9 See David Thomson, Warner Bros: The Making of an American Movie Studio (New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press, 2017), 190. For example, when Bonnie and Clyde (Arthur Penn, 1967) star Warren Beatty 
explained to a disapproving Jack Warner after a screening that the film was an “homage to Warners gangster films,” 
the mogul shot back, “What the hell is an homage?” Furthermore, Warner also personally oversaw 1967’s Camelot, 
a studio era-style musical whose poor box-office performance pushed Warner Bros. toward conglomerate takeover.  
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While Schatz’s model usefully accounts for changes of ownership in Hollywood over 

time, it does not account for the fact that some studios underwent multiple owners during the 

eras that he delineates. Although they had their own corporate strategies, these strategies still 

built upon practices established during the Classical Hollywood era or by the preceding 

conglomerate. For example, even though Warner Bros. has had several owners (see Figure 5), 

they all have sought to maximize the value of the studio’s film library and collection of 

intellectual property (IP), or brands, through non-theatrical, or “ancillary,” markets (e.g., 

merchandise, soundtrack albums, and tie-in video games).12 

Owner Years of Ownership 

N/A (independent/public) 1923-1967 

Seven Arts Productions 1967-1969 

Kinney National Services 1969-1972 

Warner Communications, Inc. 1972-1990 

Time Warner 1990-2001 

AOL Time Warner  2001-2003 

Time Warner  2003-2018 

AT&T 2018-Present 

Figure 5: The ownership structure of Warner Bros., as of May 2019. 

                                                                                                                                                       
10 See Melnick, American Showman, 306-307. As Melnick explains, “By 1930, RCA, Paramount, Warner 

Bros., Fox, and Loew’s were all convergent media conglomerates, with many owning motion picture production, 
distribution, and exhibition, music publishing and recording divisions, and broadcast networks, stations, and/or radio 
programs. There no longer was a walled-off ‘film industry’ but rather an ‘entertainment industry’ that produced 
motion pictures among a host of other products and media.” 

 
11 By “conglomeration,” I refer to the process of a firm joining a conglomerate or becoming a conglomerate 

on its own—whether through acquisitions, mergers, or hostile takeovers. 
 
12 In 1956, for instance, the Warner Bros. board of directors sold the rights to the studio’s pre-1948 shorts 

and feature films to Associated Artist Productions. See Sperling, Milner, and Warner, Jr., 295.  
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Hollywood conglomerates have not so much revolutionized their methods of maximizing IP as 

much as they have iterated upon them, particularly by developing and refining cross-media 

strategies like synergy (i.e., using different corporate holdings to support a “product,” such as a 

film) and franchising (e.g., replicating or extending an IP into additional texts, such as sequels 

and prequels, and paratexts, such as adaptations into other media and merchandise). 

Based on Tino Balio’s concept of “waves” of studio ownership, this chapter focuses on 

Warner Bros. during the first two “waves” of Hollywood conglomeration (see Figure 6).13 

Wave of Conglomeration Approximate Timespan Corporate Strategies  

First  1962-1972 “Wide” diversification  

Second  1972-1989 “Tight” diversification 

Third 1989-2009 Synergy; globalization 

Fourth 2009-Present Digital distribution; 
franchising 

Figure 6: The four “waves” of Hollywood conglomeration, as of May 2019.  

The wave of conglomeration model, I propose, allows for greater nuance and a better 

understanding of the iterative corporate strategies that studio owners have implemented to 

control the film industry (as well as the other cultural industries in which they have a stake). In 

the first wave of conglomeration (between 1962-1972), “widely diversified” conglomerates like 

Kinney and Gulf+Western maintained interests in a number of unrelated businesses so that 

profits in one sector could compensate for losses in another.14 Kinney, for instance, owned not 

just Warner Bros. but also remained involved in car rentals, parking lots, and funeral homes. 

                                                
 
13 See Tino Balio, “A Major Presence in All of the World’s Important Markets: The Globalization of 

Hollywood in the 1990s,” in Contemporary Hollywood Cinema, eds. Steve Neale and Murray Smith (New York: 
Routledge, 2002), 58-73.  
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Throughout the second wave (between 1972-1989), conglomerates pursued “tight” 

diversification by divesting themselves of underperforming divisions and concentrating on 

complementary, entertainment-related businesses. This marked the start of the contemporary 

“blockbuster era,” as studios and their owners came to prioritize films capable of powering 

ancillary revenue streams. During this time, Kinney consolidated and rebranded itself as WCI to 

demonstrate a renewed commitment to entertainment; then, in the 1980s, WCI—along with 

Gulf+Western (owner of Paramount Pictures) and Coca-Cola (owner of Columbia Pictures)—

further consolidated with the same focus on entertainment in mind. Due to a combination of 

tighter diversification and cross-promoting blockbuster film products through ancillary markets, 

conglomerates began experimenting with strategies that would come to define later waves of 

conglomeration: using synergy and franchising to achieve “media convergence.”15  

Throughout the third wave (from 1989-2009), more mergers and acquisitions (M&A) 

took place in the continued pursuit of media convergence. As Balio points out, the idea with this 

M&A activity was not to recreate the power structure of the studio system but rather to achieve 

synergy in particular by adding holdings in complementary markets to the corporate structure.16 

Warner Bros. went through much restructuring during this period, as WCI merged with Time 

Inc. in 1990 and then Time Warner merged with AOL in 2001. As the practical difficulties of 

achieving synergy grew clearer, AOL Time Warner became an example of “failed” convergence, 

with Time Warner gradually divesting itself of AOL’s assets by the end of the decade.17  

                                                                                                                                                       
14 Balio, “A Major Presence,” 61. 
 
15 As explained in the Introduction, I base my understanding of media convergence on what Henry Jenkins 

describes as “a situation in which multiple media systems coexist and where media content flows fluidly across 
them.” See Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 322. 

 
16 Balio, “A Major Presence,” 61. 
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Finally, in the fourth wave (2009-Present), ownership has continued to change hands. 

Telecommunications companies Comcast and AT&T have bought NBCUniversal and Time 

Warner, respectively, to merge distribution networks and “content” (e.g., films and TV series). 

Whereas Hollywood has participated in franchising for decades, contemporary conglomerates 

have prioritized building out their IP across multiple media platforms on an increasingly global 

scale.18 Furthermore, these mega-corporations have moved into digital distribution (e.g., 

subscription video on-demand services like Disney+) to compete against Silicon Valley 

technology-media hybrids (e.g., the “FAANG” group of Facebook, Apple, Amazon, Netflix, and 

Google). Through Warner’s video game history, this project demonstrates that Silicon Valley has 

long played a role in Hollywood.  

In this chapter, I chart what led to the emergence of film and video game industrial 

convergence. After looking at how Seven Arts and Kinney bought Warner Bros. during the first 

wave of Hollywood conglomeration, I examine the logic behind WCI’s acquisition of Atari in 

1976, as part of the second wave. Whereas WCI wanted to expand into complementary 

entertainment markets, Atari sought the capital and distribution that only a media conglomerate 

could provide. I then analyze the causes and consequences of creative labor tensions that became 

evident as WCI brought together the new media, Silicon Valley work culture of Atari with the 

old media, Hollywood work culture of Warner Bros. Because the term “creative labor,” as David 

Hesmondhalgh and Sarah Baker frame it, refers to the artistic contributions of multiple groups 

(e.g., executives, game designers, and cartridge manufacturers), it reminds us that cultural 

industries like film and video games “can be the source of important hierarchies and distinctions 

                                                                                                                                                       
17 See the Introduction for a discussion and model of “successful” and “failed” convergence. 
 
18 See Fleury, Hartzheim, and Stephen Mamber, “Introduction: The Franchise Era,” in The Franchise Era, 

1-28. 
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in cultural production.”19 By charting Atari’s transition from Silicon Valley startup to Hollywood 

subsidiary, I argue that these hierarchies and distinctions are especially evident in cases of 

converging old and new media within the same corporate structure. Although the culture clashes 

that resulted between Atari and WCI represent examples of “failed” convergence, they did not 

prevent opportunities for “successful” convergence. In fact, by the end of the 1970s, Atari came 

to financially, if not creatively, thrive under the control of a media conglomerate (only to grow 

even more powerful between 1980 and 1982, as the next chapter details).  

 At the end of this chapter, I perform a close reading of Superman (Atari, 1978), the first 

tie-in video game for a home console (i.e., hardware that connects to a TV set and runs video 

game software). While Atari also produced a 1979 Superman pinball machine, I specifically 

analyze how the Superman game for its Video Computer System (VCS) console—eventually 

rebranded the 2600, as discussed in the next chapter—grew out of tensions between old and new 

media stakeholders.20 Furthermore, I explain how the VCS version laid the adaptation and 

production groundwork for subsequent tie-ins and therefore, along with Atari’s commercial 

performance, influenced other Hollywood firms to invade the video game space by 1982 (as 

profiled in Chapter 2). With Atari, WCI both built upon established corporate practices from the 

Classical Hollywood era (e.g., using new media technologies to support film products) and 

influenced strategies (e.g., synergy and franchising) that conglomerates would refine in the third 

and fourth waves of Hollywood conglomeration. This chapter concludes in 1979—at which point 

WCI’s efforts to converge Atari’s work culture with its own through new leadership, stricter 

                                                
 
19 Hesmondhalgh and Baker, 9. 

  
 20 See Montfort and Bogost, 5. When Atari introduced its follow-up console in 1982, the 5200, the VCS 
became the “Atari 2600,” referring to the machine’s original production number.  
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corporate policies, and the mandated Superman VCS project all prompted several workers to quit 

and establish their own competing game development and publishing companies (from which the 

next chapter picks up). By historicizing the relationship of WCI and Atari, I demonstrate that 

video games, since their origins, have achieved varying degrees of successful and failed 

convergence with older media industries. 

HOLLYWOOD’S FIRST WAVE OF CONGLOMERATION 

Back in 1946, the American film industry had achieved record revenues, owing in part to 

two films that foreshadowed changes to come.21 As independent productions, both The Best 

Years of Our Lives (William Wyler, 1946) and Duel in the Sun (King Vidor, 1946) prefigured the 

decline of the studio system. Based on a pre-existing concept (a novel, in this case), featuring 

major stars, and carrying a massive budget, Duel of the Sun especially represented an early form 

of the blockbusters that Hollywood would come to prioritize starting in the 1970s.22 Soon after 

the highs of 1946, studios faced a number of crises that ultimately restructured their ownership 

and focused new attention on the prospect of films as engines capable of powering a train of 

related, “downstream” business, including video games. 

 Among these crises, the rise of TV from in the late 1940s and 1950s—like radio before 

it—threatened the entertainment market dominance of the American film studios by attracting 

consumers with convenient and advertiser-supported content. As Michael Z. Newman reminds 

us, video games have their technological and cultural roots in TV: “The histories of video games 

and television overlap, and the emergence of games as a new medium can hardly be understood 

                                                
 
21 See Louis Menand, “Gross Points,” The New Yorker (7 February 2005). According to Menand, average 

weekly attendance at U.S. movie theaters dropped nearly 10% from 1946 to 1947 to ninety million. By 1957, the 
number had reached forty million and then only fifteen million by the early 1970s.  

 
22 Schatz, “The New Hollywood,” 11.  
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without considering the televisions that were among their essential components.”23 As this 

chapter discusses, the games industry began with coin-operated (coin-op) cabinets before the 

introduction of home consoles that plugged into TV sets and, as Newman puts it, represented a 

“[use] of television technology for purposes other than watching live network broadcasts.” 

Although video games would become a distinct medium by the 1980s, they “drew on TV’s 

familiarity to appeal to consumers.”24 That is, early consoles functioned as both technical and 

formal extensions of existing TV hardware, given that their display appeared on TV screens and 

that their exterior designs were modeled after those of contemporary TV sets (e.g., the wood 

paneling of the Atari VCS introduced in 1977). Furthermore, according to Newman, home 

consoles and their games became popular not only because they traded on TV’s domestic 

familiarity but also because, in the eyes of TV’s social critics, their interactivity offered “an 

improvement on television.”25 I add that TV’s destabilization of the American film industry 

foreshadowed that of video games in the 1970s and early 1980s.  

This is because, beyond their technological and cultural overlaps, TV and games elicited 

similar responses from the studios. At first, they sought to compete with the emerging TV market 

by owning the means of distribution (by buying the networks or forming their own, which, for 

the major studios, was forbidden due to antitrust regulations) and production (by establishing TV 

production subsidiaries) as well as by using the new medium to support their existing old media 

content (by licensing the broadcast and syndication rights for their films).26 Studios would go on 

                                                
 
23 Newman, n.p. 
 
24 Newman, n.p.  
 
25 Newman, n.p.  
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to compete with video games in the same way: by owning the means of distribution (by buying 

coin-op and console manufacturers) and production (by buying software developers and 

publishers) as well as by using the new medium to support their existing old media content (by 

using tie-in games made either in-house or under license by an outside vendor).  

With both TV and video games, film industry stakeholders have continued in their 

attempts to take control of new-media markets through conglomeration and licensing. Arguably, 

as I hope to show in this project, these attempts to converge with video games have produced 

more examples of failures than successes (e.g., whereas all major studios have existed alongside 

TV groups within the same conglomerate for decades, the same conglomerates have been less 

consistent in the gaming space). As this demonstrates, while video games presented a new 

challenge to Hollywood in the 1970s and 1980s, their rise extended from TV—as did the film 

industry’s efforts to control it. 

Occurring alongside the rise of TV, the 1948 decision in the United States v. Paramount 

Pictures Inc. Supreme Court antitrust case dismantled the studio system. Because of the 

“Paramount Decision,” the vertically integrated studios had to divest themselves of their theaters 

and eliminate their practice of block-booking. Under block-booking, theaters had to buy an entire 

program, or slate, of films regardless of their quality or financial prospects.27 Without their 

theaters as a guaranteed exhibition outlet, studios pivoted from a standardized, Fordist model of 

production to a flexible, post-Fordist model. That is, the studios found themselves forced into a 

more volatile market dependent on the performance of individual films. To avert risk, studios 

invested bigger budgets into fewer films, especially formulaic blockbusters sharing elements 

                                                                                                                                                       
26 See Christopher Anderson, “Hollywood in the Home,” in Modernity and Mass Culture, eds. James 

Naremore and Patrick Brantlinger (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1991), 80-102. 
 
27 Paul Monaco, The Sixties: 1960-1969 (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2001), 9.  
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with Duel in the Sun.28 Problematically, this created a precarious situation in which costly 

projects could become either huge hits or colossal failures. By the 1960s, studios had suffered so 

many misfires (e.g., M.G.M.’s Mutiny on the Bounty [Lewis Milestone, 1962], Fox’s Cleopatra 

[Joseph L. Mankiewicz, 1963], and Warner Bros.’s Camelot [Joshua Logan, 1967]) that stock 

prices sank and the doors opened for conglomerates to enter Hollywood.29 

Although the proliferation of blockbuster bombs accelerated Hollywood’s 

conglomeration in the late 1960s, changes in ownership actually had begun earlier in the decade. 

Due to the Paramount Decision, studios in the 1950s started to shift their focus away from in-

house production to the distribution of independently produced features. This encouraged the rise 

of powerful talent agencies like MCA who sold studios on pre-assembled “packages” featuring 

writers, directors, and stars they represented. Notably, MCA’s 1962 acquisition of Universal 

Pictures represented the end of the vertically integrated studio system.30 By the end of the 

decade, five of the seven Hollywood studios had lost their independence to conglomerate 

buyouts, with Fox and Disney continuing to expand into new markets themselves.31 

This first wave of conglomeration influenced the direction of Hollywood going forward, 

especially at Warner Bros. MCA’s move to horizontal integration, for instance, established a 

model by which profits from its Revue TV production company and other business holdings 

compensated for individual projects’ losses and helped maintain an overall sense of 

                                                
 
28 See Monaco, 10. Monaco explains that, by the 1960s, Paramount, for instance, went from releasing over 

100 films per year to only fifteen.  
 
29 Schatz, “The New Hollywood,” 15.  
 
30 Schatz, “The Studio System and Conglomerate Hollywood,” 12. As noted in the Introduction, I use 

“vertical integration” to refer to shared ownership in different stages of a supply chain whereas I use “horizontal 
integration” to refer to ownership across one stage.  

 
31 Balio, “A Major Presence,” 61.  
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conglomerate stability.32 With MCA agent Lew Wasserman in charge, Universal sold titles from 

its back catalog to broadcast TV networks.33 According to Robert Gustafson, because even box-

office failures tended to generate strong TV viewership ratings, “the book value of the film 

libraries of most motion picture companies increased to two or three times the market price of 

their stock.”34 With Wasserman proving the profit potential of film libraries by repackaging them 

for ancillary markets, studios became takeover targets. By the 1980s, library titles would fuel the 

proliferation of home video and tie-in video games.  

Warner Bros., like Universal, pursued horizontal integration and mined its older films. 

Prior to joining Seven Arts in 1967, Warner Bros. had licensed a number of library titles to the 

company for TV distribution. This extended from decades of the studio embracing markets 

beyond film (e.g., radio, music publishing, and TV production). Under its new owner, TV rights 

became a greater focus—with Warner Bros.-Seven Arts gaining access to hundreds of films from 

other studios (e.g., 20th Century-Fox and Universal).35 As the strategies of MCA-Universal and 

Warner Bros.-Seven Arts suggest, in the new conglomerate Hollywood of the late 1960s, 

individual films themselves became less central to corporate earnings and instead became feeders 

for other subsidiaries within the same firm.   
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The decentering of films continued at Warner Bros. when, in 1969, Kinney bought 

Warner Bros.-Seven Arts for $400 million.36 Founded in 1966, the widely diversified Kinney 

conglomerate grew out of founder Steve Ross’s combination of unrelated businesses, including 

funeral parlors, parking lots, and office maintenance.37 Douglas Gomery has referred to Kinney’s 

Warner acquisition as the beginning of “the fully vertically integrated mass-media 

corporation.”38 Unlike other conglomerates that purchased studios in the 1960s, Kinney already 

had entertainment subsidiaries.39 Notably, this included National Periodical Publications 

(N.P.P.), publisher of DC Comics and IP holder of characters like Batman, Superman, and 

Wonder Woman.40 Although DC’s IP would prove extremely valuable to WCI and its 

successors, Ross’s initial interest in N.P.P. stemmed not so much from its comic-book assets as 

its Licensing Corporation of America (LCA) division, which had grown in the 1960s thanks to 

hit licenses both internal (e.g., DC Comics) and external (e.g., the James Bond film franchise).41 

While a licensing division and a film studio seemed like a natural fit once N.P.P. and Warner 

Bros. belonged under the same corporate umbrella, it would take several years for them to 

partner on a project: Superman: The Movie (Richard Donner, 1978).   
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The eventual partnership between Warner Bros. and DC Comics came about because of 

Kinney’s consolidation efforts in the early 1970s. Even before buying into the film business, 

Kinney had started to shift to entertainment, when, in 1968, it sold its underperforming rental car 

division.42 After spinning off its similarly unprofitable funeral and parking services into a 

separate entity called National Kinney Corporation, Kinney National Services renamed itself 

WCI, with Ross as Chairman and CEO.43 This tightly diversified, entertainment-focused 

conglomerate brought together N.P.P., the Ashley Famous Talent Agency, Warner Bros., and 

Warner’s music assets (e.g., Warner Reprise and Atlantic Records).   

Although the rebranding from Kinney to WCI suggests a re-centering around Warner 

Bros., the studio’s corporate position remained low. Paul Grainge has argued that the WCI logo, 

which replaced the traditional Warner Bros. shield in 1972, symbolized the studio’s declining 

influence: “Having lost its sheen as a moneymaking [sic] studio, Warner’s logo was revamped to 

express a regime change in the style and purpose of media operations.”44 Under the management 

of Ashley Famous founder Ted Ashley, Warner Bros. established autonomous divisions that 

pursued emerging ancillary markets for film (e.g., cable and home video) and that deemphasized 

the studio’s role in shaping the conglomerate’s identity.  

 In fact, the lack of synergy between Warner Bros. and other WCI divisions hailed in part 

from its weakness during the recession that rattled Hollywood in the late 1960s and early 1970s. 

In 1972, The New York Times even referred to Warner Bros. as “an ailing movie company with a 

conspicuous difference—its vibrant record division.” Referring to Kinney’s acquisition of 
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Warner Bros.-Seven Arts, Ross even said in the same article, “We wouldn't have gone into the 

movie business without the record business.”45 As noted in the Introduction, the studio had 

expanded into music publishing and recording to cross-promote its films starting in the 1920s 

prior to establishing the Warner Bros. Records division in 1958; ironically, this ancillary 

business—rather than film—had attracted Kinney’s interest. By 1971, films accounted for only 

14% of WCI’s income, compared to 66% from records and music publishing.46 During the 

1970s, though, Warner Bros. and the film industry underwent a revitalization.  

After experiments with lower-budget, counterculture content (e.g., Columbia’s Easy 

Rider [Dennis Hopper, 1969] and Warner Bros.’s Woodstock [Michael Wadleigh, 1970]), studios 

turned to blockbusters that encouraged synergy and merchandising.47 First, the disaster cycle of 

Airport (George Seaton, 1970) and The Poseidon Adventure (Ronald Neame, 1972) along with 

New Hollywood hits like The Godfather (Francis Ford Coppola, 1972) and The Exorcist 

(William Friedkin, 1973) delivered Hollywood out of its slump.48 Then, the high grosses of Jaws 

(Steven Spielberg, 1975) and Star Wars: Episode IV - A New Hope (George Lucas, 1977) 

compelled studios to focus on a new style of blockbusters built out of pre-sold elements, 

saturation releases, TV advertisements, promotional campaigns that emphasized ancillary 

markets and targeted younger audiences, all while being ideally suited for expansion into 
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franchises.49 As WCI noted in its 1976 Annual Report, 57 of the 103 films that had earned more 

than $15 million in domestic rentals had been released since 1970;50 furthermore, by 1977, film 

grosses had grown 70% since 1971.51 Thus, despite film’s diminishing corporate contribution, 

the conglomerates helped pull the American film industry out of its recession through a 

bifurcated strategy of adult-oriented films (e.g., Dog Day Afternoon [Sidney Lumet, 1975]) 

permitted by the Motion Picture Association of America film rating system and blockbusters 

aimed at a family audience (e.g., Raiders of the Lost Ark [Steven Spielberg, 1981]). As Paul 

Monaco puts it,  

There might be romantic motives for adoring Hollywood’s colorful and legendary 
moguls of the past and preferring them to the new “suits” who had earned MBAs … The 
historic truth, however, is more prosaic: corporate America saved Hollywood in the late 
1960s and provided the motion picture industry the wherewithal and acumen for growth 
and prosperity during the 1970s and 1980s.52 

 
At WCI, Ross demonstrated that blockbusters depend on successfully leveraging ancillary 

markets—including emerging formats of the time like cable, home video, and video games.  

 In fact, the acceleration of blockbuster films and industrial convergence of film and video 

games would occur in tandem. After the box-office and ancillary success of Star Wars, Warner 

Bros. would go on to create its own big-budget, merchandisable films like Superman: The 

Movie—whose prototypical tie-in game from Atari, as I argue later in this chapter, would go on 

to, in part, encourage other Hollywood conglomerates and studios to recognize the cross-
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promotional potential of games associated with blockbusters. Film and game convergence also 

derived from the fact that both blockbusters and early video games targeted a family 

demographic.53 Despite this similarity, the game sector already had developed a distinctly non-

Hollywood work culture by the time WCI acquired Atari and thus initiated the industrial 

convergence between Hollywood and the games industry. 

BIRTH OF THE VIDEO GAME INDUSTRY 
 
 From their inception, video games have attempted to reconcile seemingly incompatible 

philosophies, from hacking versus industry to Silicon Valley technology versus Hollywood 

entertainment.54 As Christophe Lécuyer explains, the term “Silicon Valley” originated in a series 

of Electronic News articles from Don Hoefler entitled “Silicon Valley, USA,” as a description 

for the many semiconductor firms (e.g., Fairchild Semiconductor International and Intel) that had 

opened by the 1970s along the San Francisco Peninsula and the Santa Clara Valley.55 According 

to Alice Marwick, the region’s microelectronics manufacturing expansion resulted from defense 

contracts, Stanford University, and local companies’ pioneering use of profit-sharing and 

employee stock option plans.56 Due to its proximity to the San Francisco Bay Area 

countercultural movement of the late 1960s and due to, as AnnaLee Saxenian notes, its distance 

“from the established centers of political and economic power in the United States,” Silicon 

Valley—including startups as well as larger firms—developed a unique approach to creativity 
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and business. Saxenian argues that the young founders of Silicon Valley “created an industrial 

system distinguished by open labor markets, continuous entrepreneurship, and information 

exchanges both within and between firms—all the direct opposite of the modern corporation 

with its hierarchical control of information, detailed division of labor and internal labor markets, 

and corporate secrecy and self-sufficiency.”57 This encouraged a perspective that emphasized 

informality, experimentation, and rebellion against authority—even among startups that grew 

into, or became part of, larger corporations, like Atari. 

Despite growing out of Silicon Valley, the video game sector has since become more 

formalized and similar to other cultural industries.58 Hesmondhalgh has observed that a 

“publishing logic” organizes the production of films, books, recorded music, and video games 

alike.59 Furthermore, Mark Deuze has described the contemporary games industry as “home to a 

distinct logic of media work, where game developers and designers, once envisioned as counter-

cultural [sic] explorers steeped in the computer hacker ethos, are now part of a creative process 

with multimillion-dollar corporate budgets.”60 This section examines how, although this logic 

began in the years of the industry’s formation, Hollywood—including WCI’s acquisition of Atari 

and the resulting infusion of capital—helped accelerate its development.  
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After the concept of interactive games started emerging out of laboratories in 1958, it did 

not coalesce into an industry until the early 1970s.61 Popular histories have referred to Ralph 

Baer as “the father of video games” and to Nolan Bushnell as “the father of the video game 

industry.”62 While both significantly contributed to the industry’s formation, this project—by 

examining the influence of stakeholders within Warner specifically and Hollywood more 

generally—joins recent scholarship seeking to broaden the foundational role of other parties to 

this history.63 Baer in 1967 had created the first interactive game for use on a TV; however, his 

employer—defense contractor Sanders Associates—had no interest in commercializing the idea. 

Instead, Baer and Sanders licensed this “Brown Box” ping-pong prototype to TV manufacturer 

Magnavox in January 1971. A year later, in May 1972, the Brown Box entered the consumer 

market as the Magnavox Odyssey—the first home video game console.64 Nonetheless, sales 

failed to live up to Magnavox’s expectations, and production halted by 1975.65 

 The Odyssey’s performance partly reflected the rise of Atari. Depending on the historical 

account, Bushnell first encountered Spacewar either while studying electrical engineering at the 

University of Utah in the mid-1960s or with fellow Atari co-founder Ted Dabney at Stanford 

University in 1969. Bushnell said in a 2009 interview, “I played it when I was in college, and I 
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thought: 'Hey, there's a business here if I can drop the cost.'”66 In another interview, he explained 

that his entrepreneurism came not from any formal education but rather from working at the 

midway of Utah’s Lagoon Amusement Park: “In some ways, my whole career has been about 

monetizing what I learned running those games. … That was my MBA.”67 After graduating, he 

moved to the Bay Area, which already had gained its Silicon Valley reputation as the center of 

the technology sector. While engineers at Ampex Corporation, Bushnell, Dabney, and Larry 

Bryan formed Syzygy, the first company dedicated to video games.68  

 Although their initial product, the coin-op Computer Space (Syzygy, 1971), achieved 

only modest sales, Syzygy soon expanded. In June 1972, Bushnell and Dabney incorporated 

Atari, after discovering another company named Syzygy.69 Atari found its first hit with the coin-

op video game Pong (Atari, 1972). Compared to Computer Space’s total sales of only 2,000 

units, Atari sold 2,500 Pong machines in 1973 and another 8,000 in 1974.70 Amusement 

operators began replacing their electromechanical and pinball games with video games.71  

 Starting in the amusement industry, however, became problematic for Atari. Back in the 

1930s and 1940s, several cities had banned pinball machines. Local governments alleged that 
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arcades—as small-cash businesses—served as money laundering sites for organized crime.72 

Also, due to these machines’ lack of flippers, critics argued that they were games of chance, not 

skill, and thus amounted to gambling. Manufacturers began including flippers in 1946, but 

pinball machines remained illegal for decades. New York, for instance, upheld its ban from 1941 

to 1976 and overturned it only after demonstrations showed that player skill (e.g., the degree to 

which one pulls the plunger) could determine the odds of winning.73 Because of this association 

with pinball, Atari initially found it difficult to attract funding from venture capitalists, aside 

from Don Valentine’s Sequoia Capital.74 This would inspire Atari to work with other sources, 

including retail giant Sears, Roebuck and Company and WCI—both of which would contribute 

to the early development of not just Atari but also the wider video game industry. 

Also problematically for Atari, its Pong units sold by mid-1974 accounted for only one-

third of the total ping-pong coin-op games in circulation due to rival companies imitating the 

concept while Bushnell awaited a patent on the game, a process that took until February 1974 to 

complete.75 To keep ahead of this competition, Atari innovated with new coin-op concepts, 

including the racing simulator Gran Trak 10 (Atari, 1974) and the maze shooter Tank (Kee 

Games/Atari, 1974). The company also relied on insights from its market-research group—the 

industry’s first. Led by Carol Kantor (who drew upon her experiences from Fairchild 

Semiconductor, The Clorox Company, and Burke Marketing Research), the group demonstrated 

to Atari how market research could help develop successful products; in doing so, the company 
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started to become more formalized in the lead up to its relationships with Sears and WCI.76 

In 1975, Atari entered the consumer market by developing a dedicated Pong console, 

thanks to $20 million in funding from Sequoia Capital and decreasing microchip costs.77 While 

the consumer market would allow Atari to expand beyond the arcade, most retailers—

disappointed with the Odyssey—were not keen to gamble on the product.78 Eventually, Sears 

agreed to exclusively carry and nationally promote the console under its Sears Tele-Games 

line.79 In addition to providing Atari greater visibility, this retail relationship helped promote 

video games as a mainstream leisure activity by selling its products alongside other domestic 

goods (as Newman notes, early home consoles carried names, like “Tele-Games” and the 

Fairchild Channel F, to emphasize an association with TV).80 Print and TV advertisements, for 

instance, positioned Tele-Games consoles like the Super Pong IV as devices for the whole family 

(see Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: Advertisements promoted the cross-generational appeal of the Sears Tele-Games 

Super Pong IV console within a domestic setting.81 
  

Working with Sears foreshadowed Atari’s experience with WCI. On the one hand, both 

relationships would help legitimize Atari and the broader video game space. Sears provided 

national promotion and ties to domesticity while also laying the groundwork for retail to 

continue playing a major role in supporting the games market;82 for its part, WCI would provide 

capital and an association with established cultural industries. On the other hand, the partnership 

between Sears, as a traditional retail chain, and Atari, as a Silicon Valley upstart, also prefigured 

the culture clashes between Atari and WCI. From its origins, the founders had infused Atari with 

a Bay Area counterculture spirit; as Bushnell has explained, “We decided that we were going to 
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have a New Age Company, a company of the Age of Aquarius.”83 According to designer Al 

Alcorn, a cultural dispecrency became clear when Sears representatives visited Atari’s plant in 

Los Gatos, California:  

We were in our everyday work clothes—tennis shoes and jeans—and they were all 
dressed in three-pieces. Everybody was getting a little uptight. … That night the whole 
group had dinner. We all went home, cleaned up and changed into suits, hoping to make 
a peace. Meanwhile, they’d gone back to their hotel and changed into jeans and 
sneakers.84 

 
Despite these differences, the partnership helped Atari grow.85 Due to Sears’s heavy promotion 

and the console’s color display and higher resolution, 150,000 copies of Home Pong sold during 

the Winter 1975 shopping season, a stark contrast to the Odyssey’s 100,000 lifetime sales.86 Just 

as Sears proved instrumental to Atari’s growth, so would its eventual relationship with WCI.  

 Demand for dedicated, single-game home consoles quickly dried up, though. This 

prompted Atari to move into programmable consoles (i.e., those allowing for interchangeable 

game cartridges). Recalling the prior Pong coin-op copycat market, the introduction of the 

semiconductor chip in early 1976 encouraged more than seventy imitators to quickly release 

their own Pong-style home consoles. Not only did the dedicated console market fall victim to 

saturation, it also faced irrelevance. After Magnavox had failed to gain traction with its black-

and-white Odyssey that used technology developed in the late 1960s, Fairchild debuted the first 

programmable console, the Channel F, in late 1976. Newly available microprocessor technology 
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enabled each game to be housed on cartridges; by contrast, the Odyssey’s twelve games were 

engineered into the console itself.87 Soon after, in January 1977, RCA released its Studio II, 

further eroding the dedicated console market. As a 1977 newspaper article explained, while $15 

million of official and cloned Pong consoles sold in 1976, these machines “were put away a few 

weeks after Christmas.”88 Furthermore, by 1978, retailers began discounting dedicated consoles 

by as much as 75%.89  

 While dedicated machines brought video games into the home, programmable consoles 

legitimized the games industry in the eyes of consumers. Chris Kohler has said that 

programmable consoles “helped begin the evolution of a video game machine from a simple 

plaything to a staple of the home entertainment center, the difference between a music box and a 

phonograph.”90 Not long after its Home Pong faced a host of imitators, Atari sought to enter the 

programmable console market as well. By September 1976, at around the same time as Fairchild 

debuted the Channel F and RCA announced its own programmable console, Atari’s newly 

established Consumer Electronics Division had produced a prototype but lacked the funding to 

manufacture it. For Atari, the project (eventually called the VCS and, later, the 2600) posed 

several profit opportunities.91 First, dedicated consoles were proving unsustainable with their 
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need for custom chips and nine-month production schedules.92 Programming individual game 

cartridges would allow for design flexibility and a razor-and-blades economic model, whereby 

the console itself (i.e., the razor) would be sold at near, or below, cost while the cartridges (i.e., 

the blades) would sell for a markup.93 This model would provide a predictable revenue stream. 

Second, a successful programmable console would alleviate the rising costs of coin-op 

production, which, by 1976, exceeded $250,000. An increasingly volatile market only 

compounded these costs, with Don Osborne, Marketing Vice President of Atari’s Coin-Op 

Division, revealing in a 1983 interview, “[F]or every eleven games you create, you get only one 

winner.”94 Faced with the high costs of launching a new console and of continuing in the coin-op 

space, Bushnell realized the company needed either an initial public offering or a buyer.   

In the games industry’s early days, though, funding remained scarce. Today, the 

technology sector largely depends on the financial support of venture capitalists, investors who 

expect failure—unlike banks that issue loans only with the guarantee of repayment.95 The few 

venture capitalists that existed expressed little interest in video games due to the arcade 
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industry’s history with organized crime.96 More broadly, according to Saxenian, until the 1983 

founding of the Silicon Valley Bank, companies in the region grappled with a more conservative 

economic community. In The New Argonauts: Regional Advantage in a Global Economy (2006), 

Saxenian quotes Jesse Chan, one of the bank’s founders, who said that, at the time, “most 

traditional business and professional service providers weren’t interested in risky pre-revenue, 

pre-profit ventures.”97 Despite its commercial success, Home Pong did not provide Atari the 

means to manufacture the VCS, as its profits had to finance new product development.98 

Furthermore, by 1976, Atari had started to supply additional retailers beyond Sears. As Bushnell 

explains about the VCS, “To introduce that product, it would take so much more capital than 

what we had. … This was in the day when venture capital would put a couple of a million dollars 

in, but the funds weren’t big enough. We figured that we needed $10-to-$15 million in capital, 

and only an IPO would’ve given us that.” Without a buyer or an IPO, Bushnell reveals, Atari 

would have still entered the programmable console market at the cost of not being able to handle 

a large volume: “It was literally a bet-your-company strategy without that capital.” The Atari 

board had wanted to take the company public, but, as Bushnell puts it, “the marketplace kind of 

hiccuped.”99 On venture capitalist Don Valentine’s suggestion, Atari sought out a buyer.100 

Namely, Atari wanted an entertainment industry buyer.  

Even from their industry’s origin, video games had been converging with film, with 
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Computer Space and Pong appearing in MGM’s Soylent Green (Richard Fleischer, 1973) and 

Paramount’s The Parallax View (Alan J. Pakula, 1974), respectively. Beyond this textual 

convergence, the businesses had begun to overlap as early as 1969. That year, Gulf+Western 

acquired Sega, which specialized in coin-op electromechanical games (e.g., 1966’s Periscope) 

before joining the video game market with its own Pong clone, Pong-Tron (Sega, 1973).101 

While WCI executive Manny Gerard claims that Gulf+Western’s ownership of Sega “had zero 

influence on” Warner’s decision to acquire Atari, Bushnell admits that it influenced “a little bit” 

his company’s own decision to find an entertainment company buyer.102  

Regardless of whether Gulf+Western and Sega had inspired the Warner-Atari deal, Atari 

had pursued other media companies before meeting with WCI. MCA and the Walt Disney 

Company topped a list of potential buyers that Atari had drafted; however, both passed, 

believing, like the retailers who had refused to stock Home Pong, that consumers would abandon 

video games as quickly as they had other technology fads (e.g., digital watches, pocket 

calculators, and CB radios).103 Although he considered approaching a semiconductor company as 

a sales partner,104 Bushnell says, “We felt that [media companies] were the only companies that 

were big enough to understand the nature of the consumer video game business. We felt that we 

were closer to a media company than we were to a technology company.”105 According to 

Alcorn, Bushnell even had ambitions of growing out Atari into a multimedia company itself, one 
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that would “duplicate Disney” and “make movies and all this other stuff.”106 While Bushnell 

may have wanted to become like Disney, WCI became an option after he sought the guidance of 

entertainment investor Gordon Crawford. Not only had his firm, California Capital Investments, 

previously financed Atari in 1975 but Crawford also owned a 10% stake in WCI, whom he 

recommended as a potential buyer.107 Ironically, out of the ten companies Atari originally had 

considered approaching for the deal, WCI had not made the list.108  

For WCI, Atari represented a gateway into the video game industry. Collaborating with 

Sears on the Tele-Games console line had helped promote both Atari as a company with 

corporate ties and video games as a product category with mainstream appeal. Since shedding its 

non-entertainment assets in 1972, WCI had made no acquisitions, choosing instead to use its 

cash reserves to buy stock.109 By 1976, though, the Long Downturn had caused declines in the 

American economy that, in turn, affected several sectors in which WCI had stakes.  

With losses across its divisions, the conglomerate sought to expand into new markets. 

Film profits for 1976, in fact, reached their lowest point since the end of the Hollywood 

recession. In that year’s Annual Report, WCI explained this as the result of consumers growing 

more selective in their moviegoing habits.110 Additionally, its Recorded Music & Music 

Publishing unit had been struggling due to escalating album production costs and to new songs 
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having lost the youth-oriented, countercultural appeal they had held in the late 1960s and early 

1970s.111 This prompted some studios, including United Artists and 20th Century-Fox, to 

relinquish their record labels. Ironically, the music industry’s malaise occurred just before the 

massive sales of the Saturday Night Fever (John Badham, 1977) soundtrack—which, as Jeff 

Smith notes, “encouraged producers ... to seek cross-promotional synergies within the film and 

record markets.”112 For WCI, video games could help recapture the youth demographic that had 

been lost to declining recorded music sales and help compensate for other divisions’ losses as the 

conglomerate continued to widely diversify with a focus on entertainment.  

That WCI had waited so long to enter new markets is surprising, considering its activities 

just prior to Kinney’s 1972 metamorphosis into WCI. In 1970, Steve Ross had, with Warner 

Music and Atlantic Records executives Ahmet and Nesuhi Ertegun, founded the New York 

Cosmos professional soccer team. Additionally, at the behest of Ted Ashley, Kinney entered the 

cable TV business when, in 1971 and 1972, it bought TV Communications Corporation and 

Cypress Communications. These deals, combined with its consolidation, helped Kinney hone its 

focus on entertainment, a move that pleased Wall Street. As entertainment industry analyst 

Harold Vogel said at the time, “Before, it was truly a conglomerate. It's still a conglomerate but 

now a directed one. … Now you can see a direction. They're not like Gulf and Western [sic], in 

zinc and auto parts and movies.”113 Then, in 1974, WCI hired entertainment research analyst 

Manny Gerard, whose duties, as Executive Vice President, involved overseeing acquisitions that 
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would allow for expansion into emerging markets.114 In summer 1976, Gordon Crawford 

contacted Gerard and, as Gerard told me, asked, “‘Would you be interested in a technologically-

based entertainment company?’”115 In another interview, Gerard elaborated, “I didn’t know what 

I was saying ‘yes’ to, but the description fitted us.”116 Indeed, Crawford had described exactly 

the kind of market that Warner had been seeking at the time.117 

Like other media conglomerates, WCI had wanted to enter the growing leisure space, of 

which Atari was part, to offset other losses. When Gulf+Western had purchased Paramount, for 

example, the studio joined the Leisure Time division, which included the Desilu TV production 

company, the Madison Square Garden sports and concert venue, and Simon & Schuster 

Publishing.118 Before turning to games as an ancillary market (starting with Superman), WCI 

initially positioned Atari as a standalone venture involved in the interactive leisure sector. In its 

1977 Annual Report, WCI noted that consumers had come to see entertainment as inviting 

participation—an observation that likely inspired the acquisitions of Atari, Knickerbocker Toys, 

and Malibu Grand Prix racing centers as well as the QUBE interactive TV experiment (see the 

Introduction).119 
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Still, Gerard, like Bushnell. perceived Atari as less a technology company than as an 

entertainment company. As Gerard explains,  

I wanted [Atari] because I perceived it as an entertainment company, as a toy company. If 
you go back to our 1976 Annual Report, we wrote about what Atari was, which we 
understood even then as the next major extension of toys. One of the things we knew 
when we bought it was that coming up in the labs was the Atari 2600 for programmable 
video games. We knew intuitively, and I knew intuitively, that it was a big deal. That was 
a game-changer. So we weren’t buying a technology company; it was an entertainment 
company, it was a toy company. And it was an extension of what we knew how to do.120  

 
Even though Gerard may have understood Atari and the games industry as a logical fit for WCI’s 

expansion, he also recognized the potential for a culture clash between the Silicon Valley upstart 

and the established Hollywood major.  

Gerard’s recognition of this potential conflict informed the terms of the acquisition. After 

the tip from Crawford, Gerard visited Atari’s Bay Area headquarters and manufacturing 

facilities. During this visit, he explains, Gerard witnessed the brilliance of Atari, even if its 

informal work culture differed from the discipline he had been accustomed to at WCI and on 

Wall Street: “It was the Wild West. It was very creative, but it wasn’t very disciplined … You’ve 

got to understand that this was before Silicon Valley was Silicon Valley. There were no rules.”121 

Just as he describes Atari and the wider technology sector of the 1970s as “the Wild West,” so 

have scholars and journalists in reference to more recent struggles between Hollywood and 

Silicon Valley firms over emerging media markets (e.g., online video)—thus underscoring the 
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continuity that links the emergence of film and video game convergence to contemporary media 

industry trends.122 

Indeed, the culture of Atari before the acquisition differed in many ways from that of 

WCI. In general, Silicon Valley has continued to focus on innovation whereas Hollywood exists 

as a system organized around tight control, particularly of IP. Compared to WCI’s entertainment 

businesses at the time, Atari presented a more casual atmosphere. According to Gerard, “We 

were used to dealing with creative cultures. What we were not used to dealing with was ... the 

culture of Silicon Valley.”123 For Bushnell, Atari’s structure at the time seemed informal only 

according to Gerard’s East Coast expectations: “By New York standards, it was amateur night. 

… We didn’t have the money to put in management structures and data processing.”124 

According to Roger Hector, who joined Atari as a designer a few months before the acquisition, 

“The beginning was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. It seems pretty chaotic. Lots of things 

were changed or made up on the spot.” Looking back, he says that the company’s initial 

informality reflected the fact that video games had only just started to coalesce as an industry: 

“Because everyone was new to the games business then, it took a while for many to find their 

footing and figure out how this was supposed to work.”125 As the games industry became more 

formalized, then, so did Atari—a process in which the Warner deal played a significant role. 
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The coastal contrast that Gerard and Bushnell found themselves up against had been 

established decades earlier, growing out of historical differences between the technology 

industry and traditional institutions of finance and power (e.g., Hollywood studios with their 

New York-based conglomerate owners, like Warner Bros. with WCI). Timothy J. Sturgeon notes 

that the early Bay Area electronics industry, of 1910 to 1940, laid the foundation for Silicon 

Valley’s decentralized organization, including “a keen awareness of the region as existing 

largely outside the purview of the large, ponderous, bureaucratic electronics firms and financial 

institutions of the East Coast.”126 Saxenian explains that this spatial distance between Silicon 

Valley’s founders and the centers of power created an ideological distance as well, such as 

“reject[ing] the bureaucracy and hierarchy of established East Coast corporations” in favor of 

“preserv[ing] the energy, the autonomy, and the focus of start-ups [sic] even as their companies 

grew larger.”127 As it turned out, the funding from WCI would reshape Atari’s culture going 

forward.  

Despite culture differences, Gerard remained impressed with Atari’s engineering feats 

and its programmable console prototype. Upon returning to Warner’s New York headquarters, he 

recommended moving forward with an acquisition. According to Connie Bruck, while Steve 

Ross would ultimately pay little attention to Atari during its early years within WCI, “Manny 

Gerard was a believer from the start.”128 Over the course of the next several months, the two 

companies negotiated the terms of the transaction.   
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Although negotiations began that summer, several delays pushed back the closing of the 

acquisition to October 1976. In addition to a prolonged patent infringement case with Magnavox 

that Atari eventually settled, Bushnell’s ex-wife, Paula, claimed ownership over his shares in 

Atari, Inc. after seeing an interview Bushnell had given in the July 18, 1976 edition of The 

Bakersfield Californian.129 The article not only described his lavish lifestyle (e.g., he told the 

paper, “Does it make sense to work for the good life and not have the good life?”) and how Atari 

expected to gross $39 million that year, but it also noted how his hobbies were done “always 

with a lady friend.” Reinforcing this image, a photo of Bushnell and a woman in a hot tub 

accompanied the article.130 Paula’s ensuing threat to rescind their divorce complicated the 

impending deal with Warner, as it would give her a 25% stake in Atari and thus a role in 

negotiations. Rather than this signaling to Warner the two companies’ seeming cultural 

incompatibility, Gerard worked with a legal team for four weeks to reach an out-of-court 

settlement so that the sale could proceed.131  

Under the terms of the deal, WCI paid $28 million for Atari, with Bushnell receiving 

between $12-15 million.132 The total figure included a combination of cash and debentures, a 

strategy that Gerard says he had arranged to motivate the company’s young employees: “I knew 

what I was getting here, and I knew I couldn’t make them too rich too fast. Even then I knew it. 

Because I couldn’t control them, and if they got all this money in their hands, who knew what 
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was going to happen?” The deal, Gerard explains, had to satisfy three categories of stakeholders: 

the venture capitalists, the management stockholders (of which Bushnell was the largest), and the 

employee stock option plan (ESOP). While the venture capitalists and ESOP received cash, the 

management stockholders received 10% in cash and 90% in debentures of Atari Inc., not 

guaranteed by WCI. This left Bushnell and the other stockholders with the responsibility of 

continuing to effectively manage their company. As Gerard tells it, “I said, ‘Look, guys, we’re 

going to live up to all of our obligations. But if this thing goes south and disappears, you get your 

own subsidiary, not guaranteed by WCI.’” The employees received a bonus pool of 15% of 

Atari’s after-tax profits, which went into effect only after Atari had made up for any money lost 

from day one.133 This pool would become substantial in the years to come. 

In general, Gerard initially had pursued Atari based on Ross’s imperative of expanding 

into new markets, but Atari also posed other benefits to WCI. First, Gerard had been interested in 

the potential of the VCS at a time when old-media companies were investing in the pinball 

market, which had been developing consumer products. Columbia, for example, in 1976 

acquired Gottlieb, which specialized in pinball before moving into video games in the early 

1980s.134 For Gerard, moving into consumer video games made more sense than consumer 

pinball: “My perception was that with a video game we could reproduce 95-99%—depending on 

the game—of the experience in the home. [Gottlieb and others] are going to charge you $600 or 

something to reproduce 75% of the [pinball] experience of the arcade.”135 While he doubted the 

feasibility of consumer pinball machines, he remained convinced the VCS would “take over the 
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world” with its combination of technology and entertainment.136 Second, Atari’s revenues had 

steadily risen, from $3.2 million during the 1973 fiscal year to $39 million for the same period in 

1976.137 Overall, Gerard at the time of the deal’s October 1976 closing cited Atari’s “totality”—

not just its consumer products or coin-op business—as the main driver.138  

The acquisition prompted mixed feelings among Atari’s workforce. On the one hand, as 

Hector describes, the response “varied from concern for the future, to excitement, to complete 

indifference.” Those in favor of the deal, he says, “thought it was good that Atari would be able 

to do more things with Warner’s support.”139 Kantor recalls a general sense of “uncertainty about 

how it would work out.”140 On the other hand, convergence with a major Hollywood player also 

brought many advantages that its video game and amusement industry rivals lacked.  

First, Ross had established a culture of autonomy at WCI, a structure that has remained 

largely in place to this day (as I explore in the subsequent chapters).141 For WCI, the concept of 

“siloing” its different divisions provided each with greater flexibility to withstand the hit-driven 

and volatile nature of the market for their respective products—due to the growing emphasis 
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placed on producing and supporting blockbusters.142 Bushnell says that this level of freedom 

influenced his choice to sell to WCI: “They had a reputation for having businesses and leaving 

them somewhat alone, providing capital but not too much management oversight.”143 

Second, in conjunction with Warner’s reputation for autonomy, Atari would maintain its 

management, including Bushnell as Chairman and Joe Keenan as President. According to Steven 

L. Kent, it was Gerard who sought this consistency, recognizing Bushnell’s centrality to the 

company’s success and also respecting the gamemakers, who, Gerard described as “loyal to 

Bushnell and very productive.”144 In its report on the acquisition, arcade industry trade journal 

RePlay Magazine stated that, on Gerard’s advisement, “Atari, like all Warner subsidiaries, 

[would] run on an autonomous basis, with indigenous personnel and executives running the day 

to day [sic] operations as before.”145  

Third, the conglomerate gave Atari a distribution network that its music labels had 

established back in 1971. While large entertainment companies had long provided their acquired 

subsidiaries with “pre-existing commodities and established commercial relations,”146 

distribution had become a particular driving force at WCI.147 Fourth, the deal made the VCS a 

reality, with WCI investing $120 million into its development, distribution, and marketing for an 
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October 1977 debut.148 Fifth, on a broad level, the deal helped to formalize not just Atari but also 

the video game industry itself. Finally, Atari now had access to WCI properties (e.g., Warner 

Bros. films, TV, and animation as well as DC Comics), even if it took until 1978 for this access 

to materialize. Atari may not have been the first video game company to join a Hollywood 

conglomerate, but it did become the first to meaningfully converge with one.  

As much as Gerard had attempted to arrange a smooth transition, challenges still arose 

after the acquisition. The early performance of the VCS, for example, disappointed. Among the 

850,000 Atari home consoles sold in 1977, the VCS accounted for only 340,000, with Home 

Pong making up the rest.149 This discrepancy reflected consumers’ adjustment from dedicated to 

programmable consoles. Atari designer Al Miller has explained, “People didn’t know whether to 

spend $30 to $50 on the numerous dedicated games that were still on the shelves or slap down 

$180 for the VCS, a considerably larger expense.”150 According to Leonard Herman, the market 

for dedicated consoles had become so saturated that manufacturers started selling their products 

for below-cost, further discouraging purchases of programmable consoles.151  

An abundance of programmable console options also discouraged consumer adoption of 

the VCS. Even before Atari’s new hardware reached store shelves, Fairchild and RCA had 

released the Channel F and Studio II, respectively. Despite a later entry in the consumer market 

and a higher price point, Atari had the advantage of Warner’s funding, the VCS’s color display 

(unlike the Studio II’s monochrome visuals), and a legacy of coin-op hits that could be adapted. 
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Bushnell has admitted to initially worrying that Fairchild would pose a serious threat, but came 

to realize the company would fail, like other tech giants developing consumer products at the 

time (e.g., Hewlett-Packard and National Semiconductor): “Fairchild didn’t really understand 

consumer product development or marketing and they certainly did not understand games.”152 

All programmable console manufacturers faced not just the saturation of their own product 

category but also from the rise of inexpensive, handheld electronic games such as Milton 

Bradley’s Simon and Mattel’s Electronic Football.153 While the VCS also suffered from late 

shipments and an industry-wide semiconductor shortage, it ultimately survived the 1977 video 

game industry “crash.”154 However, its competitors (e.g., the Channel F, Studio II, Magnavox 

Odyssey II, and Bally Astrocade) collapsed by the end of the decade.  

The 1977 crash created tension within the nascent union of WCI and Atari, with Gerard 

and Bushnell’s disagreement over Atari’s long-term strategy. Problematically, the crash had left 

Atari with $40 million in unsold inventory, including 250,000 VCS consoles.155 By June 1978, 

the close of the 1977-1978 fiscal year, most of the 400,000 manufactured VCS units had sold, 

but the product had still failed to reach profitability. As Atari consultant Steve Mayer would 

recall, this meant that “Atari managed to single-handedly drag down the return on equity of 

Warner stock by a significant amount.”156 On the one hand, Bushnell felt that dropping the price 

of the VCS and immediately developing a successor console would give Atari a running start 
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over the “jackals” that had been crowding the market—a strategy he referred to as “eating your 

own babies” for its method of using new technology to supersede a current product.157 On the 

other hand, Gerard believed that Atari needed to invest more in advertising and less on 

engineering and research and development (R&D).158 Because pre-launch VCS orders had been 

so high at the June 1977 Consumer Electronics Show (CES), Bushnell had delayed investing in 

the product’s advertising until Halloween, after the console had already hit the market.159  

WCI had begun to regard Atari as a software company rather than as a hardware 

company. This cultural shift forced on Atari’s workers extended from a New Hollywood 

admiration of content over technological innovation. Robert Gustafson has argued that Warner 

Bros. under WCI went through a similar shift, expanding from a film distributor to a “producer 

of ‘software’” for other sectors of the conglomerates.160 As Gerard has said, “Is [the video game 

business] that different than the music business, or the movie business, or even the publishing 

business? The answer is: probably not.”161 The software focus, Bushnell explains, left the VCS 

in danger of obsolescence: “The day we shipped the first 2600, I said, ‘Okay, now we got to get 

started on the 2600 Two.’ And they said, ‘Hey! But we’re just starting to ship that!’ They didn’t 

understand that the technology was moving so quickly.”162 Instead, according to him, WCI’s 
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experience in the recorded music business—rather than the record player manufacturing 

business—had limited their focus: “They wanted to be in the 45 rpm record business and just sell 

records for ever, and I told them, ‘It doesn't work that way, every two to three years you need to 

upgrade your hardware.’”163 While the games industry eventually settled on a roughly five-year 

gap between console “generations,”164 Bushnell wanted to quickly supersede the VCS based on 

his experience with the coin-op and dedicated console markets, whose product life-cycles had 

amounted to about two years.165  

In addition to their conflicting approaches to the long-term survival of the VCS, Bushnell 

and WCI disagreed over Atari’s home computer strategy and the company’s role in the pinball 

market. From the start, Bushnell had opposed the establishment of a computer division for its 

costs and for WCI’s plan to create a closed ecosystem in which Atari would exclusively supply 

the hardware and software.166 Instead of embracing third-party, or external, software developers, 

WCI wanted to prosecute them—a tactic Bushnell believes to have derived from Warner’s 

experience in the recorded music business.167 In Chapter 2, I examine how the open ecosystem of 

the VCS enabled a proliferation of low-quality third-party games and thereby contributed the 

North American video game industry crash of 1982-1984; with this in mind, Japanese hardware 
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manufacturer and software publisher Nintendo would enact such strict regulations for its 

Nintendo Entertainment System console that third-party companies would file lawsuits. 

His reservations about Warner’s pinball industry presence reflected Gerard’s plan to 

move into traditional tables rather than the “wide-body” video game-inspired pinball units 

Bushnell had envisioned when Atari established a pinball division in 1975.168 Aggressively 

pursuing pinball on a national scale, he believed, would be unwise because of the high costs of 

manufacturing in and shipment out of California compared to the pinball industry’s basis in the 

Midwest.169 Compared to the Chicago-based giants like Bally where new machines could be 

completed within two weeks, Atari lacked pinball manufacturing expertise and could not 

produce its tables in anything less than four months.170 Perhaps already by this point recognizing 

a degree of failed convergence between Silicon Valley and Hollywood, Bushnell did not want to 

risk further converging the West Coast video game industry with the Midwest pinball industry. 

Gerard admits that it had become harder to follow Bushnell’s advice after Bushnell had 

grown detached from the company he had co-founded. Even prior to the Warner deal, his 

attention had been elsewhere. As early as 1974, Bushnell had begun to transition from designer 

and engineer to company manager and promoter.171 By July 1976, according to the same 

Bakersfield Californian that had upset his ex-wife, he had “started taking weekends off, sailing 
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on the bay, (and) having lunch in fashionable San Francisco hotels.”172 The Warner purchase 

only further pushed Bushnell to pursue a life outside Atari, as President Joe Keenan took over 

daily operations. Keenan has said that he, too, grew apathetic: “After we sold the company, we 

were significantly less motivated to bust our humps.”173 Bushnell has echoed a similar sentiment: 

“It just wasn’t fun anymore when it wasn’t mine.”174 He has elaborated that “[i]t’s very different 

running a division of a big company and running your own shop.”175 This feeling of distanciation 

suggests that cross-media mergers and acquisitions can lead to failed convergence even in deals 

that strive to provide a smooth transition through retaining the original management. 

Because the acquisition had been based on Atari—and not Warner—debentures to 

encourage Bushnell and Keenan’s continued commitment to the company’s success, their 

behavior came as a surprise to Gerard.176 As he explains, their absence grew especially 

frustrating when Bushnell would return to dictate company decisions: “I must’ve had fifty 

conversations with Nolan where I said, ‘Nolan, you can’t run this company by the divine right of 

kings. You can’t disappear, then appear and say, ‘Now we will do it this way.’”177 After Bushnell 

had entered into the Warner negotiations with a desire to join a media company, it became 

evident that his laidback, Silicon Valley managerial approach and lifestyle clashed with WCI’s 

more disciplined, East Coast sensibilities.  
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Specifically, Bushnell found himself at odds with Gerard, who had been trained in an 

entirely different business culture. Whereas Gerard grew frustrated with Bushnell’s absence, 

Bushnell has said that the “entertainment analyst” Gerard “didn’t fully grasp the diversity of 

engineering.”178 Furthermore, Bushnell disagreed “with the management style that Hollywood 

sort of brought into it.”179 Keenan sensed that the VCS’s poor performance in 1977 and 1978 

reflected directly on Gerard, given his role in leading the acquisition in the first place as well as 

his faith in Atari’s potential: “I think he had the same confidence we had … but I think his job 

was as much on the line as ours.”180 Perhaps due to the stress of the situation, Gerard and 

Bushnell’s relationship worsened.   

This became especially evident during the December 1978 annual budget meeting at 

Warner’s New York headquarters. At this “inquisition,” as Bushnell has called it, Ross and other 

WCI upper management wanted to know his plan for delivering Atari to profitability.181 In 

response, Bushnell proposed closing the pinball division, opening up the computer line to third-

party developers, and changing the strategy for the VCS.182 Bushnell and Gerard have offered 

different accounts of what exactly this proposal entailed. Whereas Gerard recounts that Bushnell 

called for “selling off every [VCS] because we’ve saturated the market,” Bushnell says that he 

wanted to reduce the price of the VCS in order to encourage software sales (i.e., the 

aforementioned razor-and-blades economic model) and to make way for a successor home 
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console that would release in three years.183 Following Bushnell’s speech, according to Gerard, 

“[e]verybody in the room … they’re looking at him, like, ‘What the fuck is he talking about? 

Where is this coming from?’”184 Despite Gerard countering that the VCS had so far sold below 

expectations only due to a lack of national marketing, Ross had become concerned. 

Taking place just two years after Atari had joined WCI, the meeting showcased the 

tension inherent to the convergence of new and old media. An unnerved Ross, faced with this 

tension, followed Gerard’s advice, but only after some convincing. As Gerard tells it,  

The next day I was called into Steve Ross’s office, and he’s is in a panic. The guy he 
bought the company from has just told him that this thing is going to fall apart. ... I said, 
“Steve, it’s now the 10th of December. There are two possibilities: One, on December 
25th, there will not be a 2600 game system on any retail shelf in America”—which is 
what I believed—“in which case you’ve got a business that’s going to blow through the 
moon. Or two, we’re fucked, and there’s nothing we can do about it now. So you might 
as well relax and wait. Because if I’m right, this is a business that’s about to take off. If 
I’m wrong, then we’ll know on the 26th of December.” And what happened on the 26th 
of December? It was a feeding frenzy. You couldn’t buy the game system.185  

 
Not only did Atari move its 400,000 unsold consoles, but demand grew so high that supplies had 

to be rationed to retailers, with 800,000 total units selling in 1978.186 Although Al Alcorn has 

said that WCI’s focus on marketing fueled this turnaround, he realized that Atari—with its 

slogan of “We take fun seriously”—was changing: “Making lots of money is fun, but it doesn’t 

make you got to work every day.”187 The lucrative 1978 holiday season had proven Gerard right, 

further marginalizing Bushnell from Atari and further transforming the company’s culture.  
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This transformation accelerated when Bushnell departed Atari. Although he has said, 

“It’s not clear whether I was fired or whether I quit,” his departure came down to a combination 

of quitting and being fired, in the form of a forced retirement.188 In late December 1978, Gerard 

informed Bushnell that he and Joe Keenan would be moved to new positions within Atari.189 

Bushnell turned down the non-executive role of Vice Chairman, which he considered to be “a 

horseshit title,” because “[he] wanted to be in the thick of things.”190 Warner’s reorganization 

plan reinforced to Bushnell that the traditional media conglomerate had won because, as he has 

put it, that “no matter what the title was, the real shots (for Atari) were going to be called from 

New York.”191 Rather than quit and receive no compensation, Bushnell agreed to take the 

“Beach Clause,” under which, as a member of Atari’s upper management, he would continue to 

earn his cash bonuses and WCI stock option in exchange for having no influence on company 

policy unless requested as a consultant.192 In addition, the clause’s non-compete condition 

prohibited him from participating in the video game industry until late 1983, out of fear that his 

relationships with Atari designers could create a serious rival.193 As it turned out, the actions of 

Bushnell’s replacement, Ray Kassar, would soon create several rivals.  
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Privately, Bushnell had been forced into retirement from the company he had co-founded, 

but, publicly, he had merely “wanted to go back to inventing.”194 His post-Atari life actually had 

started while at Atari, having founded in 1977 his next venture, Pizza Time Theatre—an 

innovative concept combining a pizza parlor, a video game arcade, and a house band of 

animatronic, anthropomorphic critters led by a rat (eventually a mouse) named Chuck E. Cheese. 

Pizza Time Theatre—later adopting the name of its mascot—began as a part of Atari, with its 

first location opening in May 1977 in San Jose. During his tenure as Atari Chairman, Bushnell 

purchased all rights to the subsidiary and the San Jose restaurant for only $500,000.195 Even 

though Pizza Time Theatre posed synergy potential as a marketing platform for Atari’s products, 

WCI viewed the venture indifferently; Gerard explains, “I frankly had no interest in Chuck E. 

Cheese. I didn’t want to be in the food business with kids.”196 For Bushnell, the concept had been 

a passion project, having conceived the idea as early as 1969.197 Despite having left Pizza Time 

Theatre in 1983 and overseeing several startups afterwards, when I asked Bushnell what he 

focused on after his exit from Atari, his response was simply, “Chuck E. Cheese.”198 It’s easy to 

see why he would look back fondly on the company that became his primary pursuit while 

prohibited from the games industry. For its part, WCI—and, by extension, Atari—continued to 

profit, albeit indirectly, from the business even after having sold it. Whereas arcades previously 
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carried associations with organized crime, Chuck E. Cheese provided a family-friendly 

environment that, along with the continued success of the VCS, helped to further legitimize 

video games in American culture.  

ATARI’S CORPORATE MAKEOVER 

Ray Kassar actually had joined Atari before Bushnell’s exit. Because of Bushnell’s 

disengagement around the time of the VCS’s initially disappointing sales, Gerard had sought to 

institute some control and “adult supervision” over the subsidiary—whose condition at the time 

board member Don Valentine described as “absolute chaos”—by bringing in an experienced 

executive.199 In February 1978, he reached out to Kassar, a fellow Harvard MBA who had served 

as Marketing Vice President of the Burlington Industries textile firm. What he lacked in video 

game knowledge, he made up for in traditional managerial experience. While Gerard believed in 

Bushnell and Joe Keenan as artists, he sought Kassar for his background in marketing with the 

intent of improving Atari’s advertising strategy.200  

At first, Kassar served as a consultant (under the title of Consumer Division General 

Manager), tasked with determining the company’s long-term prospects.201 Having assumed his 

consulting would last only “for a couple of weeks,” Kassar quickly realized that any corporate 

restructuring would be a significant undertaking.202 As he later recalled, “The company had no 

infrastructure. There was no chief financial officer; there was no manufacturing person, no 
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human resources. There was nothing. The company was totally dysfunctional.”203 Nonetheless, 

he determined that WCI should continue investing in Atari because of the VCS but 

recommended that a more strategic marketing plan needed to be put in place.204 Pleased with 

Kassar’s work, WCI extended his appointment through the rest of 1978 and promoted him to the 

role of President of the Consumer Electronics Division.205  

 Conflicts quickly arose after Warner had appointed Kassar. Looking back, Gerard says, 

“I guess once you brought anybody in, it was inevitable that it was going to fall apart with Nolan 

(Bushnell) and Joe (Keenan).” Once in his new role, Kassar, in Gerard’s words, “start[ed] to 

discipline the company (and) give it some structure.”206 However, Kassar’s East Coast 

management clashed with the California-casual spirit of Atari. Even years after joining Atari, 

press reports would present Kassar as an outsider. A 1981 story in The Washington Post, for 

example, describes him as someone “who dresses impeccably and has a reputation as a 

disciplinarian” and who “is an unusual figure at Warner’s, which prides itself on informality and 

loose organizational structure.” The article goes on to say, “Warner’s hierarchy is heavy with 

self-made Brooklyn boys and the company frowns on staff meetings, territorial squabbles, 

written memos and MBA degrees.”207 Notably, the article frames Kassar as different from not 

just Atari the Silicon Valley upstart but also WCI the Hollywood conglomerate. 
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His first visit to Atari recalls those of Sears and Gerard. Kassar has said that he sensed a 

culture clash immediately upon arrival at the company’s Bay Area headquarters: “I was dressed 

in a business suit and a tie, and I met Nolan Bushnell. He had a T-shirt on. The T-shirt said, ‘I 

love to fuck.’ That was my introduction to Atari.”208 The contrast in fashion symbolized the 

distinction between the buttoned-down Kassar and the freewheeling Bushnell. As Gerard put it 

when I asked how their management styles compared, “They didn’t see anything the same way. 

… They were polar opposites.”209 Whereas Kassar believed that success depended on hard work, 

Bushnell believed in the importance of fun. As an illustration of this difference, Kassar arrived 

early in the morning seven days a week while Bushnell often arrived in the afternoon.210 

Moreover, Bushnell’s office at Atari featured a “big stuffed bear” and a “bar with on-tap beer,” 

compared to Kassar’s redesign that embraced “earth tones and modern, less-is-more 

furniture.”211 Finally, Kassar lacked Bushnell’s understanding of and passion for video games, a 

distinction that would prove problematic as he exercised control over the company.   

Compared to Bushnell, Kassar followed a stricter and more traditional managerial path. 

As President of Consumer Electronics, he broke away from Bushnell’s emphasis on design and 

engineering and instead diverted some of the R&D budget to marketing. With a stronger 

promotional strategy in place, VCS sales surged during the 1978 Holiday season. Seeing this 
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outcome as an argument against Bushnell’s plan to slash the console’s price, Gerard, in 

December 1978, replaced Bushnell with Kassar as CEO.212  

This change in management allowed Warner, through Kassar’s policies, to remake 

Atari’s culture in its own image. For Kassar, Bushnell’s exit was a relief: “I couldn’t have 

accomplished what I did with Nolan in the picture. Atari couldn’t have two bosses.”213 Still, 

Bushnell’s influence continued to permeate the company, and employees who remained loyal to 

their old boss pushed back against Kassar’s efforts at a corporate makeover. 

After all, these workers had enjoyed a more relaxed atmosphere under Bushnell. Beyond 

his personality, several respondents noted that Atari’s environment also derived from the 

counterculture character of the emerging Bay Area technology sector.214 As Kantor describes her 

impression of Silicon Valley at the time of her arrival at Atari, “There were many new concepts, 

and people started to get excited about trying new things. It was risky at the time, but there were 

a lot of willing people, and they seemed to focus on a ‘work hard/play hard’ philosophy to 

accomplish their goals.”215 Others I spoke with also mentioned a “work hard/play hard” ethic 

that was especially evident in Atari’s early years. Video game historian Steven L. Kent, among 

others, has portrayed the work culture during this time as informal (and male-dominated):  

Bushnell still preferred working smart and fun to working hard and made sure that the 
men around him agreed with his philosophy. They held meetings in hot tubs, drank 
heavily, experimented with drugs, and named projects after sexy female employees. 
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Sometimes Atari board meetings seemed more like fraternity parties than business 
meetings.216  
 

Based on my own interviews, Atari started to become more formal in late 1976, around the time 

of both the relocation of the company headquarters from Los Gatos to nearby Sunnyvale and the 

sale to WCI. According to Steve Ritchie, for instance, casual drug use had been more common 

prior to the Sunnyvale move:  

Every Friday for the 2 years I was in the Los Gatos building, hashish brownies at the 
electronics rework table would just appear. Virtually everyone would eat one. We were 
all stoned at work! After work there would be loading dock parties, where there were 
gallon bottles of Red Mountain wine, weed, and other treats. That pretty much ended 
when Atari moved to Borregas Ave. in Sunnyvale, CA. The company took on a much 
more professional attitude throughout. Our new leased building was modern and 
beautiful, and was located in a business park. The dock parties and open drug use were 
curtailed, but the casual friendly employees were unaffected.217  
 

In addition to the new office space, Atari also became more corporate as a result of joining a 

conglomerate; as Kantor, who left in 1979 to launch a promotion business, describes, “It changed 

from a small ‘everyone knew everyone’ type group to a big company run by Warner.”218  

Prior taking on a more corporate identity, Atari had leveraged its informal atmosphere as 

not just a motivator for current employees but also as a recruiting tool. Apple co-founder Steve 

Jobs, for example, had applied to Atari based on a job posting in the San Jose Mercury that read, 

“Have fun; make money.”219 After they collaborated with and received mentoring from Bushnell 
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on the coin-op Breakout (Atari, 1976), Jobs and Steve Wozniak brought the lessons they learned 

at Atari (e.g., focusing on merit and not enforcing a dress code) over to Apple.220  

As the Apple example demonstrates, Atari’s corporate culture established labor 

conditions that have come to define the contemporary technology industry. In fact, Atari quickly 

came to represent all of Silicon Valley. According to a 1983 story featured in the technology 

industry journal InfoWorld, “For most Americans, no company represented the essence of 

Silicon Valley better than Atari. That is because the valley's most important product is not 

microprocessors or computers, robots or video games. It is the entrepreneurial spirit. Atari is not 

just another successful company. Atari created an industry where none had existed before.”221 

Bushnell, as the driving personality behind Atari, embodied the company’s entrepreneurial spirit.  

Atari’s work hard/play hard culture prefigured the conditions that Andrew Ross observed 

in companies associated with the “New Economy” that emerged out of digital technology 

markets in the 1990s. After all, both the games industry and the New Economy grew out of the 

countercultural ethos of Silicon Valley.222 On the one hand, digital technologies like the Internet 

appeared to present opportunities for a “humane workplace” by encouraging “openness, 

cooperation, and self-management.”223 On the other hand, Ross and other precarious labor 

scholars have called attention to the negative work conditions that these same technologies have 

created, or, more accurately, extended; as Trebor Scholz has argued, these tools have allowed for 
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“new forms of labor but old forms of exploitation.”224 This exploitation has included longer work 

hours due the collapsing of work and play as well as little opportunities for advancement through 

a flattened corporate hierarchy.225 Although Atari would be subjected to a more traditional 

hierarchy once under the ownership of WCI, its collapsing of work and leisure remained (as 

shown in this and the next chapter). For instance, as designer Howard Scott Warshaw (who 

joined Atari in 1981) has noted in an interview,  

We had a rule at Atari. You couldn’t come in until you wanted to, and you couldn’t leave 
until you felt like it. You’d think that people wouldn’t spend much time at work there, but 
there were people there around the clock. There was always someone there, because what 
we were doing was so much fun and compelling that you just wanted to be there.226  
 

This overlap would go on to inspire the contemporary games industry’s tendency to present a 

“work as play” ethos as a means to attract aspirants and legitimize exploitative practices like 

long hours and the use of unwaged and underpaid laborers (e.g., beta testers and modders).227 

At first, Atari’s blurring of work and leisure stood out from both the regimented 

companies of the East Coast and the era’s major Silicon Valley firms. As Atari designer Steve 

Bristow, who joined from IBM in 1973, has explained, “At that time in IBM you had to wear a 

white shirt, dark pants and a black tie with your badge stapled to your shoulder or something. At 

Atari the work people did counted more than how they looked.”228 In addition to cultivating a 

work as play ethos, Atari influentially emphasized a meritocratic culture. Alice E. Marwick 
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argues that Silicon Valley today tends to attribute success to creativity and hard work instead of 

social status, privileging bootstrap entrepreneurialism over formal training. In summarizing 

impressions gathered from interviews she conducted with tech sector representatives, she writes, 

“This meritocratic notion of wealth through accomplishment was often contrasted with an 

archaic view of the East Coast as peppered with prep schools and debutante balls.”229 For WCI, 

this contrast became apparent after acquiring Atari in 1976 and only intensified when the 

Harvard Business School-educated Ray Kassar took over from the self-made entrepreneur 

Bushnell. 

Although Gerard and WCI had attempted to initiate some sense of discipline over the 

company by replacing Bushnell with Kassar, Atari’s meritocracy and Bushnell’s influence 

remained in place. On the one hand, as Bushnell explains, this became a problem for the 

traditionally-minded conglomerate: “[I]t started really bugging some of the Warner executives 

that some of our engineers didn’t come in until noon, not realizing that they didn’t leave until 

midnight. They looked at Atari as though everybody was slacking off, which was just the 

opposite of what was actually happening.”230 The employees, with an average age of around 

twenty-three, had learned to follow Bushnell’s example by creating on their own terms and 

preferred to do so in an informal work environment.231 Game designer Warren Robinett, for 

instance, has said, “I normally came in at 11 a.m. and worked until, say. 7 p.m. But there were 
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times when I would keep going into the night.”232 To Atari’s employees, on the other hand, 

Kassar seemed like an outsider. 

Because of his perceived outsider status, employees distrusted Kassar during his time as a 

consultant and especially after he replaced Bushnell.233 For those at Atari accustomed to a certain 

managerial relationship, Kassar felt unapproachable. According to Alcorn, the new corporate 

environment had become less welcoming and more segmented: “It was not warm and friendly at 

all. I couldn't even talk to Ray. You had to set an appointment days in advance and sit outside his 

office to even talk to him.”234 Hector describes Kassar as “a quiet, professional, pleasant guy” 

who nonetheless “seemed uncomfortably ‘out of place’ at Atari and in conflict with its 

foundation and traditions in creative technology/entertainment/entrepreneurism.”235 By 

comparison, Bushnell had been known for his “Nolan Attacks,” an affectionate description of his 

tendency to offer so many unsolicited suggestions on projects as to hinder their progress.236 

Kantor says that Bushnell took a strong interest in innovation and had fostered a closer 

relationship than Kassar with the “Atarians.”237 The distinction between the two executives came 

down to Kassar’s belief that his textiles experience applied to video games simply because of 
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their manufactured nature.238 While Time Warner would later open a video game division, 

Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment, with games industry veterans in executive positions, 

WCI had fewer options for overseeing Atari. The growing disengagement of Bushnell, the 

dominant and founding figure of the games industry, would imply that the next logical hire 

would have been someone from another technology firm. As Gerard told me, though, such a step 

could not be taken:  

I was once interviewed by someone who asked, “Why didn’t you hire someone who had 
succeeded in Silicon Valley?” And I said, “You don’t get it. The book wasn’t written 
then. They didn’t exist then.” If someone had written that book, my life would’ve been 
easier.239 

 
That is, rather than recruit based on games industry experience, Gerard thought Atari required 

discipline and organization from a veteran executive.  

Kassar encountered resistance against his efforts to formalize Atari according to 

traditional corporate culture. First, he overhauled its marketing. Until Kassar joined as a 

consultant, the company concentrated on the Holiday shopping season.240 Atari had grown 

accustomed to the limited advertising it had used for its coin-operated games—products whose 

niche target audience of arcade owners and distributors could be reached through amusement 

industry publications, flyers, and trade shows.241 Based on his consumer products background, 
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Kassar felt the need for a more concerted marketing effort, so he developed a year-round 

advertising strategy to stimulate sales of the VCS.242 Although the plan succeeded, criticism 

among the old guard at Atari mounted. Programmer Rob Fulop, for example, has said that a 

cultural schism grew as marketing, rather than innovation, came to drive corporate decisions: 

"The marketing department had never played a video game ... marketing thought the 

programmers were lazy; the programmers thought marketing was stupid."243 Whereas WCI 

wanted Kassar to maximize its investment in the VCS by boosting sales figures through 

advertising, Atari’s designers wanted to pursue innovation. With his diverting of R&D funding 

to marketing the existing console, Kassar distanced himself from his creatively-minded 

employees.  

 Workers’ perception of “marketing” taking over “creativity” at Atari speaks to a parallel 

movement taking place in the American film industry around this time. As Justin Wyatt has 

examined, studios and conglomerates in the 1970s started to embrace “high-concept” films (i.e., 

those that prioritize marketable imagery and succinct plot summaries). For Wyatt, projects like 

Jaws and Superman: The Movie represented a strategy of product differentiation in the midst of 

not just the postwar box-office decline discussed earlier in this chapter but also the rise of 

Hollywood conglomeration.244 Wyatt claims that high-concept films repackage art cinema’s 

emphasis on “authorial expressivity” (i.e., the notion of a film as the distinct work of its director) 

but do so for the purpose of marketing, given their self-conscious visual style that “exists 
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separate from, and in excess to, the apparent narrative.” He argues, “Rather than being motivated 

by the vision of a single author, the strong commercial orientation of the style suggests a 

designation of ‘industrial expressivity’ as a mark of high concept.”245 From this perspective, the 

rise of such explicitly commercial filmmaking in Hollywood represented the dominance of 

industry over creativity. Because of Atari’s position within a Hollywood conglomerate, it is not 

surprising that a similar emphasis on marketing began to take hold. As I discuss in more detail 

later in this chapter, the collaboration between Warner Bros., DC Comics, and Atari on 

Superman: The Movie tie-ins emerged out of the high-concept trend and inspired the film 

industry to regard games as subservient marketing vehicles. 

Second, in contrast to the T-shirt-wearing Bushnell, Kassar influenced a dress code that 

reshaped Atari’s image. Like many Silicon Valley companies today, Atari had championed 

casual wear over professional attire; Marwick explains that, for tech workers, “[f]launting one’s 

wealth is considered tacky, because it defies the scene’s emphasis on intelligence and 

technological savvy.”246 Kassar, who arrived at work via chauffeured limousine and in a tailored 

suit, represented the antithesis of the “anti-fashion ethos” developing in Silicon Valley at the 

time.247 Instead of requiring a formal dress code, he and his executive team merely inspired a 

corporate image through their daily, professional wardrobe—convincing even the old guard to 

gradually rethink their style. Frank Ballouz, Vice President of Coin-Op Marketing, has said, “I 

came to work in jeans and boots and never a tie. Then, after Nolan and Joe were gone … I started 
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to change … Eventually, everyone else did the same.” By 1982, according to designer Bob 

Brown, “everybody” at Atari “looked stoic and conservative” in three-piece suits.248  

With Kassar’s policies in place, Atari started to sever ties with its past in its 

transformation into a WCI subsidiary—laying the groundwork for its synergistic entry into the 

tie-in video game space. Despite the video game business having begun only in the early 1970s, 

Atari’s transformation resembled changes affecting a number of media industries throughout the 

decade. The conglomeration of Hollywood that had started in the 1960s, for instance, shifted 

studio leadership from their founders to owners from outside the entertainment business—as 

Seven Arts and Kinney’s takeover of the formerly family-run Warner Bros. demonstrates. 

Pauline Kael wrote in 1980 that management in other media firms had been shifting as well, 

from creatives to MBAs:  

Part of what has deranged American life in this past decade is the change in book 
publishing and in magazines and newspapers and in the movies as they have passed out 
of the control of those whose lives were bound up in them and into the control of 
conglomerates, financiers, and managers who treat them as ordinary commodities. … 
[T]he traditions that developed inside many of those businesses have been ruptured. And 
the continuity is gone.249  

 
As Kael notes, this transition in leadership ruptured long-established cultures within the media 

industries. Atari, under Kassar, came to resemble a different company than the one Bushnell had 

established; as Steve Bloom put it in a 1982 story celebrating Atari’s tenth anniversary, 

“Working at Atari used to be like one continuous food fight, many former employees say; 

laboring there now, these people would have you believe, is about as lively as a visit to the 
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county morgue.”250 By that time, executive turnover had been so prevalent that the company 

appeared to have adopted an entirely new set of values.  

 Specifically, the new MBA-trained executives pushed Atari into pursuits driven by profit 

and risk-aversion rather than by creativity and innovation. This strategy derived from Steve Ross 

and the rest of management’s outsider status and lack of affinity for the products whose 

development they oversaw. After founding the New York Cosmos professional soccer team in 

1970, Ross had started to turn his attention away from WCI’s film, video game, and music 

interests.251 As Richard M. Clurman explains about Ross’s relationship to Atari:  

The company was not his style. He loved the profits. But it was a dull manufacturing 
business with plants around the world, 10,000 employees and polyester retailers, bereft of 
celebrities, romance or glamour. He barely gave it a nod, except to revel in its success. 
He never visited its plants and only twice, belatedly, its headquarters in Sunnyvale, 
California.252  
 

Likewise, Kassar and his lieutenants remained detached from Atari’s products, less because they 

considered it dull and more because they had little understanding of the designers and their 

immaterial labor. Bushnell had motivated his employees by appealing to their creative impulses 

encouraging everyone—including himself—to contribute to a game’s design: “[Y]ou really want 

to have a system where everyone thinks that they created the game, because you really want 

everyone to have ownership. … [S]ometimes the nuance suggested by one person on the team is 

the difference between a successful game and a horrible game.”253 Kassar, by contrast, cared 
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little for a game’s quality so as long as it sold.254 Even though the games began to bear less of a 

cross-company sense of ownership, Kassar prohibited designers from taking credit for their 

games.255 This particular aspect of what the designers perceived as Kassar’s autocratic 

management style would lead to Atari’s eventual downfall.256 

 These conflicts reflect different understandings of “creativity.” The Silicon Valley origins 

of video games had developed a creative culture at Atari that, despite overlaps, were at odds with 

those of Hollywood, particularly the film industry. Today, personnel frequently work in both 

film and games, and credits for many games—particularly blockbuster, “AAA” titles (profiled in 

Chapter 4)—have come to outpace the length and global reach of those for even the largest-scale 

films (e.g., more than 3,000 people contributed to Red Dead Redemption 2 [Rockstar Games, 

2018], a game whose end credits run for thirty-four minutes).257 Like the studio system had 

established the film industry’s division of labor in the Classical Hollywood era (e.g., 

screenwriters, directors, producers), distinct roles within the games industry also have become 

formalized alongside the growing complexity of AAA development (e.g., programmers, artists, 

producers).258 Casey O’Donnell argues that, “too often, while a game is credited to the numerous 

developers found in a game’s actual credits screen, it is cited as the work of an individual; a 
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producer or designer.”259 Back in the 1970s and early 1980s, though, a single artist frequently did 

program all aspects of a game, including its gameplay, graphics, and sound.  

 This grew out of the industry’s roots in single-person computer software design.260 A 

designer’s interdisciplinary range of creative responsibilities produced a sense of the artist-as-

author—even though Kassar would assign credit only to Atari, and not the artist.261 This reflects 

Vicki Mayer’s findings in interviews with uncredited TV industry workers that “people defined 

themselves in relation to the work they did on behalf of television industries even as they were 

invisible to the television industry.”262 That is, despite not receiving formal recognition, the 

legacy of Silicon Valley’s work culture and the concept of single-artist design cultivated in 

Atari’s workforce a sense of creative freedom that, they felt, Kassar and WCI stifled. As I 

explain later in this chapter, disagreements over assigning credit would lead disgruntled workers 

to leave Atari and establish their own, rival firms. 

The tension that arose between Kassar and the artists at Atari reminds us that media 

convergence creates, and extends, a range of creative labor hierarchies. Efforts at collaboration 

can lead to conflicts of management approaches (e.g., Silicon Valley vs. Hollywood or West 

Coast vs. East Coast), as older-media stakeholders impose their work culture upon those in 

newer media (e.g., through the enforcement of a dress code). Just as convergence can bring about 

new hierarchies, it also builds upon existing ones. In Below the Line: Producers and Production 
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Studies in the New Television Economy (2011), Mayer examines the relationship within the TV 

industry of so-called “above-the-line” employees (i.e., “those who manage themselves and their 

intellectual capacities,” such as individuals formally credited as producers) and “below-the-line” 

workers (i.e., the uncredited “tradespeople, artisans, and other people who use their manual skills 

under the control of managers”).263 She argues that assigning credit both renders certain laborers 

and their work as “invisible” and cultivates (and legitimizes) particular cultural understandings 

within and outside the TV industry of just what comprises the role of a “producer.” With Kassar 

granting game design credit only to Atari as a corporate entity rather than to any individual 

contributors, Atari imposed its own above- and below-the-line hierarchy that derived from the 

established power structure of the film and TV industries. The assigning of corporate authorship 

at the expense of erasing labor during this time at Atari supports Mayer’s argument against 

presumed distinctions between above- and below-the-line work.264  

In the meantime, Kassar and his executives approached products from a marketing, rather 

than creative, position. The goal became less about pursuing innovation than about fostering 

stronger synergies between Atari and WCI’s related subsidiaries, as these formerly distinct 

divisions finally began to partner on projects, such as the Warner Bros. film Superman: The 

Movie based on a DC Comics property. Compared to its prior focus on original, in-house 

material—or least variations of its own products—Atari began to depend on licensed games, 

including those based on hit arcade games and even media brands. This strategy represented how 

power had shifted from the artists to the marketers.  
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Before experimenting with media licenses, Atari focused on adapting coin-op hits for the 

home. From a game design perspective, an existing coin-op title posed far fewer adaptation 

challenges than a concept borrowed from another medium. Ian Bogost explains,  

Creating a procedural representation of a videogame is certainly much less work than 
creating a procedural representation of a film; the game was already constructed as a set 
of software-coded rules, and arcade games of the day were simple enough that reverse 
engineering the gameplay often didn’t require an intimate knowledge of how the game 
was originally developed.265 

 
The unique ludic (i.e., play-related) properties of arcade games made them logical candidates for 

VCS repurposing, even if the result could not perfectly replicate arcade gameplay. As Gerard 

puts it, “It might not be 100%, (but) you could make a consumer game that was somewhere 

between 95%-99% of the coin-op game, depending on the complexity of the game.”266 While 

arcade titles would grow more and more complex by the early 1980s and surpass the 

technological capabilities of the VCS (as profiled in the next chapter), Atari’s experience in coin-

op presented a logical starting point for the company’s first consumer products.  

The commercial success of Home Pong had proven the potential of drawing on popular 

coin-op games. From its launch, Atari had published ports (i.e., platform-to-platform 

adaptations) of its own arcade titles such as 1975’s Indy 800 and 1976’s Breakout, released in 

1977 (as Indy 500) and 1978, respectively. Bogost and Nick Montfort note that the internal 

components and joystick controller of the VCS, in fact, had been designed to play adaptations of 

1972’s Pong and 1974’s Tank.267 Building the console on the foundations of what had already 

become relatively primitive coin-op games would eventually lead to inferior ports (due to arcade 
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games of the late 1970s and early 1980s introducing visual advancements like vector graphics), 

but not before Atari found enormous success with licensing the arcade hits of outside companies. 

Based on the 1978 coin-op from Taito, Space Invaders arrived for the VCS in 1980 and 

began the trend of Atari licensing a popular arcade game for a home console port. Although 

Space Invaders had been a hit in Japan, Taito had licensed it to Midway for North American 

arcade distribution and then to Bally (owner of Midway) and Atari for the home.268 According to 

a 1982 Merrill Lynch report, Japanese publishers such as Taito and Namco around this time had 

been concerned “about becoming entangled in trade related [sic] problems with the U.S.” 

Additionally, they viewed the North American and European markets as more welcoming to 

home console ports than Japan, where, although manufacturing and shipping costs would be far 

cheaper, “strict parental discipline and highly demanding educational and cultural guidelines are 

not generally flexible enough to permit large-scale home video console sales to Japanese 

families.” As the report specified, “Games would clearly be opposed by the Japanese equivalent 

of our PTA’s. The American market is considered as most [sic] fertile territory, with Europe as 

next best [sic].”269 Due to a combination of economic and cultural factors, Taito’s willingness to 

license Space Invaders brought a number of changes to both Atari specifically and the American 

video game industry more broadly.  

In addition to innovating the use of animated characters and ranking player performance 

on a “high score” screen, Space Invaders became a financial phenomenon as it drove total coin-
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op revenues from $472 million in 1978 to $1.3 billion just one year later.270 According to 

developer Richard Maurer, because “[g]ames weren’t assigned then,” he “scouted around for a 

game idea.” After visiting arcades and being “wowed” by Space Invaders, he spent “a few 

months” in 1978—not under the direction of his superiors—making a version for the VCS as a 

way to learn programming for the console. However, sensing little interest in the project among 

his colleagues and also wanting to further develop his VCS programming skills (e.g., to avoid a 

“flicker problem” in his Space Invaders adaptation), he moved on to programming Maze Craze 

(Atari, 1980).271 Then, in early 1979, Gerard witnessed a group of coin-op engineers playing the 

game and immediately recommended to Kassar that Atari pursue the rights, telling the chairman, 

“We’ll license the name, and if they won’t let us license the name, steal the gameplay.”272 After 

Atari had gained the license, Maurer continued to work on the VCS port of Space Invaders.273 

When released in 1980, the game became the first “killer app” (i.e., software capable of driving 

hardware sales), and, as Gerard sees it, represented the “great turning-point for Atari.”274  

The commercial success of Space Invaders for the VCS changed Atari’s consumer 

products approach going forward. Its January 1980 release validated Kassar’s idea to advertise 

beyond the Holiday shopping season. With games now releasing throughout the year, the console 
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became an even more viable product than before. Despite new, more advanced machines like 

Mattel’s Intellivision emerging in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Atari would continue to 

depend on the VCS. This dependency on proven, but aging, hardware like the VCS and licensed 

software like Space Invaders reversed Bushnell’s push for innovation and in-house products. 

Although these changes in strategy allowed Atari to reap huge rewards in the short term, they 

also created problems in the long-term that would cause its downfall. Space Invaders also 

contributed to perhaps what was the most significant cause for the company’s collapse: the 

defection of talent to rival companies due to a frustration among game designers over being 

denied credit or fair pay. Despite the financial windfall the game delivered to Atari, Maurer left 

after receiving no credit and only a bonus of $11,000.275 From a cultural perspective, Space 

Invaders confirmed that, by 1980, Kassar had facilitated Atari’s gradual transition from an 

independently-minded startup to a conglomerate-owned subsidiary.  

VIDEO GAMES GO HOLLYWOOD 

 Kassar’s appointment signaled the growing involvement of WCI in Atari, particularly in 

terms of software. A reliance on risk-aversion over innovation inspired an embrace of licenses 

for the VCS, including arcade ports and media brands. Before the arrival of competing publishers 

inspired the games industry in 1982 to focus on translating film, TV, and comic-book IP, Atari 

experimented with a pair of Superman projects—one for the VCS and the other a pinball 

machine—that promoted both the DC Comics Superman character in general and the 1978 

Warner Bros. film Superman: The Movie in particular.  

This example of inner-corporate coordination in support of a larger merchandising 

program reminds us that the concept of synergy predates its typical association with Hollywood 
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of the 1980s.276 In fact, executives adopted the terms “synergy” and “synergism” as early as the 

1960s to refer to “the notion that the whole is greater than the sum of its parts” and to thereby 

justify the contemporary trend of conglomeration taking place across numerous industries.277 As 

noted in the beginning of this chapter, the initial conglomeration of Hollywood placed studios 

under the same corporate purview as a variety of businesses (e.g., Warner Bros. joined Kinney 

National Services’s holdings in not just publishing but also funeral homes and parking lots). The 

Long Downturn that began in the 1970s would drive widely diversified conglomerates to shed 

their unrelated businesses throughout the 1980s. By the end of the decade, the framing of 

corporate synergy had shifted; while it still referred to achieving more through coordination, it 

now meant doing so with greater focus (given that conglomerates had become more tightly 

diversified) and scale (given the growing importance of international markets).278 In addition to 

representing the first tie-in video game for home consoles, then, Superman stands as WCI’s first 

synergistic partnering of Atari with other corporate subsidiaries. 

 The quest for synergy in 1970s Hollywood built upon previous approaches to 

merchandising. The film industry’s presence in “new-media” markets reflects a trend of its firms, 

when faced with competition, both embracing emerging platforms for merchandising purposes 

and growing through takeovers and consolidation. As explained in the Introduction, studios had 

started expanding into new, complementary revenue streams back in the 1920s. During this time, 

Warner Bros. moved into radio, music publishing, and music recording for cross-promotion; 
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after scaling back its music interests in the early 1930s, the studio established Warner Bros. 

Records in 1958. Furthermore, in the 1950s and 1960s, Warner Bros. began producing TV 

content and licensing films for broadcast after TV had emerged as a rival entertainment 

source.279 By the 1970s, however, networks had started to balk at rising licensing costs and 

instead moved into producing their own made-for-TV movies. To compensate for the resulting 

lost revenue, studios turned their attention to synergy by capitalizing on the emergence of a new 

type of blockbuster and on the arrival of “adjacent” technologies like cable, home video, and 

video games.280  

 The Hollywood film industry of the 1970s had become favorable for the development of 

synergy as a widespread practice. First, exhibition innovations like the construction of 

multiplexes and a saturation release strategy for mainstream films, as opposed to a roadshow 

pattern, provided broad awareness capable of supporting cross-promotional campaigns. Jaws 

demonstrated that a wide opening along with positive word-of-mouth and national TV 

advertising could help a film remain in theaters long enough to sustain a successful line of 

merchandise.281  

Second, while conglomerate ownership positioned studios as only one contributor to a 

larger bottom-line, it also horizontally placed them alongside other media companies. According 

to Gomery, starting in the 1970s, the theatrical “window” developed into a mere advertisement 

for lucrative ancillary markets like merchandise, home video, and cable. By the 1980s, films 

earned only 25% of their revenue from theaters, compared to 75% in 1962—when MCA’s 
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acquisition of Universal had initiated the first wave of Hollywood conglomeration.282 Because 

the primary window for films shifted to the post-theatrical, conglomerates came to regard films 

as “software” designed to inspire merchandise—as observed in WCI’s 1977 Annual Report.283 

Reducing the corporate centrality of films not only made trans- and multimedia storytelling 

possible, but it also offered risk reduction through synergy, with a conglomerate’s components 

mutually enriching each other. For the studios, turning to merchandisable blockbusters helped 

compensate for escalating production costs.284 As Kael wrote in 1980, “Production and 

advertising costs have gone so high that there is genuine nervous panic about risky projects.”285 

Comparatively, merchandise lines carry less risk, given that studios tend to receive guaranteed 

payments in the form of advances and royalties while the licensees take on the costs of 

manufacturing and distribution. Therefore, even if a product fails in the marketplace, it will have 

fulfilled its purpose for the studio of having advertised a particular film.286 In addition to 

mitigating the risk of film financing through a more predictable revenue stream, merchandise 

helped create mass awareness for these increasingly expensive products.  

Third, the aforementioned rise of high-concept films encouraged projects based on pre-

sold elements (e.g., novels and comic books) that could be easily expanded to similar, ancillary 

markets. Wyatt argues that emerging markets tend to threaten film industry earnings, prompting 
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conglomerates to acquire and control them—as shown in WCI’s purchase of Atari and the earlier 

expansion of Warner Bros. into TV production. Once in control of these markets, conglomerates 

in the 1970s exploited them through high-concept films whose inherently marketable style could 

be replicated across an array of products.287  

Fourth, together with the popularization of high concept, the risk-averse studios turned to 

the franchise model, in which several films could be set in the same storyworld and reuse the 

same assets (e.g., sets, music, and actors contracted for multiple appearances). Franchise 

filmmaking had existed for decades, albeit without much discernible long-term planning.288 As 

Thomas Schatz has argued, the closed industrial system of the vertically integrated studios had 

resulted in films whose self-contained narratives that did not extend to other texts. The New 

Hollywood, however, replaced this closed system with conglomerates that favored films open to 

“multimedia reiteration” across corporate holdings.289  

Fifth, the release of Star Wars influenced studios to focus on strategically open films with 

inherent merchandisable and franchisable qualities.290 Because the commercial success of Star 

Wars had caught Twentieth Century-Fox off-guard after having relinquished the merchandise 

rights to creator George Lucas, studios started to exercise stricter control through consumer 
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products and licensing divisions.291 As Schatz puts it, “In terms of both narrative structure and 

marketing … Star Wars was the ultimate New Hollywood commodity—a high-speed, hip-ironic, 

male action-adventure yarn whose central characters are essentially plot functions, with the plot 

itself eminently adaptable to ancillary media forms.” He frames films following in the steps of 

Star Wars (e.g., Raiders of the Lost Ark) as “increasingly plot driven [sic], increasingly visceral, 

kinetic, and fast-paced, increasingly ‘fantastic’ and reliant on special effects, and increasingly 

targeted at younger audiences.”292 Superman: The Movie represents not only Warner Bros.’s first 

attempt at a Star Wars-style film but also its first WCI-era blockbuster built with synergy in 

mind. 

The history of Atari’s early years within WCI suggest mixed approaches to synergy. 

Until the Superman VCS and pinball games, the conglomerate limited Atari’s cross-corporate 

collaboration to using the music division’s distribution network. When I asked Gerard if WCI 

had bought Atari for its synergy potential, he downplayed the idea: “There weren’t massive 

synergy opportunities other than distribution,” given that WCI “ran independent subsidiaries.” 

To maintain a sense of autonomy, upper management “would never interfere in operating 

decisions. … That was the law.”293 From this perspective, WCI’s strategy of independent 

divisions initially discouraged synergy with Atari. 

Video games also represented such a new market that the conglomerate’s interest in Atari 

was limited to its capacity for growth, especially in terms of the VCS. Although Atari’s products 

were, in Gerard’s words, “an extension of what [WCI] did” in the general realm of 
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entertainment, the subsidiary was “not in any major way … there to make video games based on 

movies.” In other words, the acquisition “wasn’t about synergy.”294 If Warner, as he claims, 

bought Atari strictly as a technology company and not as a complement to other divisions, it 

suggests the film industry’s perception of video games as distinct from the entertainment 

business. WCI’s 1976 Annual Report even refers to them as “a logical step in [the] historic 

process” of “[t]oys and games of skill,” minimizing Atari’s adjacency to the conglomerate’s 

existing interests in film, TV, and comic books.295 Robert Alan Brookey claims that, until the 

1990s when Sony—after having acquired Columbia Pictures in 1989—introduced its first 

PlayStation home console, media companies perceived video games as part of the computer 

technology industry.296  

Implicitly, from an industrial perspective, games at first were not regarded as a unique 

medium. Such recognition alluded Atari because, as Mark J.P. Wolf argues, “the video game’s 

status as ‘game’ put it in a different category from traditional media, despite its audiovisual 

nature and often narrative basis.”297 As an example of this, in 1977, WCI bundled Atari with 

Knickerbocker Toy and Malibu Grand Prix racing centers to form a Toys & Electronic Games 

division.298 The persistent media industrial perception of video games as toys reflects a broader 

(and now largely outdated) cultural perception of video games as “low art,” due in part to an 
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association with childhood.299 At first, the film industry itself had struggled with a similar 

perception; as Ross Melnick argues, “high” culture strategies (e.g., adapting biblical and theater 

works as well as using theaters to bring opera and classical music to the masses) had helped to 

“elevat[e] the cultural status of motion pictures.”300 By the time video games began converging 

with the film industry in the 1970s, the “Director’s Cinema” had further popularized the notion 

of film as art. Video games, by contrast, had grown out of not just the concept of play, but also 

the amusement industry and the relatively unknown domain of computers. Moreover, the low 

cultural reputation of video games reflected their association with TV, a medium criticized at the 

time as a tool for controlling the masses.301 Regarding video games as “games” and low culture 

would influence Hollywood’s derivative use of them as support for older media.  

Other evidence suggests that synergy may have been behind the merger after all. In an 

interview published two weeks after the deal, Gerard mentions the potential for a complementary 

corporate alignment of Atari and WCI: “We’ll be investigating how Warners’ [sic] various 

companies can interact with each other, but the investigation hasn’t yet begun with respect to 

Atari. By the way, we look to Atari’s people to suggest cross-fertilization possibilities to us.”302 

According to Bushnell, Atari had entered into negotiations with the conglomerate because of an 

interest in such possibilities: “We were smitten with the Hollywood thing and saw the potential 

synergies with Warner films and music.”303 Even if “cross-fertilization” had motivated the 
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acquisition, Gerard admitted at the time that any such opportunities “could take at least a year.” 

In reference to synergy, he emphasized, “Many things are theoretically possible but this is not 

the reason we came into this venture. We came in because we believe in this industry and we 

believe in Atari’s management.” From this perspective, WCI had acquired Atari because of its 

own localized synergies between arcade and consumer products; as Gerard said in October 1976, 

“Consumer games spin from coin-op, and coin-op spins from consumer.”304 While several early 

VCS titles did adapt Atari’s own coin-op games rather than any Warner IP, by late 1978, 

skyrocketing VCS sales persuaded WCI to regard the subsidiary as a distribution pipeline instead 

of as an autonomous unit.  

Prior to Atari contributing to the media hierarchy at WCI with the Superman tie-in, its 

founders and much of the games industry had avoided media licenses. In fact, the earliest movie-

related games were not even licensed. A text-based Star Trek computer game had been 

developed at Pomona College in 1972, but due to its non-commercial and unlicensed nature, Ian 

Bogost refers to it “as the computational equivalent of fan fiction.”305 In my research, I 

discovered that Atari in 1975 had been planning a pair of coin-op games with themes designed to 

capitalize on that decade’s Evel Knievel stunt craze. First, designer Owen Rubin had been 

developing Cannonball, which a January 1975 memo describes as “an Evil [sic] Knievel ripoff 

[in which] you control … the power to make a man fire out of a canon [sic] and through a target 

in a wall.”306 That Atari would actually use the term “ripoff” in a corporate document not only 
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appears ironic in light of its frustrations over the cloned Home Pong consoles (as discussed 

earlier in this chapter) but also underscores the company’s informality prior to joining WCI and 

characterizes this period as an unregulated, “Wild West” phase of using IP in the games industry. 

Second, an internal document from the following month titled “Current Engineering 

Assignments” listed “Evil [sic] Knievel” as being in development.307 Atari ultimately chose to 

avoid licensing the Evel Knievel name for either project, with Cannonball not releasing until a 

1978 adaptation for the VCS and the “Evil Knievel” project presumably evolving into the 1976 

arcade game Stunt Cycle. According to several sources, Atari’s coin-op Shark Jaws (Atari, 1975) 

represents the first commercial video game associated with a film, releasing the same year and 

carrying a similar theme as Universal’s blockbuster Jaws.308 

The origins of Shark Jaws—whose gameplay involves steering a diver away from a 

shark—speak to the pre-convergence state of the games industry. According to Bushnell, Atari 

had not contacted Universal for the rights: “We felt that if we got far enough away that it didn’t 

matter. We didn’t like to license things in those days. It just represented too much of a pain in the 

ass.”309 Montfort and Bogost claim that “Bushnell (had) tried to license Jaws for use in a 

videogame [sic], but failed.”310 In any case, Atari unofficially connected the product to the film. 

Not only did its sales flyer boast, “Now you and your locations can cash in on the popularity, 
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interest and profits associated with sharks,” but also the cabinet’s artwork boldly displayed the 

word “Jaws” in much larger font than “Shark” (see Figure 8).  

 
Figure 8: The cabinet artwork for Shark Jaws (Horror Games, 1975) plays on the game’s 

unlicensed nature.311 
 

Belying this boldness, Atari had been concerned enough about legal action to create Horror 

Games, a one-off subsidiary set up to distribute the game.312 Reflecting on the project, Bushnell 

laments not so much its illegitimacy than its violence: “It was a lapse in judgment. It was 

opportunistic. There was a point in video games where, all of a sudden, violent, crazy ideas were 

earning a lot of money. We didn’t want to taint our brand, but we felt that there was an 
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opportunity of doing a Jaws-kind of thing.” Despite releasing only three months after the film’s 

June 1975 debut, Shark Jaws sold a disappointing 2,000 units.313 While Bushnell has said that 

the game’s low sales numbers helped avoid legal notice from Universal Pictures,314 Atari 

executive Gene Lipkin has claimed, “It took Universal Studios only three days to figure out the 

game was Atari’s and there was no Horror Games.”315 Whether due to disappointing sales or to 

the threat of a lawsuit, Atari avoided media-related projects until Superman, which emerged only 

because WCI had ordered its development. 

By the early 1980s, licensed games such as Superman would soon dominate the video 

game industry and symbolize the extent to which Atari had changed as a result of joining WCI. 

Bushnell claims that, had he remained as Atari’s leader, he would not have pursued either video 

game or film licenses: “I always felt that we were selling as many as we wanted to without the 

licensing costs.”316 The embrace of licenses in the pinball industry at the time of the WCI deal 

may have informed Bushnell’s feelings and kept Atari from pursuing licensed products.  

As a precursor to the video game business, pinball foreshadowed the effect licenses 

would have following the release of Superman on the VCS. Like that game, the first licensed 

pinball product grew out of conglomeration. Specifically, Bally’s Wizard! in 1975 functioned as 

                                                
 
313 Bushnell, interview with the author. 
 
314 Russell, 8. Regarding Shark Jaws, Bushnell told Russell, “It wasn’t a success. I think it had been 

successful I would have heard something [from Universal]. But it wasn’t. The nice thing about failures is that they 
die quietly.” 

 
315 Goldberg and Vendel, n.p. Also see Sheff, 117-127; and Herman, Phoenix, 72. While Universal’s legal 

action against Atari over Shark Jaws remains in dispute, the studio later sued Nintendo over the use of the word 
“Kong” in Donkey Kong (Nintendo, 1981) and Games By Apollo for its game Lochjaw (Games by Apollo, 1982). 
By the time MCA issued these lawsuits in the early 1980s, video games had become a burgeoning business 
compared to its beginnings back in 1975. 

 
316 Bushnell, interview with the author. 



 
 
 

 157 

a tie-in to the musical Tommy (Ken Russell, 1975) from Bally owner Columbia Pictures and 

inspired by The Who’s 1969 song “Pinball Wizard” (see Figure 9).  

 
Figure 9: Wizard! (Bally, 1975), left, and Capt. Fantastic and the Brown Dirt Cowboy (Bally, 
1976), right, represent the first pinball tie-ins (photo by the author, at the Seattle Pinball 

Museum). 
 

According to Bally Vice President Tom Neiman, while Columbia had only reluctantly greeted 

his original pitch, Wizard! “went on to become the most (commercially) successful machine the 

industry had seen to date.”317 As early as 1976, shortly after Wizard!’s release, members of the 

amusement industry began cautioning against relying on tie-ins at the expense of innovation: 

“Bally’s ‘Wizard’ showed the industry that combining a good exciting game with a tie-in 
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promotion attracts players and helps sales, but by no means can tie-ins and promotions make a 

dull or mediocre game into a great game.”318 With few stakeholders heeding this warning, the 

market for licensed pinball machines collapsed by the early 1980s, at the same time that licensed 

software was contributing to Atari’s own collapse. A 1983 Videogaming Illustrated story 

explains, “Two factors were to blame: prices for licenses were accelerating due to competition 

between manufacturers, and the market was becoming glutted with tie-in machines. And while 

many were good, some even exceptional, most were sadly inferior.”319 Even before the 

business’s downturn, Atari had closed its pinball group within the Coin-Op Division.320 

 Before closing, Atari’s pinball team had worked on licensed Superman and Wonder 

Woman games. According to Superman pinball co-designer Steve Ritchie, shortly after WCI had 

acquired Atari, a vice president from the conglomerate had spoken to the pinball group about 

licenses. As a fan of Bally’s Captain Fantastic machine that had released in 1976, Ritchie says, 

“I had wanted to make a licensed game. … I was definitely jealous of the game designers at 

Bally.” Because Captain Fantastic and Wizard! had proven to be hits, the assumption followed 

that WCI would use Atari to create pinball machines based on Warner music artists. After the 

initial visit from the WCI representative, Ritchie says, “Nothing was said about a movie license 

for months after.”321 That is, until sometime in 1977, when Atari joined the cross-conglomerate 

merchandising program for Superman: The Movie.322 Ritchie explains, “One day Atari 
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[Marketing Vice President] Gene Lipkin walked into our pinball lab. He asked, ‘Who wants to 

make a Superman movie-licensed game?’ Of course, we all raised our hands.”323 This suggests 

that, because licenses already had proven successful in the pinball market, Coin-Op artists were 

excited to work on them. As I explain below, VCS employees, however, would greet their 

division’s Superman project with less enthusiasm in part because no precedent had existed for 

media-licensed games appearing on home consoles. While Superman would release in March 

1979, four months after the film’s debut, the Wonder Woman project was cancelled when the 

pinball division closed. 

 In contrast to Atari’s avoidance of media-associated games before VCS Superman, a few 

video game companies released both licensed and unlicensed products. Just as Atari had 

capitalized on Jaws, Project Support Engineers sold a derivative coin-op called Maneater 

(Project Support Engineers, 1975) whose screen featured a boat recalling the Orca from the film 

and whose cabinet carried an open-mouthed shark design.324 While Maneater failed to gain 

attention in the marketplace, Death Race (Exidy, 1976) generated a great deal—albeit due to its 

controversial content. A rebranding of the previously manufactured Pedestrian, Death Race 

presented an unlicensed take on Death Race 2000 (Paul Bartel, 1975), a Roger Corman 

production set in a dystopian future in which race contestants earn points for killing 

pedestrians.325 Based on this premise, players control a vehicle capable of similar mayhem. In 
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response to public outcry, Exidy reframed the human characters as “gremlins” but made no 

changes to the game’s visuals.326 Carly A. Kocurek argues that, with Death Race, Exidy 

prompted “the first video game moral panic,” and explains that the company might have been 

drawn to the film—whose revenues totaled only $4.8 million—due to its enduring cult appeal.327 

Like Shark Jaws had with Atari, the Death Race name allowed Exidy to exploit the film’s 

awareness without licensing expenses.328  

 While Superman represents the first tie-in video game for home consoles, a pair of 

licensed titles had already been introduced in arcades. According to Bogost, the racing coin-op 

Datsun 280 Zzzap (Midway, 1976) stands as the earliest game to officially use a brand.329 That 

same year, the first media-licensed video game arrived with the racing title Fonz (Sega-Gremlin, 

1976). Just as Superman would bring together previously disparate units within WCI, 

Gulf+Western used its Sega subsidiary to cross-promote the Paramount TV series Happy Days 

(1974-1984). Although Sega merely rebranded Man T.T. (Sega, 1976)—itself a variant of Road 

Race (Sega, 1976)—without updating its gameplay or graphics, the cabinet for Fonz emphasized 

its connection to the series with an illustration of the title character, Arthur “The Fonz” 

                                                                                                                                                       
325 Craig Kubey, The Winners’ Book of Video Games (New York: Warner Books, 1982), 89. 
 
326 Meyers, “The Exidy Experiment: Portrait of a Feisty and Futuristic Independent,” Videogaming 

Illustrated (December 1982), 38. 
 
327 Kocurek, Coin-Operated Americans, 1, 72-73. According to Kocurek, “film listings for the Dallas 

Morning News indicate that theaters in the area were still screening [Death Race 2000] with some regularity in 1978, 
three years after its release, with screenings also in 1979 and 1980.”  

 
328 See Donovan, Replay, 42. Ironically, Exidy created Death Race only because another coin-op 

manufacturer, Chicago Coin, had licensed the company’s Destruction Derby (Exidy, 1975) but was not paying 
royalties. Exidy designer Howell Ivy told Donovan that the company repurposed Destruction Derby as a “people-
chase game” to save on manufacturing costs. 

 
329 Bogost, Persuasive Games, 200. 



 
 
 

 161 

Fonzarelli.330 Likewise, an advertisement directed to arcade operators appearing in RePlay 

Magazine’s December 1976 issue leveraged the show’s ratings and the character’s popularity: 

“TV’s hottest name. Your hottest game. TV has made FONZ one of the best known names in 

America today. Now SEGA has made it possible for those 42 million FONZ fans to spend a 

quarter and literally become their motorcycle hero in an action-packed race” (see Figure 10).331 

Two years later, Superman would become not only the first licensed video game for consoles but 

also the first to feature original gameplay. 
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Figure 10: Advertisement for Fonz (Sega-Gremlin, 1976), the first licensed coin-op video 

game tie-in, from the December 1976 issue of RePlay Magazine (photocopy by the author). 
 

SUPERMAN: THE FIRST CONSOLE TIE-IN 

Initially, Atari’s content had remained independent from other WCI products; however, 

the Superman VCS and pinball tie-ins repositioned the company as a cinematic ancillary within 

the conglomerate’s hierarchy. This power dynamic not only revised Atari’s approach to its 

products but also went against what Bushnell has described as its originally “flat organizational 

structure.”332 Atari’s role as a distribution pipeline for an in-house media property predicted the 

                                                
 



 
 
 

 163 

approach other studios would take once they entered the games industry in the years to come. 

Tracing the VCS Superman’s production history reveals tensions that arose from WCI’s efforts 

to more centrally position Atari within its corporate structure (e.g., mandated development, 

tenuous ties to the source material, and a rushed production). By the end of the 1980s, tensions 

between Hollywood and the games industry would facilitate the downfall of Atari as well as 

WCI’s transition into Time Warner (a process I chart in the next chapter).  

On a textual level, Superman laid the foundation for what Jessica Aldred has called the 

“first wave of convergence between cinema and video games.”333 Whereas Aldred defines this 

period as prior to the North American video game industry crash of 1982-1984, I define it as 

taking place from 1973 (with the release of Gulf+Western subsidiary Sega’s first video game) to 

1984 (after which Nintendo helped revive the U.S. games business). I base my periodization on 

Alexis Blanchet’s observation that tie-in releases actually tripled from 1983 to 1984.334 I also 

prefer the term “generation” over “wave” in this context because changes in Hollywood’s 

convergence with the games industry have tended to coincide with the release of new video 

game hardware (referred to in industry parlance as “generations”) (see Figure 11).335 Overall, 

Superman shows that early products of media industrial convergence, such as those from this 

first generation of film-games, can reflect cultural and textual conflict. 
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Generation of Film-Video 
Game Convergence 

Approximate Timespan Corporate Strategies  

First  1973-1984 No tie-ins until 1976; studio 
ownership intensifies in 1982 
until North American video 
game industry crash prompts 
divestment 

Second  1985-1987 Emphasis on licensing; lack 
of in-house development or 
publishing (outside of WCI, 
which retains minority stake 
in Atari’s coin-op business) 

Third 1988-2008 Video game hardware 
advancements allow for more 
faithful adaptations of films; 
studios open “interactive” 
subsidiaries for development 
and publishing 

Fourth 2009-Present Retrenchment from home 
consoles; opening of in-house 
units to develop and/or 
publish content for mobile 
and emerging platforms (e.g., 
virtual reality) 

Figure 11: The four “generations” of Hollywood film and video game industrial 
convergence, as of May 2019.  

 
The Superman video game emerged out of the synergy driving Superman: The Movie. 

According to Boxoffice, the film bred “the biggest and most comprehensive promotional and 

merchandising effort ever accorded to a motion picture.”336 In contrast to the surprise 

merchandising success of Star Wars, Warner Bros. used the Superman brand’s pre-sold 

awareness to promote the film through an extensive, pre-release marketing campaign. Terry 

Semel, Warner Bros. Executive Vice President in charge of domestic sales, said at the time, 
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“Usually when a movie catches on, merchandising catches on along the way … What we hope to 

do this time is to give our various divisions ample lead time to do what should be done. The 

difference between this and other films is that all these things are taking place up front.”337 

Representing the type of product ideally suited to the New Hollywood conglomerate model, the 

film repurposed an internal IP and leveraged its corporate parent’s holdings in multiple ancillary 

markets. Superman: The Movie, therefore, prefigured Warner’s Batman (Tim Burton, 1989), a 

film that Paul Grainge has described as influencing studios to carry “branded media content 

across delivery channels for strategically differentiated mass market appeal.”338 Eileen R. 

Meehan has studied Batman as a conglomerate-grown blockbuster that inspired a network of 

products.339 While Meehan focuses on WCI’s transition into the Time Warner conglomerate, her 

analysis of Batman draws attention to the fact that, more than a decade earlier, WCI had 

employed a similar set of strategies for Superman: The Movie.  

A prototypical conglomerate-era blockbuster, Superman: The Movie adapted an IP that 

Warner already owned—namely, the Superman character that had appeared in DC Comics 

stories since 1938. The film demonstrated to WCI the cost efficiency of repurposing a product 

across its divisions, which would guide subsequent projects like Purple Rain (Albert Magnoli, 

1984) and Batman. Meehan argues that this repackaging has “encourag[ed] media conglomerates 

both to mine their stock of owned materials for new spin-offs and to view every project as a 

multimedia product line.”340 According to Andrew Fogelson, who served as Warner Bros.’s 
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Executive Vice President for Worldwide Advertising and Publicity during the release of 

Superman: The Movie, it represented the first cinematic product of synergy: “This is really the 

first time we’ve had the opportunity to work on a total entertainment package. It makes you 

regret you ever had to do it any other way.”341 Besides setting trends, Superman: The Movie 

resembled other late-1970s blockbusters, with a large production budget (estimates range from 

$35 million to $78 million) and a saturation release in roughly 700 theaters worldwide.342 

Whereas Twentieth Century-Fox had surrendered the Star Wars merchandising rights, WCI 

managed Superman’s expansion into cross-promotional markets (e.g., DC Comics stories, a 

Warner Bros. Records soundtrack, Warner Books tie-ins, and Atari’s video and pinball games).  

Several reasons specific to the Warner conglomerate, Superman: The Movie itself, and 

the games industry inspired the VCS tie-in. First, declining DC Comics sales—due to 

distribution problems, talent defections, and lower quality products—underscored the importance 

of the film and its merchandise.343 By 1975, sales of Superman issues had fallen nearly 65% over 

the past decade.344 A year later, newly appointed publisher Jenette Kahn focused on leveraging 

LCA to transform DC into a “creative rights company.”345 This strategy, in which only one-third 

of revenues would derive from comic books, prioritized the licensing of DC’s properties to other 
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WCI divisions.346 Ian Gordon has pointed out that DC looked to the film and its merchandise to 

raise awareness of Superman comics as well as its entire line of DC Superheroes (e.g., Batman, 

The Flash, and Wonder Woman).347 To exploit the film’s marketing hype, the Superman comics 

reintegrated elements that had been abandoned (e.g., a weakness to kryptonite and Clark Kent as 

a newspaper reporter at The Daily Planet).348  

Second, Warner’s emphasis on merchandising derived in part from the film’s 

independent production context. In 1974, the father-and-son team of Alexander and Ilya Salkind 

had set up a negative pickup deal for Superman: The Movie, making them responsible for 

funding its production while Warner Bros. handled the marketing and distribution.349 Due to 

Warner Bros.’s lack of interest in mounting their own Superman film, the Salkinds managed to 

acquire twenty-five years of film and TV rights for between $3 million and $6.5 million.350  
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As the first blockbuster superhero feature, Superman: The Movie was built around risk-

averse, pre-sold elements.351 These included a release date timed to the fortieth anniversary of 

Superman’s debut; a crew comprising some of the decade’s most prominent talents (e.g., director 

Richard Donner, co-writer Mario Puzo, and composer John Williams); and a pair of recent Oscar 

winners (Marlon Brando and Gene Hackman) in supporting, but top-billed, roles alongside 

newcomers Christopher Reeve (Superman/Clark Kent) and Margot Kidder (Lois Lane).352 As 

Gordon, Matthew P. McAllister, and Mark Jancovich have argued, Superman: The Movie would 

set contemporary blockbuster standards with its multi-demographic appeal, archetypal 

storytelling, basis on a known brand, and franchisability.353 Principal photography even involved 

simultaneous shooting for the sequel, Superman II (Richard Lester/Richard Donner, 1981).354 To 

appeal to the widest possible audience, the film also integrated several genres; the film’s 

production notes quote Reeve: “It’s adventure. It’s comedy. It’s romance. It’s Fantasia. It’s 

2001. It’s Love Story.” The production notes also claim that the character by 1978 had “a built-in 

audience of 6 ½ billion in 38 countries and 14 languages.”355 Once the Salkinds had put together 
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this pre-sold project, Warner Bros. paid between $15-20 million for full domestic distribution 

rights and 80% of the international distribution rights.356 

Superman: The Movie represented a typical post-vertical integration, New Hollywood 

blockbuster with its independent production. By the 1970s, studios had largely stopped 

producing their own films with accrued box-office revenue in favor of relying on distribution 

fees paid by producers like the Salkinds.357 Studios, in other words, had shifted their focus from 

production and exhibition to financing and distribution and had come to rely on outside 

producers to supply “packaged” projects, such as the combination of Brando, Hackman, and 

Puzo that the Salkinds had arranged.358 The risks inherent to the rise of blockbusters encouraged 

studios to use risk-reduction tactics like joint financing, tax shelters, TV and international pre-

sales, nonrefundable exhibitor guarantees, and licensed merchandise. Risk management became 

a higher priority throughout the decade as the blockbuster mentality pushed marketing costs to 

exceed negative costs for the first time—despite the latter having soared from $2 million in 1972 

to almost $10 million in 1979.359 Simply put, it had become more expensive to promote a film 

than to produce it—a shift that inspired Warner Bros. to depend on merchandise for the 

independently produced Superman: The Movie.360  
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Third, Superman: The Movie represented WCI’s response to Star Wars in terms of 

emphasizing merchandising. As media journalist Peter Bart has said, the Warner conglomerates 

have always seen merchandise as part and parcel of both Superman and publisher DC Comics: 

“[T]he DC industry originally came to Warner Bros [sic] via the acquisition of the Licensing 

Corp of America. The key incentive was always products, not movies”361 Therefore, because of 

the character’s comics background, any Superman-related film carries a capacity for expansion 

into ancillary markets. Long before WCI built a licensing empire around the 1978 film, 

Superman had appeared across multiple media (e.g., film and radio serials, animated shorts, and 

a live-action TV series) and products (e.g., masks from Ben Cooper, Inc. and kites from 

Pressman Toy Corporation). Gordon argues that, compared to these earlier efforts, the movie had 

a more focused promotional campaign, which “altered the scale of Superman-licensed material 

and the way DC regarded the process of licensing.”362 Specifically, DC exploited licensing 

opportunities with its corporate siblings, including Atari.  

Through its merchandising plan, Superman: The Movie provided a template for Batman 

and other conglomerate-born blockbusters to follow. Its product line, for instance, combined 

cross-promotional items made in-house with those from licensees. In reference to Batman’s use 

of this strategy, Meehan claims that WCI demonstrated how “media conglomerates (could) bring 

together media industries that were once distinct and separate.”363 Today’s conglomerates 

continue to combine internal and external merchandise markets. Derek Johnson explains that this 

model brings together the “flexibility of outsourcing [the] productive labor” and the 
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“collaborative—often ambivalent—production relations between stakeholders inhabiting the 

same shared corporate hierarchies.”364 WCI’s strategy for Superman: The Movie, particularly the 

VCS tie-in, speaks to the ambivalent, hierarchical relations that can arise from inner-

conglomerate collaboration.  

With Superman: The Movie, WCI implemented a dual strategy that separately licensed 

out merchandising rights to the film and to the character’s comics. For advertisers, this—as 

Meehan argues with Batman—provided considerable freedom to license the image of Superman 

most appropriate for their target audience.365 For Warner Bros., this allowed the studio to profit 

from the increased exposure Superman: The Movie provided the comics, from whose licensing—

unlike that of the film—WCI stood to fully profit, given that DC owned the license whereas 

LCA shared the film licensing rights with the Salkinds.366 As Bud Rosenthal, the film’s 

international marketing coordinator, has said, “The theory was that the movie would be the 

engine driving the train, and that all of the products of the other divisions would benefit from the 

success of the film.”367 The marketing blitz, therefore, helped the studio make up for the film’s 

status as both an independent production and the first superhero blockbuster. Targeting the 

broadest possible audience, Warner Bros.’s merchandising plan integrated both the film and the 

comics. Although Superman: The Movie had been produced outside the studio, WCI used the 

merchandise to promote its own products and claim a sense of ownership over the film (e.g., 

licensee Corgi’s diecast “Supermobile” was based on a vehicle introduced in the March 1978 
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issue of Action Comics [issue 481]).368 Ancillary merchandise worked to integrate WCI’s comics 

with the Salkinds’ film.  

WCI similarly used Atari’s Superman VCS game to connect its own products to the 

independent production and, in doing so, exercised considerably more control over the subsidiary 

than ever before. From the conglomerate’s perspective, Superman reinforced the value of 

maximizing internal economies of scale and showed how video games could contribute to a 

synergized product launch. The game represents the first collaboration between Atari and other 

Warner media units, as Warner Bros. and DC Comics drove its development, distribution, and 

marketing. In my analysis of Superman, I use M.J. Clarke’s theory of transmedia reflexivity to 

explore how this product of cross-conglomerate convergence suggests the context of its 

production.369 Doing so reveals how the game established precedents for subsequent video game 

tie-ins and played a part in Atari’s eventual downfall. In essence, Superman demonstrates how a 

conglomerate’s collaborative efforts can lead to failed convergence.  

Superman represented a turning-point for Atari as a WCI subsidiary. In 1977, Atari, 

Warner Bros., and DC finalized a licensing agreement for Superman: The Movie home console 

and pinball tie-ins.370 However, little cross-corporate collaboration followed. As Rosenthal has 

explained, the film’s marketing team did not oversee the development of either project: “Our 

efforts with Atari were limited to point of sale materials for their products.” John Dunn, who 

designed the console version, has suggested that Atari’s role mattered little to the film’s 
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merchandising campaign and that, despite the game’s historical significance, the conglomerate 

likely regarded Superman for the VCS as like any other piece of merchandise: 

I think it’s pretty clear that they stumbled in to it. … The only reason someone picked up 
the phone [to call Atari] is because of the recent acquisition by Warner, and they were 
trying to maximize a new asset. My guess is the marketing genius behind the 
videogame/movie tie-in was an unknown bean-counter checking off a list.  

 
Like the VCS Superman, the pinball tie-in was not the product of close collaboration between 

parts of WCI. According to Eugene Jarvis, who worked with Steve Ritchie on the game, the 

Coin-Op Division’s pinball group found “no support from the DC Comics division,” who 

“demanded a massive advance and royalty.” After Atari management rejected these fees, the 

design team revised the game from a Superman theme to a non-branded concept called Rockstar. 

When Rockstar proved popular at a test location, DC backed down from its demands and 

provided the license.371  

 Compared to its later strategy for Batman, Warner was less calculated in creating a 

cohesive synergistic campaign for Superman: The Movie. While the film’s marketing team may 

have contributed little to the game’s production, Atari historian Marty Goldberg claims that 

Manny Gerard and other Warner executives had developed the idea to leverage Atari as part of 

the corporate-wide cross-promotion program.372 However, when I asked Gerard about the 

game’s development, he bluntly replied, “I don’t even remember the thing … I’m pretty sure that 

the Superman game was not the biggest deal in the history of Atari.”373 As these reflections all 

                                                
 
371 Russell, 8-9. 
 
372 Goldberg, “Zap!,” 24.  
 
373 Gerard, interview with the author, 16 September 2016.  



 
 
 

 174 

suggest, creators and executives have long tended to consider tie-in games as occupying a 

relatively low position in a film’s paratextual network. 

 Gerard’s vague recollections about Superman imply that he might have viewed the 

project with as much enthusiasm as the VCS designers tasked with creating it—a contrast to the 

excitement Ritchie and others felt about working on the Superman pinball game. George 

Simcock, Director of Game Development, first asked Warren Robinett to design the VCS title. 

Despite not joining Atari until late 1977, Robinett—who held a Masters in Computer Science—

still embodied the company’s original counterculture spirit.374 At the time, he had been working 

on his passion project, Adventure (Atari, 1979), a home-console adaptation of the text-based 

mainframe computer game Colossal Cave Adventure.375 According to Wired’s Chris Baker, 

Adventure “essentially created the console adventure game, and pioneered several videogame 

[sic] conventions that are now so common that we take them for granted.”376 Among these 

conventions, Adventure featured multiscreen gameplay, which allowed for more immersive game 

worlds. Such innovation is especially notable considering the constraints of programming for the 

VCS. As Bogost explains, “These constraints are not only physical (a paltry 128 bytes of RAM 

and 2 kilobytes of game data on the cartridge) but also conceptual: the hardware was designed 

for games like Pong and Combat, artifacts based on tennislike [sic] attributes.”377 To realize his 
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creative vision within these constraints, Robinett spent a month, starting in May 1978, creating a 

prototype that distilled Colossal Cave Adventure’s hundreds of kilobytes into the significantly 

smaller capacity that a VCS cartridge afforded. Simcock—who, according to Robinett, “thought 

all creative ideas should come down from the top of the company”—did not consider the project 

feasible. This prompted Atari’s marketing group, in the Summer of 1978, to ask for the 

impressive Adventure prototype to be converted into a promotion for Superman: The Movie.378 

As Robinett put it when I asked about being offered to develop the first tie-in video game, “I was 

ordered, not ‘offered,’ to turn it into a game about Superman.” Robinett says he “resisted the 

order” so that he could return to developing Adventure.379 After weeks of Robinett and others 

turning it down, Dunn volunteered, using the code created for Adventure.380 

 Robinett's rejection and Dunn’s decision to take on the project suggest how Atari’s 

culture continued to change due to WCI’s efforts to more fully integrate the subsidiary into its 

conglomerate network. By refusing to work on Superman, Robinett inspired other VCS designers 

to oppose synergy and the notion of participating in a film promotion. As Dunn has said, “They 

viewed it as prostituting themselves.”381 This feeling reflects Johnson’s observation that creative 

laborers of licensed products—whether internal or external—do not “enjoy any claim of 

ownership over their contributions.”382 Although Atari publicly prided itself on original products 
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at the time (e.g., a 1977 flyer boasts, “No one else has all original games … Everyone has been 

playing follow the leader, and we’re the leader.”), the VCS designers had for years been porting 

existing coin-op titles to the console.383 Rather than rejecting Superman on the basis of 

originality, Robinett and others did so on the basis of integrity, in that these artists viewed taking 

on the assignment as becoming cogs in the corporate machine.  

Indeed, the single-programmer conditions of the games industry at the time would have 

encouraged Atari’s designers—despite working at a conglomerate subsidiary—to consider 

themselves as independent artists. Under Bushnell, they had had the creative freedom to develop 

projects of their choosing, but the replacement management team restricted this freedom to 

support wider WCI initiatives. As Robinett described this difference to me,  

One person designed the entire game. You had the idea, you wrote the code, you created 
the graphics, you did the sounds, you tested it on kids, you decided when it was finished. 
This was the atmosphere fostered by Nolan Bushnell, the founder. The new people from 
Warner were control freaks. They wanted to tell you what to do.384  

  
Even though Dunn would take up the assignment, he has echoed similar thoughts about the new 

management’s disconnect from the creative culture Bushnell had established: “We felt (correctly, 

I think) they did not understand that game programmers were creative types, not engineering 

types, and needed to be treated accordingly.”385 For these designers, a derivative film tie-in 

reified Atari’s low position within the corporate hierarchy and thus represented the business-

versus-art conflict that had come to characterize the WCI-Atari relationship. 
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Dunn took on the Superman assignment out of an affinity for the title character and due 

to the technical challenge it posed. He has said, “I was a fan since childhood of Superman, 

comics and TV shows.” This parallels the sentiments of contemporary Warner Bros. Interactive 

Entertainment employees when I asked what they enjoyed most about creating games on behalf 

of the Warner conglomerate (which I discuss in Chapter 4). In addition, Dunn had been drawn to 

the possibilities of Robinett’s Adventure code and agreed to program Superman only if he could 

explore them. As Dunn has explained, “Up to that time all VCS games were built with 2K ROM, 

although the VCS itself was capable of addressing 4K chips. I wanted to see what I could do, 

graphically, with an extra 2K to spend mostly on graphics.”386 On a technical level, the advanced 

Adventure code encouraged him to construct an immersive (for the time) incarnation of 

Metropolis that spanned multiple screens, and he also added his own features that would become 

commonplace (e.g., animated characters, the ability to pause gameplay, and a narrative).387 

Artistically, the narrative authentically portrays the Superman character; for Dunn, this involved 

deviating from the era’s gaming trend of shooting enemies and instead called on players to solve 

puzzles and deliver arch-nemesis Lex Luthor and his minions to jail. Fearing that Dunn would 

create an “artsy” game and fall behind the film’s December 15, 1978 North American opening, 

Atari management limited the development to only three months.388 To meet this deadline, Dunn 

had to restrict his creativity (e.g., eliminating an intricate two-player mode).389 
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As this example of restricted creativity suggests, Superman reflects on its production. 

First, the game’s release date conflicted with the coordinated plan Warner Bros. had put in place 

for the film’s merchandise line. Semel explained that, for Superman: The Movie, advance 

planning would allow for the merchandise to arrive in advance of or concurrent with the film:  

Usually when a movie catches on, merchandising catches on along the way … What we 
hope to do this time is to give our various divisions ample lead time to do what should be 
done. The difference between this and other films is that all these things are taking place 
up front.390 

 
Warner Books, for instance, announced a line of tie-in books as early as May 1978, seven 

months before the film’s debut.391 While other divisions and licensees may have received “ample 

lead time” to prepare their products, shipments for Atari’s Superman followed a more platform-

like pattern over the course of several months.  

Due to conflicting information, the game’s release date remains in question. A 2016 

retrospective in Forbes, for example, describes Superman as having released in “1978/1979, 

[but] no one is really sure.”392 For one, the cartridge’s sticker lists “Label, Program & 

Audiovisual © 1978 Atari, Inc.,” although the copyright for the sticker artwork itself reads, 

“Trademark of DC Comics Inc. © 1979” (see Figure 12). 
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Figure 12: The Superman (Atari, 1978) manual, left, and cartridge, right, list different 

copyright years (photos and composite by the author). 
 
In his comprehensive statistical analysis of licensed film tie-ins, Alexis Blanchet explains that 

“copyright and legal details shown on the packaging” indicate whether a video game directly 

relates to a particular film.393 Primary and secondary sources also offer contradictory dates. 

Whereas Goldberg has claimed 1978, WCI’s 1979 Annual Report cites 1979 as the release.394 In 

an email exchange with Chris Baker, Dunn said that he had submitted Superman in November 

1978, with the first production run releasing in time for the film in December 1978 and a larger 

run arriving over the following months.395 Combined with the fact that the pinball game did not 
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appear until March 1979, the gradual shipments and Dunn’s required rushed development imply 

that Atari had not had enough lead time, despite WCI’s claim of having coordinated a cohesive 

and timely promotional campaign. 

Both the demand to create a tie-in product and the time-crunch established a hierarchy of 

convergence, in which old media have controlled the direction of video games and their creators. 

In reference to contemporary convergence, Petra Fröhlich argues that, on an industrial level, 

films have remained dominant, given that more films have inspired video games than games 

have inspired films. Because of this imbalance, she writes, “the game industry is plagued with an 

almost pathological inferiority complex when compared with the world of film.”396 While the 

VCS artists’ rejection of Superman shows that video game stakeholders have not always held on 

to an “inferiority complex,” the film business has continued to reinforce a hierarchy.397  

 In addition to occupying a low cross-media position, Superman set the trend of licensed 

tie-ins sharing little in common with their source, or “mothership,” text. Superman: The Movie 

had an especially complicated set of dictates for its narrative-based paratexts. Originally 

announced as a straightforward retelling of the script, the tie-in novelization instead became an 

original story (Elliot S. Maggin’s Superman: Last Son of Krypton). This reflected screenwriter 

Mario Puzo’s arrangement with N.P.P., Warner Bros., and the Salkinds that he had approval over 

any adaptation of his script (previously, he had sued Universal Pictures over not receiving his 

7.5% share of the profits from Earthquake [Mark Robson, 1974]). Because the Salkinds failed to 

provide him with a detailed breakdown of production costs (in order to protect his share of the 
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profits), Puzo denied approval for a novelization and, in November 1978, even filed a lawsuit 

against them.398 His control over the novelization likely influenced the loose adaptation approach 

of Atari’s tie-in. Furthermore, because of the complicated licensing arrangement for Superman: 

The Movie—whereby the studio retained all comic-book-related profits and LCA split the film 

licensing rights with the Salkinds—Atari’s game synthesizes elements from the film and the 

character’s comics. As it had with other merchandise, Warner Bros. used this strategy to assert 

ownership over the Salkind’s production. The same strategy complicates Superman’s legacy as 

either the first licensed film tie-in video game or as just the first licensed general media tie-in for 

home consoles.  

 Specifically, the game connects Superman: The Movie to the comic books by featuring 

art and iconography from the latter but with a narrative and release date based on the former. 

Referring to the Superman pinball game, which also lacked the film license and based its art 

design on the comics, Steve Ritchie recalls, “I am certain the folks at Warner wanted us to use 

the comic-book Superman art, rather than a Christopher Reeve likeness.”399 This strategy 

enabled WCI to use Atari for film tie-ins but without the license to do so.400 Still, several 

histories have described Superman on the VCS as “the first film-licensed video game.”401 In a 

corporate variation of Atari’s unofficial Jaws tie-in Shark Jaws, WCI wanted to publicly 
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associate Atari’s products with the film, despite its licensed and visual ties to the comic books. 

An August 1978 report in Boxoffice describes a marketing symposium that Warner Bros. 

organized for “more than 500 business leaders” from “firms affiliated with the (film’s) vast 

promotional undertaking,” including Warner Books, Warner Bros. Records, DC Comics, and 

Atari.402 Perhaps because of the rather loose associations with the film, Dunn received few 

instructions about how to adapt the film; in fact, he has claimed,  

 I never talked to anyone from Warner about the movie, or anything else for that matter. 
 My impression was that someone from Warner got the idea to do a tie-in with the game 
 company they had just acquired, passed the word down to Atari, and then thought no 
 more about it. I was told by my boss that the movie would be released in December 
 (1978), and they wanted to release the game as closely as possible to the movie. That was 
 the sum total of my “instructions” from management.403  
 
Likewise, Ritchie says that the pinball group “knew about the (film’s) storyline” but did not have 

access to the script.404 While Dunn may not have been instructed to directly model the VCS 

game after the film, the two texts do bear similarities. 

 Specifically, the game’s narrative resembles a sequence from Superman: The Movie. The 

film’s epic finale involves Superman (Christopher Reeve) rotating around the Earth to reverse 

the flow of time, thereby preventing Lex Luthor (Gene Hackman) from detonating two nuclear 

warheads; by contrast, the game focuses on Superman’s more modest efforts to repair the 

Metropolis Memorial Bridge. While collecting bridge pieces that have been scattered across a 

twenty-six-screen representation of Metropolis, the player must apprehend Luthor’s gang and 

avoid “kryptonite satellites.” In the film’s third act, Superman also must repair a bridge—albeit 
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San Francisco’s Golden Gate Bridge—after one of the warheads has ruptured the San Andreas 

Fault and incited an earthquake. The game’s loose adaptation of this set piece shifts the setting to 

Metropolis, thus fusing one of the film’s most recognizable sequences with one of the comics’ 

most iconographic elements. Other products suggest that the film’s marketing team wanted 

licensees to highlight the bridge sequence, as evidenced in toy manufacturer Mego’s proposed 

“Superman Earthquake Playset.”405 As I discuss in more detail in the next chapter, due to the 

limitations of consoles at the time, several early tie-ins (e.g., Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back 

[Parker Brothers, 1982] and James Bond 007 [Parker Brothers, 1983]) would follow Superman’s 

example of what Jesper Juul has described as abstracting a film by basing gameplay on a single, 

iconic scene and using the packaged game manual to contextualize the scene within a more 

complex story.406 Aside from its single-scene adaptation and concurrent release date, Superman 

provides no other ties to the film.  

 While Superman’s gameplay takes after the film, its visual elements (e.g., iconography 

and promotional art) resemble the comics.407 This derives from the film and comic-book teams 

having exerted control over different stages of production. After Warner Bros. had ordered the 

game, DC Comics oversaw its development, focusing on the cover art. As Carol Kantor told me 

over email, the release of the VCS and pinball Superman games were “a BIG deal.”408 Having 
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worked on the projects’ player research and marketing, she explains that “all departments were 

on high alert,” as “every element was double-checked by the ‘licensing people,’ from the art 

department … to the game development details.”409 According to production manager Judy 

Richter, “DC gave you a playbook on exactly how to sculpt Superman.”410 Box art for VCS 

games tended to present a level of visual quality that the abstract graphics could not duplicate.411 

Besides presenting the games as more visually complex than the technology made possible, this 

provides players a filter through which to perceive the gameworld. From this perspective, the 

box art frames Superman as an adaptation of the comics rather than the film.  

For this reason, DC’s supervision prioritized the game’s packaging as a visual 

introduction. In reference to DC, Richter has said, “Cover was the most crucial because that was 

going to be on the shelf. They weren’t as hands-on in the actual game. They didn’t have input or 

opinions on the game.”412 This focus on Superman’s promotional image suggests that DC, like 

others within WCI and Atari, cared little about the game’s content and regarded it as just another 

piece of derivative merchandise rather than as its own work of art. DC’s control over the project 

included promoting the numerous iconographic—and copyrighted—elements from the comics. 

                                                
 
409 Kantor, email message to the author, 6 May 2019. Kantor says, “Despite the extra work” of the licensing 
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Atari’s contemporary product catalogs emphasized Superman’s licensed nature and underscored 

DC’s participation:  

You’re the ‘MAN OF STEEL’*. You’re in your office at the DAILY PLANET*, when 
you get a tip that LEX LUTHOR* is about to blow up the Metropolis Memorial Bridge. 
Into a phone booth, on with your cape! Flying faster than a speeding bullet you use your 
X-RAY VISION* to find the hideout of LEX LUTHOR and put the gang behind bars. 
But watch out for the deadly KRYPTONITE* satellites! *Indicates Trademark of DC 
Comics, Inc.413  

 
Because DC in the late 1970s aggressively pursued licensing arrangement to reverse its falling 

sales, Superman synergistically supported both the film and the comics.  

 By supporting two media, the video game helped Warner Bros.’s film reach a broad 

audience. Prefiguring the promotional approach to Batman, the studio’s efforts for Superman: 

The Movie targeted different demographics by leveraging multiple media. As Vice President of 

Advertising and Publicity Andy Fogelson said, the film’s marketing campaign aimed to attract an 

“across-the-board movie-going [sic] audience.”414 To do so, WCI assured that the internal 

product line like Atari’s games and Knickerbocker’s toys emphasized Superman’s comic-book 

origins that the film and its marketing downplayed. The film separates itself at the outset, with a 

child reading a comic before Marlon Brando, as Superman’s Kryptonian father Jor-El, proclaims, 

“This is no fantasy.” Drawing inspiration from the film, the marketing team likewise targeted 

adults with abstract visuals, such as poster art of a stylized Superman “S” shield distinguished by 

“a restrained silver and blue rather than the comic book’s gaudy red and yellow.”415 This 

abstraction, according to Vice President for Worldwide Advertising and Publicity Sidney Ganis, 
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would help “convince people that this (the film) is not the comic book, (and that) this is not the 

TV show” by “allowing the reader the space to include his [sic] own concept.”416 Luca Somigli 

has argued that the film distanced itself to “be cleansed of the unfavorable association that the 

source medium, the comics, carries with it.”417 If the film’s marketing worked to target adults, 

then Atari’s game—with its comic-book box art and iconography—expanded the potential 

audience to include children as well.  

 Superman signaled a shift from video games as standalone artistic creations to part of the 

cross-promotional marketing engine for media franchises. In several ways, then, it inspired the 

rise of licensed video games. First, Dunn’s reuse of the code that Robinett had created for 

Adventure foreshadowed the reuse of game engines and gameplay mechanics in subsequent tie-

ins (discussed in the following chapters). Repurposing helped Superman release in time for 

Superman: The Movie; as Jonathan Gray explains, developers have followed Dunn’s example to 

meet the demands of tie-in production: “Since designing licensed games is frequently a rushed, 

thankless job, designers regularly borrow from established games rather than attempt to break 

new ground.”418 Second, allowing players to take on the role of Superman preceded the games 

industry’s turn from abstract avatars like the paddle in Pong and the nondescript spaceship in 

Asteroids (Atari, 1979) to the identifiable characters of Pac-Man (Namco, 1980) and Donkey 

Kong (Nintendo, 1981). To capitalize on this turn to characterization, publishers embraced 

licenses and provided players the opportunity to imagine themselves as familiar heroes (which I 
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examine more closely in Chapter 2). Third, future licensed titles would base their gameplay on 

isolated film scenes, much like Superman’s abstract adaptation approach. Fourth, the graphical 

limitations of the era’s consoles necessitated similarly abstract characters, with Dunn 

distinguishing Superman by his cape. Later games would follow this example of what Aldred 

describes as emphasizing avatariality over faithful representation by using iconographic 

attributes (e.g., Indiana Jones’s fedora in Raiders of the Lost Ark [Atari, 1982]) (see Figure 

13).419   

 
Figure 13: Both Superman (Atari, 1978), left, and Raiders of the Lost Ark (Atari, 1982), 

right, represent their avatars through iconographic attributes (composite by the author).420 
 
As Aldred argues, “Strong, iconic characters have always been crucial to video game franchise 

brand awareness and marketing, since their distinctive images can be extracted and repurposed 

outside of the context of gameplay through merchandise and other cross-media spin-offs.”421 

Atari’s Superman and Superman: The Movie, then, reflect the games industry and Hollywood’s 
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adoption of character brands—a trend that began in the late 1970s and continues to this day.422 

Lastly, while it ultimately did not deter Warner Bros. and other film studios from making similar 

efforts, Superman speaks to the challenges of using video games as part of a synergistic 

promotional campaign. Until 1982, when a flood of rival software publishers entered the market, 

Atari focused more on adapting coin-op games instead of other media—leaving Superman as an 

outlier whose influence would be felt only years later. 

CONCLUSIONS 

In this chapter, I have argued that both the replacement of co-founder Nolan Bushnell 

with the WCI-installed Ray Kassar and the integration of Atari into the cross-corporate synergy 

campaign for Superman: The Movie represent potent symbols of Atari’s transition from Silicon 

Valley startup to Hollywood conglomerate subsidiary. More broadly, I also have charted the 

emergence of film and video game industrial convergence. This convergence grew out of the 

first and second waves of Hollywood conglomeration, when American film studios joined 

widely diversified mega-corporations. During this time, stakeholders from different cultural 

industries not only now belonged to the same firm but, with the rise of synergy, also had to 

cooperate under corporate mandate. Through the example of WCI and Atari, I have argued that 

successful convergence must overcome differences in work cultures as well as the tendency for 

conglomeration to instill a hierarchy between old and new media. While WCI financially 

supported Atari, it also replaced its leadership and enforced the production of tie-ins to the 

Warner Bros. film Superman: The Movie. Overall, the relationship between WCI and Atari 
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suggests how efforts toward convergence, particularly of old and new media, can lead to varying 

degrees of “successful” or “failed” convergence (which, as noted in the Introduction, Dal Yong 

Jin and Ross Melnick have also called “de-convergence” and “divergence,” respectively).423  

I have presented Superman as an example of the range of effects that, I argue, 

conglomerate attempts at media convergence produce (see Figure 1 in the Introduction). In the 

case of Superman, its production succeeded in showing that Atari could cross-promote products 

from other WCI sectors: Superman: The Movie from Warner Bros., the Superman comic books 

from DC Comics, and licensed merchandise based on both. At the same time, because the game 

was produced amid tension between Atari artists and executives working on behalf of WCI, it 

also reflects issues that would go on to transform not just Atari but WCI as well. As I discuss 

throughout this section, these issues include, first, the rise of third-party publishers due to talent 

defections, and, second, the acceleration of film and video game convergence due to the growth 

of the tie-in console software market.  

The departure of talent from Atari would create competition in the form of third-party 

publishers. Concurrent with the December 1978 debut of Superman, Nolan Bushnell’s exit led to 

others fleeing the company as well. These included executives who remained loyal to Bushnell 

(e.g., Joe Keenan and Gene Lipkin) as well as Carol Kantor, who felt that Atari under WCI had 

gradually lost the “small business feel” of its startup days.424 Designers also departed; after 

Superman, John Dunn, for example, quit to create educational games.425  
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The actions of Warren Robinett, who had provided Dunn the code to create Superman, 

speak to why so many left Atari at this time. Robinett counted himself among a group of 

designers frustrated over not receiving formal or financial recognition for their work. As an act 

of rebellion against Ray Kassar’s refusal to provide credit, Robinett programmed into Adventure 

one of the first video game secrets, or “Easter Eggs.”426 Specifically, he created a hidden room 

featuring the words “Created by Warren Robinett”427 (see Figure 14). 

 
Figure 14: For Adventure (Atari, 1979), Warren Robinett included his credit in a hidden 

room (bottom left) (composite by the author).428  
 

                                                
 
426 See Sam Machkovech, “The Arcade World’s First Easter Egg Discovered After Fraught Journey,” Ars 

Technica, 22 March 2017. While Robinett’s Easter Egg would become the most recognized in popular culture, it had 
not been the first. Instead, Atari programmer Ron Milner also had secretly credited himself, by programming the 
line “Hi Ron!” into the coin-op game Starship 1 (Atari, 1977). 

 
427 Accessing this secret room requires finding a hidden dot to open an invisible door. 
 
428 Photo of Adventure cartridge by the author; gameplay screenshots of TheLimeyDragon, “Let's Play 

Adventure (Atari 2600),” YouTube, 9 August 2012. 
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While Robinett has described this as “putting [his] signature on the game, just as a painter would 

sign his name on the corner of a painting,”429 he has more bluntly said, “I was pissed off. 

Adventure sold a million units at $25 apiece. Meanwhile, I got a $22K a year salary, no royalties, 

and they never even forwarded any fan mail to me.”430 Soon, his anonymity turned into celebrity, 

when a player uncovered the Easter Egg shortly after Adventure’s 1979 release. Originally 

fearing retribution if the secret were discovered, Robinett had already left Atari to form 

educational software publisher The Learning Company.431  

To his surprise, Atari had been so pleased with the attention brought to Adventure that it 

wanted to implement Easter Eggs as a formal practice going forward—but not, of course, to 

credit designers. The situation with Adventure recalls J.D. Connor’s description of textual 

reflexivity in The Studios After the Studios: Neoclassical Hollywood (1970-2010) (2015). 

Referring to films as “sites of conflict and collaboration” that simultaneously function as “sites 

of individual and collective self-reflection,” Connor argues that “allegory emerges where 

industrial pressures intersect and where creative actors are able to imagine symbolic solutions to 

real problems.”432 Instead of understanding the Adventure secret room as a symbolic solution and 

call for compensation from a disgruntled artist, management saw it as a marketing opportunity. 

Atari spokesperson Steve Wright told enthusiast magazine Electronic Games in 1981, “From 

now on, we’re going to plant little ‘Easter Eggs’ like that in the games. Eventually, we may have 
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a real treasure hunt with the clues hidden in various game cartridges.”433 From 1982 to 1984, 

Atari would produce a transmedia project called Swordquest, in which DC comic books 

packaged with the games Earthworld, Fireworld, and Waterworld provided backstory and 

hidden clues for players to solve as part of a contest. Ironically, because of Robinett’s rebellion, 

WCI succeeded in synergizing Atari with its other media units. Still, other designers began 

secretly signing their games, including Rob Fulop programming his initials into the Space 

Invaders and Missile Command (Atari, 1981) VCS ports.434  

 Around the same time as Adventure’s release, others at Atari, not satisfied with Easter 

Egg signatures, began demanding fair compensation. Robinett has said that getting away with the 

secret room helped him move “from feeling downtrodden and underheeled to feeling like [he] 

was winning this battle” because the conflicts between the designers and Kassar’s management 

team created, in his words, “a David and Goliath story,” with designers like him as “definitely 

the little guy in this fight.”435 Arguably, Atari’s downfall (which the following chapter examines) 

can be traced to a group of designers known as the “Gang of Four” (i.e., David Crane, Larry 

Kaplan, Alan Miller, and Bob Whitehead), who left in 1979 to form Activision—the first third-

party video game publisher.436 Robinett’s Easter Egg and the Gang of Four’s departure represent 

instances in which effectively “below-the-line” workers did not, as Vicki Mayer has said about 

uncredited TV industry workers, “practically consent to the industry’s own construction of the 

                                                
 
433 Joyce Worley, “Atari Confirms Rumor: Hidden Messages Exist!,” Electronic Games (Winter 1981), 14. 
 
434 Wallis, “Playing Catch Up: Night Trap’s Rob Fulop,” Gamasutra, 23 November 2006.  
 
435 Tim Skoog, “The Man Behind Atari’s ‘Secret Room,’” WBUR Here & Now, 21 December 2016.  
 
436 Jeffrey Fleming, “The History of Activision,” Gamasutra, 30 July 2007. 



 
 
 

 193 

producer.”437 Their acts of rebellion, rather than consent, suggest that the countercultural, Silicon 

Valley influence of the games industry remained at Atari in spite of (or even because of) its 

convergence with Hollywood. 

Activision’s success, which Atari’s policies enabled, opened the doors for additional 

third-party software companies. Faced with so much competition, many publishers would turn to 

media licenses for product differentiation. Chapter 2 charts how licensed games contributed to 

the North American video game industry crash. In sum, Superman’s production context, while 

fulfilling WCI’s goal of synergy, reflects problems (e.g., mistreating designers and a reliance on 

licenses) that would soon plague not just Atari but the entire industry.  

 Because of the changes at Atari that Superman symbolized, Bushnell learned the costs of 

convergence and came to regret selling to a conglomerate. At the time of WCI’s acquisition, he 

had compared the deal to “[taking] Atari as big as it is and times[ing] it by two.”438 More 

recently, he has said that he had been excited to “use [WCI’s] cash and all [its] properties.”439 

Looking back, Bushnell admits to having naively entered into the negotiations: “I believed it was 

just a financial transaction and that beyond having enough liquidity to buy some stuff, not a lot 

would change.”440 In a 2014 Reddit AMA (Ask Me Anything), he offered the following response 

to a question about what he had learned while at Atari: “Don't sell to big Hollywood studios. 
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Atari had an extraordinary corporate culture that was destroyed within 2 years of the sale. I think 

that Atari would still be important today if that sale hadn't occurred.”441  

In my interview, Bushnell clarified that this regret began because he “was in violent 

disagreement with the direction Warner took the company in within six months of the sale.” 

Specifically, he felt that WCI managed Atari without any long-term strategy: “In 1978 I said that 

their approach would lead to earnings of more than $1 billion within a few years and then the 

whole thing would come crashing down.” When I asked about what might have been different 

had he not sold Atari to Warner, Bushnell admitted, “I’d probably have made some different 

mistakes.” He added, though, that he “definitely would have replaced the 2600 in the 

approximately 1979-1980 timeframe because the technology moved so fast.”442 Given that WCI, 

in his words, “basically thought like a record company,” Bushnell has said that he now realizes 

that “studios are not built on the ability to understand and keep abreast of technology.”443 As he 

frames it, had he remained in charge, Atari would have more quickly introduced a VCS 

successor, opened up computer software development to outside companies, and invested less in 

consumer electronics than in coin-op.  

As I have argued in this chapter, WCI contributed both to Atari’s growth—an example of 

successful convergence—and also laid the groundwork for its downfall—an example of failed 

convergence. WCI’s management of Atari demonstrates that entertainment conglomerates tend 

to adapt more slowly to industrial and cultural trends than startups; nonetheless, Ray Kassar 
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succeeded in steering the subsidiary, even if only for a brief period of time before experiencing a 

strong degree of failed convergence with the crash and the divestment of Atari. Atari 

programmer Chris Crawford has said, “The guys at Warner were proved to (be) right because the 

VCS did not peak until 1982 … and most of Atari’s profits came from the VCS, not the home 

computers and not the coin-op machines.”444 Even Bushnell has suggested that WCI, despite 

contributing to Atari’s eventual collapse, proved invaluable to the company’s growth: “Do not 

underestimate the value of Warner’s money. To grow a business that fast consumed a great deal 

of capital. Warner supplied it but killed the technical innovation that drove the business.”445 

Manny Gerard likewise credits WCI’s investment as well as its management with helping Atari 

expand.446 Although Kassar’s management did prove instrumental to Atari’s short-term success, 

his reversal of Bushnell’s policies, both formal and informal, underscored the company’s 

changed culture. 

 As part of WCI, Atari followed the era’s wider media industry trends of prioritizing risk 

reduction—in the form of proven hardware and licensed software—over innovation. In 1979, 

impressive VCS sales led Atari to divert investment from its Coin-Op Division to Consumer 

Electronics, despite the former producing the innovative games ported to the VCS.447 In terms of 

software, Superman—as a licensed product on behalf of WCI—symbolized how Atari had 

become part of a Hollywood conglomerate. By the time of Superman and its cinematic source 

text, the Director’s Cinema of the New Hollywood had begun to more dramatically diminish as 
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the New Hollywood blockbuster and its successor, the conglomerate-bred franchise film, became 

the dominant studio product. As an early conglomerate-bred franchise film, Superman: The 

Movie demonstrated the value of non-theatrical markets; according to David A. Cook, while the 

film itself earned $82.8 million in domestic rentals, its ancillary products proved even more 

“lucrative.”448 Ancillary markets would become increasingly important to studios, with Atari’s 

contributions to WCI’s net income jumping from less than 3% in 1979 to nearly 70% in 1981.449 

Through Atari, Steve Ross showed that, as Douglas Gomery has put it, “while feature films may 

begin their marketing life in theaters,” ancillary markets determine a film’s blockbuster status.450 

By the end of the 1970s, the expansive merchandising campaign WCI had launched for 

Superman: The Movie inspired other studios to support their own franchises in a similar fashion. 

For Star Trek: The Motion Picture (Robert Wise, 1979), for instance, Paramount not only 

partnered with McDonald’s for the first licensed Happy Meal toys but also licensed to Milton 

Bradley for its Microvision handheld console Star Trek: Phaser Strike (Milton Bradley, 1979)—

the first video game to be officially tied to a film.451  

 Therefore, in addition to reflecting employee dissatisfaction, Superman showed the 

marketing potential of game tie-ins and inspired more film and video game industrial 
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convergence in the lead up to the 1982-1984 crash. Because console games and high-concept 

blockbusters largely targeted the same family audience, tie-ins would become a popular console 

game category in the “pre-crash” period. Licensed games such as Superman and Star Trek: 

Phaser Strike would soon dominate the industry and symbolize the extent to which Atari had 

changed as a result of joining WCI. As a product of film, comic, and video game convergence, 

Superman and its production highlight the capacity for conflict when stakeholders with different, 

sometimes competing, interests cooperate on behalf of a conglomerate’s pursuit of synergy. As 

such, it historically contextualizes the continued hierarchy of films determining their respective 

game. Regardless of whether Superman validated WCI’s approach to managing Atari, it 

established a precedent for licensed video games as sites of struggle due to its development 

emerging out of a culture clash between WCI and Atari. As John Thornton Caldwell reminds us, 

while “[c]onglomeration, by definition, reduces competition and incorporates normally 

segregated market activities in order to re-create economies of scale,” competition and 

contention often still exist between different divisions within the same conglomerate.452 The 

reliance on licenses following Superman would intensify the conflicts of convergence at WCI, 

ultimately leading to a case of failed convergence and the divestment of Atari. 

 As Chapter 2 discusses in greater detail, the enactment of neoliberal policies in the 1980s 

would fuel the further conglomeration of the American film industry. This consequently would 

encourage firms to enter multiple cultural industries while also divesting themselves of their 

underperforming holdings, leading eventually to a third wave of Hollywood conglomeration. At 

WCI, the defection of Atari’s creative workers and the continued convergence of film and video 

games would contribute to the North American video game industry crash—which, in turn, 
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would lead WCI to divest itself of Atari amid a broader consolidation focused on entertainment. 

By the end of the 1980s, a weakened—but more tightly diversified—WCI would seek out 

complementary markets, particularly in cable and publishing, by merging with Time Inc. to 

become Time Warner. 

  



 
 
 

 199 

Chapter 2 — “The Role of Hollywood in the Video Game Industry Crash” 

 
“They (Atari) were already licensing coin-op games from other places, and that was 

totally unoriginal development. … Then they came up with movie licensing, and I liked 

that because it lets you do an original game, and it gave you the kick of a presold license 

and the power behind that. I liked doing those kinds of games. I never did a coin-op 

knockoff; I only did original games.” — Howard Scott Warshaw, designer of Yars’ 

Revenge (Atari, 1982), Raiders of the Lost Ark (Atari, 1982), and E.T. the Extra-

Terrestrial (Atari, 1982)1 

 
By 1980, both Warner Bros. and Atari found themselves in radically reshaped industries. 

As profiled in the previous chapter, postwar conditions (e.g., the rise of television and the decline 

of the Classical Hollywood era studio system) had weakened the financial standing of studios. 

This brought about the first “wave” of conglomeration (see Figure 6 in Chapter 1), with several 

studio takeovers throughout the 1960s (e.g., after Seven Arts Productions bought it in 1967, 

Warner Bros. joined Kinney National Service in 1969). To revive the market, studios and 

conglomerates experimented with a bifurcated strategy of “Director’s Cinema” films (i.e., 

arthouse-inspired features that tended to bear the stylistic and thematic marks of a particular 

filmmaker) and high-concept blockbusters (i.e., films, as Justin Wyatt explains, that emphasize 

visual style over narrative depth for the sake of marketing).2 The return-on-investment of 

blockbusters and their suitability for merchandise and other “ancillary” (i.e., non-theatrical) 

markets appeared even more significant in light of increasingly expensive director-driven 

                                                
1 Warshaw, interview with the author.  
 
2 See Wyatt, High Concept. 
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projects; for example, Heaven’s Gate (Michael Cimino, 1980) and its collapse of distributor 

United Artists have come to symbolize the end, or at least decline, of the Director’s Cinema.3 

Although filmmakers involved in the movement would continue to work on arthouse-inspired 

ventures, studios no longer prioritized them (e.g., Martin Scorsese’s output has since alternated 

between personal projects and more commercial fare).  

 Meanwhile, the video game industry had expanded in terms of both hardware 

manufacturers and software publishers. This competition would accelerate the convergence of 

film and games. A second wave of Hollywood conglomeration stemmed from the Long 

Downtown (i.e., a series of worsening industrial conditions in advanced capitalist societies 

lasting from the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s) as well as the rise of neoliberal deregulation.4 The 

1972 rebranding of Kinney National Service to Warner Communications., Inc. (WCI) 

encouraged other conglomerates, such as Gulf+Western, to consolidate around media rather than 

remain involved in unrelated businesses. For these newly “tightly diversified” firms, the strategy 

of “synergy” (i.e., using different corporate holdings to support a “product,” such as a film) 

drove studios to simultaneously bet on blockbusters and enter the games industry. By opening 

their own “interactive” divisions (a title connoting a distinction between video games and film), 

studios could develop and publish their own games—especially “tie-ins” designed to cross-

promote films. While some created their own games in-house, others worked with outside 

vendors, who embraced licenses for product differentiation in light of software competition. 

In this chapter, I explore the implications of this intensified convergence and argue that it 

caused significant changes for both the film and games industries. I pay particular attention to the 

                                                
 
3 Schatz, “The New Hollywood,” 35; and King, 3. 
 

4 Hesmondhalgh, 113-114 
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American film industry’s role in causing the North American video game industry crash of 1982-

1984. While Atari’s strong performance inspired other Hollywood studios to enter the video 

game business, its downfall also led them to exit it as well. The Icarusian trajectory of Atari 

boiled down to a series of successes (e.g., year-round advertising and the licensing of arcade 

games for the Video Computer System [VCS] home console) along with several missteps (e.g., 

mistreating creative talent and relying on proven concepts over innovation). Beyond the film 

industry’s contribution to the crash, I contend that the crash itself caused WCI by the end of the 

1980s to both divest its interests in Atari and merge with Time Inc. Overall, the fate of Atari at 

WCI demonstrates the benefits and problems inherent to the convergence of media industries 

that, despite their vertical and horizontal integration, take time to productively cooperate.  

THE EARLY ABSENCE OF TIE-IN VIDEO GAMES 

 Despite Atari in 1978 releasing Superman, a multitude of reasons meant that few other 

licensed tie-in video games—those officially associated with an intellectual property (IP)—

appeared until 1982. First, the commercial success of porting (i.e., adapting) the coin-operated 

(coin-op) hit Space Invaders (Taito, 1978) to the VCS kept Atari and other publishers focused on 

licensing arcade games, not Hollywood IP. Conventional wisdom at the time held that popular 

coin-op titles carried less risk. As former video game executive Brian Moreno explains, “Great 

games always came out of the arcades. It was much more difficult to translate a movie property 

into a game.” He elaborates that time constraints often influenced a preference for arcade 

adaptation:  

There was not a significant amount of time in terms of game development to [adapt a 
film]. At that time you had to program the game, and generally you were going offshore 
somewhere to do the manufacturing and to burn a physical chip. Then you had to get the 
cartridges back here to get packaged in a warehouse.5  
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Trevor Elkington argues that tie-in games often “achieve negative synergy” because of the 

asynchronous production schedules of films and video games. By “negative synergy,” he refers 

to situations in which a film-associated game disappoints as both a gameplay experience and as 

an adaptation such that it fails to please either players or fans of the IP on which it is based.6 This 

term also speaks to the risk of tie-ins reflecting poorly on their source text and thereby failing in 

their intended corporate purpose of cross-promotion. While today’s more photorealistic graphics 

have extended the length of game development (which I look at in Chapters 3 and 4), Moreno 

reminds us that production constraints also had been an issue in the early 1980s.7  

 By contrast, the positive synergy of companies like Atari working in both arcade and 

console development at the time encouraged the porting of coin-op games, especially those they 

already owned. As Atari CEO Ray Kassar said in 1982, “With absolutely no exceptions, a hit 

coin-op game will be an even bigger hit at home.”8 As noted in the previous chapter, recreating a 

video game is easier than recreating a film; according to Ian Bogost, this was especially the case 

in the 1970s and early 1980s because the relatively simple gameplay could be reverse-

engineered.9 To translate the comparatively passive experience of a film, Superman designer 

John Dunn—as the previous chapter profiled—had turned to coworker Warren Robinett’s 

Adventure (Atari, 1979) prototype as a foundation upon which to build the game. Later tie-ins, 

                                                                                                                                                       
5 Brian Moreno, interview with the author, 14 August 2015.  
 
6 Elkington, 214-215, 219.  
 
7 Elkington, 225. Most films take twelve-to-eighteen months to complete whereas mainstream, blockbuster 

(or “AAA”) video games tend to remain in development for at least two years. 
 
8 Harmetz, “Home Video Games Nearing Profitability of the Film Business,” The New York Times (4 

October 1982), A1, LexisNexis Academic. 
 
9 Bogost, Persuasive Games, 174. 
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such as the Pac-Man (Namco, 1980) clone Alien (Fox Video Games, 1982), would similarly 

repurpose assets, often to the extent of lacking innovation.10  

Compared to using film and TV licenses, Atari and other companies found it easier, 

faster, and less restrictive to convert arcade games—especially those they already owned. Evelyn 

Seto, a graphic artist in Atari’s Coin-Op Division and a Graphic Design Supervisor in the 

Consumer Electronics Division, says, that while she cannot speak to how management handled 

licensing negotiations, “Licensors were pretty particular in how artwork of their properties were 

executed.” Referring to Atari’s 1983 Sesame Street games, she recalls that illustrators received 

character style guides from IP holder Children’s Television Workshop, who would then review 

the artwork for approval. Seto points to an example in which “the size of Cookie Monster’s 

pupils to the white of his eyes were scrutinized.”11 As this suggests, in contrast to the unofficial 

use of media IP on Shark Jaws (Atari, 1975) (as examined in Chapter 1), licensing had become a 

more formalized industrial practice by the early 1980s. Prior to the arrival of increased software 

and hardware competition in 1982, adapting coin-op games for home consoles remained a more 

popular strategy than adapting other media. 

The emphasis on arcade titles discouraged media-licensed games to such an extent that a 

pair of VCS projects developed in 1980 and based on the Warner Bros. Television series Dukes 

of Hazzard (CBS, 1979-1985) went unreleased. Atari cancelled the first, a retooled version of 

Stunt Cycle (Atari, 1976), reportedly because its visuals appeared outdated compared to the 

graphical advancements of other VCS games at the time (e.g., Adventure). The second, an 

                                                
 
10 See, for instance, “AGH Atari 2600 Review -- Alien, by Fox Video Games,” Atari Gaming 

Headquarters, n.d. The Atari fansite Atari Gaming Headquarters describes Alien as “a type of game you've 
probably seen and played a billion times before.”  

 
11 Evelyn Seto, email message to the author, 16 May 2019. 
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original concept, was cancelled due to a lack of coordination between the New York 

development team and other members of Atari in California; this resulted in a game riddled with 

enough gameplay bugs that the company opted to not release it.12  

 Second, because Space Invaders had encouraged Atari to privilege software over 

hardware, the aging VCS proved problematic for accurately representing the narratives, 

characters, and worlds of media properties. From a storytelling perspective, the technical 

limitations of the VCS and other consoles rendered it difficult to adapt films and immerse 

players. Superman, for instance, set a precedent for tie-ins like Star Wars: The Empire Strikes 

Back (Parker Brothers, 1982) and James Bond 007 (Parker Brothers, 1983) to abstract cinematic 

narratives and visuals through gameplay based on a single, iconic scene paired with a game 

manual that provided story context.13 By 1983, however, gamers had grown unsatisfied with this 

limited adaptation strategy. Focus groups had criticized the Star Wars (Atari, 1983) coin-op, for 

instance, because of its adapting only the climax of Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope (George 

Lucas, 1977). Focus group participants “were not satisfied with the game coming to an abrupt 

end after reaching the death star [sic], they wanted to blow it up and go on to something else.”14 

Although publishers in the early 1980s had settled on a strategy of single-scene adaptation, they 

would eventually expand their scope to meet consumer demand.  

                                                
 
12 Mike Reichert, “Stunt Cycle,” AtariProtos.com, n.d.; and Reichert, “Dukes of Hazzard,” 

AtariProtos.com, n.d. 
 
13 See Juul, “Games Telling Stories?.” Specifically, The Empire Strikes Back bases its gameplay on the 

film’s Battle of Hoth sequence, and James Bond 007 features five levels, with each based on an action set piece 
from one film in the franchise.  

 
14 Linda Butcher, Memo to Distribution, “Star Wars Focus Group Results,” 31 January 1983, Series I, Box 

4, Folder 35, Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
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Similarly, until 1981, most games featured abstract graphics with little attention paid to 

developing characters—or to even featuring character-based avatars in the first place. Because of 

the ease of designing a black background underneath white spaceships, space-themed titles like 

Space Invaders and Asteroids (Atari, 1980) dominated. With a focus on its title avatar’s pixelated 

cape, Superman inspired early tie-ins to rely on iconography to distinguish themselves as 

licensed products in light of their abstract graphics, including Indiana Jones’s fedora and whip in 

Raiders of the Lost Ark.15 According to an Atari memo from the 1981 Amusement Machine 

Show, “Comical characters and maze-type games have surpassed the abundance of space-themed 

games in terms of new product direction.”16 Compared to the vehicular avatars of space-themed 

titles, maze games like Pac-Man and platformers like Donkey Kong (Nintendo, 1981) put players 

in the role of eponymous and visually distinct characters.  

The limitations of the VCS and other consoles grew more noticeable as characters 

became a major factor in game design. Internal Atari documents, for instance, indicate that 

characters had started to drive development decisions by 1982, as the Coin-Op Division would 

solicit ideas at brainstorming sessions based on the following observation: “First there was Pong, 

then there were driving games, then space games and now comical character games.”17 As this 

history suggests, games moved from rudimentary graphics that necessitated abstract avatars to 

more advanced graphics that enabled on-screen characters (see Figure 15).  

                                                
 
15 Aldred, “A Question of Character,” 97. 
 
16 Mary Takatsuno, Memo to Distribution, “Product Reviews/Japan - Amusement Machine Show, 1981,” 7 

October 1981, Series VIII, Box 56, Folder 35, Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
 
17 Chris Downend, Memo to Distribution, “Mid-Summer’s Day Brainstorm,” 13 July 1982, Series V, 

Subseries C, Box 51, Folder 7, Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
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Figure 15: By 1981, visual advancements had helped video games become more character- 
and narrative-based. Pictured, clockwise: Pong (Atari, 1972), Space Invaders (Taito, 1978), 
Pac-Man (Namco, 1980), and Donkey Kong (Nintendo, 1981) (composite by the author).18 

 
Beyond allowing for more complex gameplay and narratives, graphical improvements inspired a 

more expansive commercial logic. For game companies, original characters could extend into 

branded merchandise; for studios, their characters could extend into cross-promotional games. 

Technological developments in video games attracted the attention of Hollywood and supported 

their continued industrial convergence.  

 Third, Superman did not instantly inspire the formation of a tie-in video game market. 

This derived in part from the fact that few other media brands possessed the same enduring 

popularity as Superman, a character introduced back in 1938. Moreover, the Superman pinball 

                                                
 
18 Pong screenshot of Andys-arcade, “Original Atari Pong (1972) Arcade Machine Gameplay Video,” 

YouTube, 11 December 2014; Space Invaders screenshot of Game Archive, “Space Invaders 1978 - Arcade 
Gameplay,” YouTube, 17 June 2015; Pac-Man screenshot of Old Classic Retro Gaming, “Arcade Game: Pac-Man 
(1980 Namco (Midway License for US release)),” YouTube, 4 August 2014; and Donkey Kong screenshot of 
Carls493, “Donkey Kong (Original) Full Playthrough (JP Arcade Version),” YouTube, 19 November 2011. 
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and VCS games promoted not just Superman: The Movie (Richard Donner, 1978) but also the 

comic books; because of this, Atari designer Roger Hector says, “There was not a lot of focus 

given to building games based on movies back then. It was not an established success strategy at 

that time.”19 Despite Superman for VCS carrying a relatively risk-averse brand, Bogost and Nick 

Montfort claim that it was “not a big hit for Atari” and that “[t]his may have been part of the 

reason for the unusual dearth of licensed titles (other than coin-op conversions) until 1981.”20 In 

my research, I discovered that this dearth did not mean that no licensed game development had 

been attempted prior to 1981. In fact, in contrast to the mandated production of Superman, Atari 

designers themselves proposed at least one licensed project. According to a November 1979 

memo, Jed Margolin of the Coin-Op Division proposed “a first person [sic] game using 3-D 

perspective graphics” and specified that “[a] tie-in with one of the space movies such as Star 

Wars II [Star Wars Episode V: The Empire Strikes Back (Irvin Kershner, 1980)], if possible, 

might be desirable.”21 Margolin’s proposal remained in development for years while licensing 

terms were negotiated because, unlike Superman, WCI did not own the rights to Star Wars.  

 Despite the popularity of the Star Wars brand at the time, Atari prioritized its own, 

original concepts over Margolin’s. While the VCS Superman arrived in time for Superman: The 

Movie, the Star Wars title missed the May 1980 debut of The Empire Strikes Back; as project 

leader Ed Rotberg commented in a December 19 memo from that year regarding another coin-op 

title, “This [project] is continuing slowly while cocktail Battle Zone [sic] has priority.”22 

                                                
 
19 Hector, email message to the author. 
 
20 Montfort and Bogost, 124. 
 
21 Jed Margolin, Memo to Distribution, “Game Idea — First Person Space War,” 14 November 1979, 

Series I, Box 4, Folder 30, Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
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Although the game adapted a sequence from only the original 1977 Star Wars film, it did not 

debut for another six years, when it arrived as a promotion for Star Wars Episode VI: Return of 

the Jedi (Richard Marquand, 1983). According to a January 1983 Atari memo, a focus group 

viewed the game’s narrative as irrelevant: “Players generally like the idea of a STAR WARS 

themed [sic] game and felt that the current prototype is (a) fairly accurate portrayal of events in 

the movie. The question arose, however, as to why the game is being designed so long after the 

movie release date.”23 In addition to reflecting the experiments publishers took with early tie-ins, 

the belated Star Wars coin-op reflects Atari’s preference for original content.24 In fact, the 

protracted licensing negotiations affected much of the game’s production, as internal documents 

refer to the project as “Warp Speed” until July 1982 when Atari had secured the Star Wars coin-

op license for $1 million from Lucasfilm.25  

Based on material relating to a 1984 lawsuit, the decision to convert Warp Speed into 

Star Wars (Atari, 1983) came after a June 24, 1982, presentation from consulting firm Delphi 

Associates. Demanding financial compensation and credit for its participation, Delphi alleged 

that their presentation had “inspired” Atari to base the gameplay on only a specific section of the 

first film. In the game, players control Luke Skywalker’s X-Wing during the Battle of Yavin as 

                                                                                                                                                       
22 Ed Rotberg, “Milestone Schedule for Warp Speed,” 19 December 1980, Series I, Box 4, Folder 30, Atari 

Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
 
23 Butcher. 
 
24 See “Star Wars (Upright) Memos, Market Research, 1982-1983,” Series I, Box 4, Folder 38, Atari Coin-

Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. Internal documents from Atari indicate that the 1983 Star Wars coin-
op, despite adapting the 1977 original film, had been imagined as a promotional tie-in to the latest installment: “The 
STAR WARS game will be released in conjunction with the newest movie in the STAR WARS series, ‘RETURN 
OF THE JEDI’. Media hype should enhance initial player appeal and promote sales.” 

 
25 “Atari and Lucasfilm Plan Joint Venture in Video Products,” The Wall Street Journal, 7 June 1982. Atari 

won only the Star Wars coin-op rights whereas Parker Brothers retained console rights. 
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they take down TIE Fighters while progressing from the perimeter of the Death Star to its trench 

(see Figure 16). 

 
Figure 16: A flyer sent to arcade operators emphasizes how Star Wars (Atari, 1983) allows 
players to “experience” the film (courtesy of The International Center for the History of 

Electronic Games at The Strong).26 On the right, a first-person perspective provides a sense 
of immersion (composite by the author).27 

 
As an undated “Project Outline” details,  

The “Star Wars” game project is being designed to bring back part of the excitement that  
the movie generated. Exact duplication of the movie into a game format is impossible, so  
we chose what we thought was a doable high point from the movie and designed a coin  
operated [sic] game around it.28  
 

While Delphi claimed credit for this single-scene design aspect, Atari had already used a similar 

narrative abstraction approach for Superman. Additionally, project leader Mike Hally has said 

that “someone in [Atari’s] licensing/marketing department” had decided that Warp Speed should 

                                                
 
26 “Published Sell Sheets, Atari Coin-Op, Letter S,” Series VIII, Subseries B, Box 68, Folder 3, Atari Coin-

Op Division Records, 1969-2002. 
 
27 Right screenshot of William Hunter, “Star Wars - Retro Arcade Game (Atari 1983),” YouTube, 25 

February 2014. 
 
28 “Star Wars Project Outline, Legal Dispute with Delphi, Memos, 1983-1984,” Series I, Box 4, Folder 33, 

Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002.   
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become an official Star Wars tie-in.29 Whatever its origins, Star Wars demonstrates some of the 

challenges of working with media IP. 

 Perhaps because the project had been pitched from within Atari and not from WCI 

executives (at least initially), the company’s artists showed more enthusiasm for working on the 

Star Wars coin-op than they had for the VCS Superman. A September 3, 1982, project update 

even notes, “Team seems to be united in quest of designing a ‘Star Wars’ game.”30 Furthermore, 

Hally has said, “I’m not sure who at Atari first decided to go after the Star Wars license, but 

once it did, they came to me and asked if I could design a game based on the first movie. I said, 

‘Absolutely!’”31 Part of this enthusiasm might be attributable to Atari’s designers being able to 

work on a project based on a popular license with little oversight from Lucasfilm.   

Such laissez faire licensor involvement would not last long. By 1984—during the video 

game industry crash—Lucasfilm had begun to collaborate more closely on projects based on its 

IP. An Atari memo from March 19, for instance, states in relation to the Star Wars: Return of the 

Jedi (Atari, 1984) coin-op game, “[T]he games group at Lucasfilms [sic] will be more involved 

in game play approval than they have been in the past (i.e., on Star Wars they had very little 

game play comments).” Indicating Atari’s feelings about this stricter oversight, a pencilled-in 

comment, presumably from designer Chris Downend, reads, “Ugh.”32 Another pencilled-in 

comment from Downend adds, “Please comply with these requests -- it is Lucasfilms [sic] 

                                                
 
29 The Atari Book, 163.  
 
30 Mike Hally, “Milestone Schedule for Star Wars,” 3 September 1982, Series I, Box 4, Folder 30, Atari 

Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
 
31 “In the Chair with Mike Hally,” Retro Gamer 149 (2015), 94. 
 
32 Downend, Memo to Mary Fujihara, “Jedi Lucas Review,” 19 March 1984, Series I, Box 4, Folder 1, 

Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
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property and as such we must respond.” While these documents do not specify why Lucasfilm 

sought greater control over Return of the Jedi’s development, it likely wanted to assure the 

product’s quality in light of the crash.33 The increased involvement led to other challenges. An 

August 1983 memo, for instance, details the complexities of sharing assets between the film and 

game teams: “[T]he soundtrack Lucasfilms [sic] gave us had all the background sounds in 

addition to the voice. This complicated the conversion to the game since our sound expert, Earl 

Vickers, had to go thru [sic] the digital data and ‘tweak’ it to remove the background garbage.”34 

Sharing assets has become smoother as convergence between the film and video game industries 

has intensified in recent years. As Kristin Thompson details in The Frodo Franchise: The Lord 

of the Rings and Modern Hollywood (2007), the filmmakers behind the Lord of the Rings trilogy 

(Peter Jackson, 2001-2003), for example, provided developers with character renderings and 

digital scans of props to be repurposed for the films’ tie-ins.35  

Fourth, and part of the reason for the Star Wars arcade game’s delay, Atari and other 

publishers found success in projects that mimicked aspects of recognizable media properties 

without paying a licensing fee. In the early, informal years of the games industry, ideas—and 

                                                
 
33 See Mary Fujihara, Memo to Steve Arnold, Maggie Young, and Katherine Gruhn, “Response to Your 

Jedi Game Changes,” 25 May 1984, Series I, Box 4, Folder 1, Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-
2002. Regarding the Return of the Jedi coin-op, Lucasfilm suggested, for instance, “Ewoks should not drop rocks 
when no enemies are present. Ewoks are part of the Rebel forces (and) are player’s friends.” Atari’s response 
indicates the compromises inherent to licensed game development: “We understand your concerns for proper 
representation of the Ewok characters and have tried to remain faithful to the personality of Ewoks as depicted in 
your films. In the game, Ewoks are consistently helpful if the player plays correctly. Players on test seem to realize 
that Ewoks are there to be helpful and quickly learn to use them as allies. This game play element provides 
additional skill challenges which are critical for game play depth. We will try to overcome any potential 
misinterpretation of the Ewok character by using apologetic Ewok phrases if player is unintentionally victimized. 
Would this be acceptable?” 

 
34 Don Osborne, Memo to Chris Downend, “Star Wars,” 4 August 1983, Series I, Box 4, Folder 38, Atari 

Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002.  
 
35 See Kristin Thompson, The Frodo Franchise: The Lord of the Rings and Modern Hollywood (Los 

Angeles: University of California Press, 2007).  
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lawsuits—had flown freely between coin-op manufacturers and console software publishers. For 

example, Magnavox and Atari had settled out of court over allegations that Pong (Atari, 1972) 

derived from Magnavox Odyssey inventor Ralph Baer’s video ping-pong concept. Ironically, 

Atari could not prevent other companies (e.g., Ramtek and Meadow Games) from making their 

own “Pong clones” (as noted in Chapter 1); despite filing for a patent, it took so long to arrive 

that imitators had appeared within three months of Pong’s debut.36 Theft ran rampant throughout 

the wider technology sector at the time, due to the lucrative potential of discovering competitors’ 

concepts and being the first to market. By 1984, as Scott Cohen notes in Zap! : The Rise and Fall 

of Atari (1984), “On the average, there is about $20 million worth of theft reported in the Valley 

each year.”37 In fact, Silicon Valley has a history of employees revealing company secrets after 

joining a rival firm. According to Adam Fisher, this dates back to a nineteenth-century California 

law prohibiting “employers from suing former employees for going onto a competing 

company.”38 This influenced not just the theft of ideas between game companies but also the 

informal approach that these companies took regarding film copyright. 

With films, game publishers took a similarly informal approach, by using a related theme 

or concept instead of paying for a license. Infringing upon film copyrights did not become a real 

concern until 1982, when studios moved into licensing and development due to a perception that 

the rise of video games represented a competing entertainment market (as I explore in more 

detail throughout this chapter). That year, Universal Studios filed a lawsuit against Nintendo on 

the grounds that Donkey Kong infringed upon the premise of King Kong (Merian C. Cooper and 

                                                
 
36 Kent, 45-48, 60-61. 
 
37 Cohen, 72. 
 
38 Fisher, Valley, n.p. 
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Ernest B. Schoedsack, 1933); ultimately, in 1984, the case was dropped, after Nintendo 

countered that the characters and plot of King Kong are in the public domain.39  

 Like Atari had with the unlicensed Jaws (Steven Spielberg, 1975) derivative Shark Jaws, 

Exidy exploited the popularity of Star Wars to market Star Fire (Exidy, 1979), whose logo and 

in-game vehicles resembled those of the film (also, an on-screen notification reading, “Got him” 

recalls Luke Skywalker’s [Mark Hamill] proclamation of, “I got him!”) (see Figure 17).40 

 
Figure 17: Star Fire (Exidy, 1979) uses several elements from Star Wars: Episode IV - A 

New Hope (George Lucas, 1977) (composite by the author).41  
 
Chris Kohler has argued that, while it lacked a storyline, Space Invaders also took from Star 

Wars its concept of a stronghold fighting against alien forces.42 Beyond Star Wars, Milton 

Bradley had been developing an adaptation of Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979), but the game became 

The Attack (Milton Bradley, 1981) after Texas Instruments acquired the company’s MB-1 Game 

System and chose to avoid paying Twentieth Century-Fox for the film’s license.43 Unlicensed 

                                                
 
39 Sheff, 117-127. 
 
40 Herman, Phoenix IV, 67.  
 
41 Screenshots of Crazyclimber80, “Star Fire, 1979 Exidy,” YouTube, 27 August 2015. 
 
42 Kohler, Power-Up, 18.   
 
43 Stefan Hall, “‘You’ve Seen the Movie, Now Play the Video Game’: Recoding the Cinematic in Digital 

Media and Virtual Culture,” PhD diss. (Bowling Green State University, 2011), 194.  
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products helped publishers exploit a media IP’s awareness and avoid not only a licensing fee but 

also the complicated stakeholder compromises that accompanied Atari’s Star Wars projects. 

Besides all of these factors, others unique to WCI discouraged Atari from not using more 

Warner IP after Superman. Hector says that when he joined Walt Disney Computer Software 

(which became Disney Interactive) as Director of Product Development in 1988, The Walt 

Disney Company already “had decades of successful experience creating successful properties 

and licensing them into successful consumer products and profits. They were very well 

organized, professionally well represented, part of an ongoing string of new releases, and had an 

established group of licensees who were familiar with Disney’s requirements and standards.” By 

contrast, he notes, “Atari had none of that in the beginning.”44 In other words, WCI at the time 

did not coordinate the sharing of IP as closely as Disney. As described in the previous chapter, 

the conglomerate managed autonomous units and did not consider video games as a 

complementary medium to film and TV.45 Among the few licensed products that Atari worked 

on before 1982, the research and development (R&D) division created some for a holographic, 

tabletop console called the Cosmos that had been scheduled for release in 1981 but ultimately 

never shipped (see Figure 18).  

                                                
 
44 Hector, email message to the author.  
 
45 In the next chapter, I profile how, when it opened in 2004, Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment 

became the first video game division of a film studio. 
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Figure 18: Atari Cosmos advertisement (courtesy of Dan Kramer; photo by the author).  

 
According to Hector, who served as a lead conceptual designer for the Cosmos, the Advanced 

Products Group had “selected the games based on wanting to use well-known properties when 

we could,” namely those “like Atari’s Asteroids, or Superman and Road Runner (that) already 

had been licensed by Atari.”46  

As Atari engineer Dan Kramer has explained, Cosmos games really were “all hologram 

and no game play.” Like the Magnavox Odyssey (see Chapter 1), the hardware contained the 

                                                
 
46 Hector, email message to the author.  



 
 
 

 216 

game programming itself while the “‘cartridge’ only held the hologram film and used a set of 

plastic keys to code the system to load the correct game.”47 LED lights would provide the 

gameplay under a dual-layer holographic overlay (see Figure 19).  

 
Figure 19: The holographic overlay for the unreleased Atari Cosmos Superman shows two 

photorealistic images (courtesy of Dan Kramer; photos and composite by the author). 
 

Hector has said that Cosmos represented “not a successor to the VCS” but rather “a first 

step towards a new type of interactive game display that certainly raised the bar of image 

quality.” When superimposed over the LED display, the holographic overlays allowed for more 

photorealistic images than possible on other hardware at the time. Hector also has noted that 

“Cosmos was going to be marketed as a cutting-edge, exotic, electronic toy, not a low-end video 

game console.”48 From this perspective, although Cosmos Superman and Road Runner carried 

the copyright of DC Comics and Warner Bros., respectively, they were not, strictly speaking, 

licensed video games. Instead, they were licensed toys. Had Superman for Cosmos released in 

1981, it could have served as a tie-in to the Warner Bros. film Superman II (Richard 

                                                
 
47 Dan Kramer, “Atari’s COSMOS Hologram Game Info Bits,” n.d.  
 
48 Scott Stilphen, “Interview: Roger Hector,” Atari Compendium, 2013.  
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Lester/Richard Donner, 1981); however, Hector does not think that the game had been intended 

as such, given that Cosmos—with its advanced holography—had been developed in secret.49 

Moreover, compared to its present-day incarnation and to other studios at the time, 

Warner Bros. in the late 1970s and 1980s possessed few films and franchises suitable for 

extension into video games.50 Kimberly Ann Owczarski has detailed the studio’s lack of marquee 

franchises prior to the synergy-fueled Batman (Tim Burton, 1989): “While the Superman, (Clint) 

Eastwood, and Police Academy films proved important to Warner Bros.’s bottom line in the 

1970s and 1980s, they did not provide any impetus for the studio year after year.” In fact, until 

1989, only Superman: The Movie, Superman II, and Gremlins (Joe Dante, 1984) achieved 

domestic grosses exceeding $100 million. Furthermore, as Owczarski points out,  

[Superman: The Movie] was the only Warner Bros. feature film from 1979 until 1989 to 
emerge as the top film of the year; the average placement for the top Warner Bros. 
feature during this period was 5.6, which indicates the company’s inability to create a 
substantial franchise during the 1980s.51 

 
By comparison, as Moreno explains, Gulf+Western exploited the Paramount library for games, 

thanks to hit films like Star Trek II: The Wrath of Khan (Nicholas Meyer, 1982):  

[A]t Sega, we did look more into the theatrical library for assets to translate. For example, 
we did a Star Trek game, not surprisingly. Warner didn’t really have a property like that 
back then that Atari could easily turn into a game, so they went externally, for E.T. and 
Raiders of the Lost Ark. Whereas with Sega, we were on the lot with Paramount.52  
 

Warner Bros. also tended to release fewer films than its rivals.53 
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For the content it did merchandise, WCI preferred licensing deals with outside companies 

over in-house production. This likely derived from Warner’s long-standing “silos” that have 

continued to discourage cooperation among corporate divisions. As noted in Chapter 1, “siloing” 

reflects a corporate strategy of “flexibility,” by which individualism helps units more quickly 

respond to the volatility of their respective market.54 Since the early 1970s, WCI CEO Steve 

Ross had managed the divisions from a distance and rewarded their bosses for meeting 

performance goals.55 This strategy led to infighting, and Warner even today maintains a 

reputation as an assemblage of factioning fiefdoms. Alec Klein describes one such conflict from 

the 1990s in which Time Warner’s cable unit had wanted to use Road Runner—a Warner Bros. 

IP—as the name and mascot for its high-speed Internet service. Claiming that “they made their 

living, in part, on licensing trademarks,” Warner Bros. only reluctantly licensed the character to 

their corporate sibling. As Klein details, the film group “explained that Steven Ross ... had 

always encouraged arm’s length transactions, and they had a fiduciary duty to shareholders to get 

the most that they could out of a deal.” Although wanting to benefit Time Warner’s bottom line, 

Warner Bros. also had its own financial targets. Because synergy participation would mean 

losing out on potentially lucrative external licensing revenue, it demanded a $1 billion fee from 

Time Warner Cable. Two years went by before the groups reached an agreement.56  
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While the concept of synergy conjures fantasies of utopian intra-corporate collaboration, 

internal deal-making remains contested as divisions prioritize their own self-interest and as their 

leaders compete for social capital.57 The autonomy within all Warner conglomerate permutations 

supports Derek Johnson’s observation that “corporate decision makers often have limited 

incentives to pursue initiatives requiring internal coordination.”58 Collaborative synergy 

initiatives, that is, contradict the individualism driving each division. To this point, WCI Co-

Chief Operating Officer Manny Gerard explains that Warner Bros. had expressed little interest in 

media-licensed games in the immediate period after Superman: “The movie studio guys were 

pretty independent. They weren’t interested.”59 Because Ross had encouraged external, rather 

than internal, licensing, Atari opted to shy away from using Warner brands and to instead both 

develop its own products and use external IP like Star Wars.  

ATARI’S CREATIVE LABOR CONFLICTS AND COMPETITION 

 The video game industry’s eventual embrace of media licenses, both internal and 

external, emerged out of conflicts within Atari between the traditionally trained executives and 

the largely self-taught designers. After Atari co-founder Nolan Bushnell had left in late 1978, 

WCI became steadily more involved in the subsidiary and encouraged Ray Kassar to wield 

tighter control, prompting issues to proliferate that would go on to inspire a creator exodus. 

Many former employees founded the first third-party game software companies. A flood of like-

minded publishers burst onto the scene in the early 1980s, with several turning to licenses as a 

way to distinguish themselves.  
                                                

 
57 See Jenkins, Convergence Culture, 109. Jenkins admits, “Even within the media conglomerates, units 
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58 Johnson, Media Franchising, 44. 
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 The sense of disrespect that Atari’s creative talent felt contradicts the legacy of Warner 

Bros. as a talent-driven studio. A 1983 story appearing in InfoWorld, for instance, describes WCI 

as having a reputation for managing talent “like royalty” and points to the example of music 

producer David Geffen, who, after threatening to leave Warner Bros. Records, received his own 

record label.60 Connie Bruck writes that from the start of the conglomerate, Ross had “grasped 

the importance of finding the best creative people and paying them so much that money could 

not lure them away.”61 Likewise, a 1989 Fortune profile on the Time Warner merger refers to 

Warner as “the ultimate people business,” which “fit Ross’s schmoozing lifestyle.” According to 

the article, “His longstanding [sic] friendships with Hollywood glitterati—Clint Eastwood, 

Barbra Streisand, Steven Spielberg—are counted as corporate assets.”62 More recently, a 2016 

article in The Hollywood Reporter notes that “Warners long has been known for its commitment 

to filmmaker- and star-driven projects.”63 Despite this legacy of respecting talent, a hierarchy has 

remained privileging old-media stakeholders over those in video games. As I learned from 

speaking to employees of the current Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment (WBIE) video 

game unit (and as I examine in Chapter 4), film and TV schedules continue to dictate game 

development. A similar hierarchy informed the treatment of Atari talent in the early 1980s, as 

artists fought for recognition and contended with a creative environment increasingly prioritizing 

preexisting ideas (i.e., arcade ports and film tie-ins) over innovation.  
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 Many designers quit after being denied credit or royalties. As discussed in Chapter 1, 

Warren Robinett had even secretly programmed his name into Adventure before leaving in 1979. 

According to Scott Cohen, the policy to not provide credit derived from both Atari’s fear of rival 

firms poaching talent and a desire to discourage jealousy among its artists.64 Nick Dyer-

Witheford and Greig de Peuter argue that this signaled “a clear move to reduce the bargaining 

power of a workforce whose strange technical powers its managers could barely comprehend.”65 

The refusal to assign credit meant that journalists could not identify the designers or, sometimes, 

even access them. In a 1981 New York Times story, Aaron Latham disclosed that Atari 

management had prohibited him from identifying the programmer of Battlezone (Atari, 1980): 

“The business is that secretive. Atari does not want any other company trying to persuade its 

game makers to defect.”66 Similarly, for Video Invaders (1982), one of the earliest video game 

histories, David Bloom interviewed ten Atari designers. Although he had “far fewer problems 

contacting them than anticipated,” he explains that management had nonetheless restricted his 

access. Not only did Bloom need to use aliases for each interviewee, but he also reveals that “in 

one case I was even on the company’s premises yet was only able to communicate with the 

designers by phone.”67  

The policy to not assign credit reflected the corporate hierarchy within the Warner-run 

subsidiary. Bloom quotes an anonymized Atari spokesperson who admitted it was “too bad” that 

video game companies tended to withhold the names of their creators “because we have so many 
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great stories to tell,” and added that “[m]anagement doesn’t want to make rock stars out of 

them.” According to Lyle Rains, Vice President of engineering in Atari’s Coin-Op Division, 

management reaffirmed its belief in the policy after a story in Esquire leading up to the release 

of Asteroids Deluxe (Atari, 1981) revealed company secrets.68 Only managers and executives 

tended to receive recognition, with Rains credited for Asteroids.69 This resembles Vicki Mayer’s 

observations about the contemporary TV industry, in which a hierarchy of “above-the-line” and 

“below-the-line” workers determines who receives credit.70 Financially, Atari’s executives 

(those, like Rains, working “above-the-line”) also earned far more than artists, including 

Kassar’s bonuses of $4 million in 1980 and $6 million in 1981.71  

In 1979, this disparity had led a group of designers known as the “Gang of Four” to 

demand compensation. Because of a marketing memo that listed the previous year’s top-selling 

VCS cartridges, David Crane, Alan Miller, Larry Kaplan, and Bob Whitehead realized that they 

had been responsible for 60% of Atari’s $100 million annual revenue but received only 

anonymity and salaries under $30,000. Despite its intent to encourage the Consumer Electronics 

Division to create more games like those that had sold well, the memo merely added to the 

designers’ anger after management had reneged on promises to provide bonuses and profit 

sharing.72 That May, the four met with Kassar to request credit and royalties modeled after the 

                                                
 
68 Bloom, Video Invaders, 48. 
 
69 Kent, 153. 
 
70 Mayer. 
 
71 Bruck, Master of the Game, 168.  
 
72 Fleming, “The History of Activision;” and Donovan, Replay, 90. 



 
 
 

 223 

equitable compensation WCI had been providing artists within its music recording and book 

publishing subsidiaries.73 As Crane has told the story,  

Our point was that the statistics showed we must be doing something better than others.  
Since a game is a creative product, it is possible that one person is more creative than  
another and therefore should be compensated accordingly. We were told: “You are no  
more important to Atari than the guy on the assembly line who puts them together.  
Without him we have no sales either.”74   

 
According to Kaplan, Kassar referred to the four as “towel designers,” claiming that he had 

“dealt with [their] kind before” and that they were “a dime a dozen.”75 In referring to these 

creative workers as “towel designers,” Kassar emphasized his lack of respect for, or at least 

misunderstanding of, immaterial labor (i.e., what Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter describe as work 

that, in contrast to manufacturing, “involves the less-tangible symbolic and social dimensions of 

commodities”)—informed by his background as a textile executive and his outsider status from 

the games industry.76 

By October 1979, Crane, Miller, Kaplan, and Whitehead had left Atari to form 

Activision, the first third-party publisher for the VCS.77 Just as their compensation demands had 

taken inspiration from the recorded music business, their new venture modeled itself after record 

publishers who designed content for use on other companies’ hardware. Activision President and 

music industry veteran Jim Levy even said at the time that “Activision is a record company. The 
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only difference is that we’re putting out video games. … Like record labels, we would be 

dedicated to finding new talent, developing those talents, and making available their work.”78 

Unlike Atari, Activision publicly promoted its talent, such as each game’s manual including a 

photo of the designer and a letter in which he or she offered gameplay tips.79 As Levy positioned 

the company in a 1982 interview, “Most other people see this as a business, whereas we see it as 

an art form with a business attached.”80 Bushnell contends that the policy had been born out of 

Kassar’s management and that, had he remained at Atari, he would have given “not only credit, 

but (also) royalties on successful projects” because “you want to link success to the people who 

are causing the success as closely as possible.”81 Gerard, however, has argued that Atari’s 

growth and corporatization would have inevitably driven away creative talent, even if Kassar had 

met the group’s demands.82 Regardless, WCI both provided Atari the resources needed to 

succeed and made decisions that led to its downfall.  

Following Activision’s lead, more Atari expatriates formed their own game companies. 

Atari sought to discourage further competition and to protect its razor-and-blade strategy of 

selling hardware inexpensively but profiting from software. As such, a month after Activision’s 

first products reached retail in July 1980, it sued Activision for copyright and patent 
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infringement.83 Legal action continued until mid-1982, with Activision prevailing in exchange 

for a fixed royalty payment to Atari going forward and a disclaimer on its games’ packaging.84 In 

the meantime, the lack of a licensing program had allowed any company to publish VCS-

compatible games without Atari’s approval, and the result of the lawsuits only emboldened 

additional challengers. Rob Fulop, for instance, joined his former coworkers Bill Grubb, Bob 

Smith, and Dennis Koble to launch Imagic in 1981 after his VCS port of Missile Command 

(Atari, 1980) had earned Atari more than $30 million while he received a voucher for a free 

turkey.85 By 1981, only one of the original VCS designers remained at Atari.86  

 In the midst of this creator exodus, Kassar continued offending those who had remained. 

Contemporary press reports referred to his reputation as “mercurial,” “like an emperor,” and as 

“an autocrat who was quick to dismiss subordinates who fell from his favor.”87 From the time 

Kassar joined as a consultant in 1978, Bushnell had protested that he lacked an understanding of 

game artists and would have difficulty communicating with them.88 Kassar perceived Atari’s 

artists as traditional blue-collar workers rather than as creative types. As designer Howard Scott 

Warshaw has said, this led to miscommunication and conflict: “Programmers are blue-collar 

intellectual workers. Blue-collar workers are traditionally not stupid but also not densely 

intellectual. Programmers are. The idea of a blue-collar worker who’s just as smart if not smarter 

                                                
 
83 Donovan, Replay, 90; and “Atari Sues to K.O. Competition,” InfoWorld (4 August 1980), 1.  
 
84 “Atari and Activision Bury Hatchet,” Electronic Games (June 1982), 9; and Herman, Phoenix IV, 106.  
 
85 Once Upon Atari.  
 
86 Dolan. 
 
87 Andrew Pollack, “Chief Is Replaced at Troubled Atari,” The New York Times, 8 July 1983; and Hubner 

and Kistner, Jr., “What Went Wrong at Atari? (Part One),” 157. 
 
88 Hubner and Kistner, Jr., “What Went Wrong at Atari? (Part One),” 158.  



 
 
 

 226 

than the managers—that was a relatively new phenomenon.”89 Here, Warshaw describes a shift 

in work culture, worker self-identification, and perceptions of class status within the cultural 

industries as stakeholders in material labor (e.g., not just those, like Kassar, with experience in 

manufacturing, but also those from the film business) came to collaborate with those in 

immaterial labor (e.g., those in the games business). The artists at Atari, that is, represented a 

type of worker that did not match traditional class-based understandings of “blue-collar” and 

“white-collar” labor and mentality. Andrew Ross has used the term “no-collar” for creative 

workers in the so-called “New Economy” of Internet companies in the 1990s, whose open, 

cooperative, and self-driven work culture (as noted in Chapter 1) derived from the “anti-

authoritarian” outlook of Atari and other early Silicon Valley startups. Ross describes this work 

culture as “no-collar” because of its practitioners’ “self-conscious rejection of labels, not to 

mention status-conscious work uniforms and attitudes.”90 With more traditional notions of 

creativity, WCI lacked an understanding of the work that Atari’s laborers performed. 

Kassar’s perception, in fact, extended from Steve Ross’s own ambivalence toward Atari. 

While The New York Times would in 1986 describe his “hands-off managerial style” as having 

“enabled [WCI’s] core businesses—movies, television programming and records—to prosper,” 

this style also had inspired at Atari a talent-management policy at odds with other sectors of the 

Warner empire.91 Regarding Ross and WCI’s oversight, a former Atari executive said in 1983, 

“They had no idea what was going on out here. The numbers were so good, Kassar looked like a 
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genius and they never questioned him.”92 By all accounts, WCI did not question Kassar’s 

management even after an interview in which he referred to Atari’s artists as “high-strung prima 

donnas.” Although he later said that it had been taken from an off-the-record statement, the 

comment did little to prevent further designer turnover.93  

 Even Atari’s methods to curb talent departures created conflict. Compared to the relaxed 

atmosphere that Bushnell had instilled back in the company’s startup days, Atari by the early 

1980s had become much more corporate. Each employee received an “Atari Policy Manual,” an 

overfilled three-inch binder whose introductory document reads, “The policy manual is meant to 

be complete and comprehensive on a variety of topics.”94 Faced with such control, many left; 

after six years at Atari, Noah Anglin, for instance, surrendered his position of Vice President of 

Manufacturing and Engineering to join Exidy as its President. His comments in a 1982 interview 

reveal the extent to which the company had changed after WCI acquired it: “Unlike IBM, it was 

fun to work [at Atari]. But when Warner took over, I felt like I was back at IBM. The real reason 

I went to Exidy was because it reminded me of my early days at Atari.”95 Along with 

corporatization came compartmentalization, as executives became unapproachable and as the 

subsidiary’s divisions grew distant and competitive. Bushnell and President Joe Keenan not only 

had been available to consult on a variety of issues but also had inspired collective contributions 
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from employees.96 In place of openness, as designer Al Alcorn has explained, Kassar had built 

“an elaborate corporate structure” that separated upper management from the rest of the 

employees. As Alcorn has put it, “He had an executive dining room so they weren’t soiled by the 

great unwashed, the engineers.”97 Both symbolically and practically, Atari under WCI’s 

ownership had become compartmentalized. 

The hierarchical structure only amplified a sense of separation at the company, which, by 

1982, had grown to approximately 10,000 employees and dozens of disconnected buildings.98 

Furthermore, mandatory employee badges designated levels of clearance into these buildings.99 

While the keycard system that Kassar had installed may have been intended to protect company 

secrets, it distanced Atari’s divisions from one another and suggested distrust in his own 

workforce.100 This ran counter to Atari’s efforts in December 1980, when it introduced a 

bimonthly employee magazine whose first issue stated its intent to “explore all the divisions, 

departments and job functions” so that “the mystery of ‘what the other guy is doing’ will be 
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solved.”101 The sprawl eventually became so expansive that, in 1982, Kassar and Gerard 

developed plans for a centralized, fifty-acre campus.102  

 The sprawl had limited cooperation among the Atari units and contributed to a growing 

sense of resentment and competition that had long existed between them. As Dyer-Witheford and 

de Peuter argue, the company’s diversification had created tension between the freewheeling 

ethos of the programmers and the routinized tedium of the hardware workers.103 Alcorn has 

offered his own take on this conflict between immaterial and material laborers: “[E]ngineers 

usually hate the research guys because they have an easy life, they don't have to do any of this 

stuff. And the reverse happens, too. The production guys don't understand how to do things 

right.”104 Once Atari moved into the home console market and WCI acquired the company, the 

bifurcation between groups deepened because of Kassar’s tendency for favoritism and direct 

management style in which he had to approve all corporate decisions. He also reorganized Atari 

into separate Coin-Operated and Consumer Electronics Divisions.105 Evelyn Seto, who worked 

in both divisions, explains, “There was a closeness in the Coin-Op games group that was a bit 

different than the Consumer games group. After Warner bought the company, there was 

definitely a division in philosophy it seems. Warner was focused on developing the Consumer 

group and making it a more corporate type (of) company.”106 Eventually, those in Coin-Op—
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who felt, according to Mike Hally, like “the bastard child” within the company—began wearing 

T-shirts that declared, “Coin-Op: The Real Atari.”107 Despite several console titles being arcade 

ports and despite Atari having originated in the coin-op business, funding and marketing under 

Kassar focused on VCS products.108  

 To alleviate worker dissatisfaction, the company implemented reparation efforts. The 

employee magazine attempted to discourage feelings of competition but appears to have 

reinforced Kassar’s views on immaterial labor: “No single segment of the company is 

responsible for this (year’s) success or for future success. Development of products, engineering, 

manufacturing, marketing and management all work as a team to reach and maintain Atari’s 

leadership role in the industry.”109 Additionally, his creation of a compensation program led to 

more infighting. In February 1982, when senior VCS programmers threatened to leave, Kassar 

raised their pay and instituted a bonus plan. For the employees, this underscored the impression 

that WCI, as John Dunn has said, “didn’t understand that what drove the games programmers 

was creativity, not money or security or any of the motivators their corporate culture understood. 

… Any of the programmers could easily have moved to a higher paying, more regimented and 

less creative job—this was Silicon Valley after all.”110 Because the incentive plan prioritized 

sales, worker resentment grew, as those assigned to proven concepts stood the best chance to 

reap the rewards. Based on a payment of $0.10 for each cartridge sold, Tod Frye, for instance, 
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earned a bonus of $1.3 million for Pac-Man (Atari, 1982).111 Even before the start of the loyalty 

program, a group of VCS employees, according to Robinett, had founded the “Dumb Shits 

Club,” whose “requirements for membership were you had to have designed games for Atari and 

never made any money from it.”112 Those who stayed came to more frequently work on licensed 

games, with less freedom to create their own concepts.  

THE RISE OF TIE-IN VIDEO GAMES  

With so many former Atari employees now in competition with not just Atari but also 

one another, game companies turned to media IP. Ironically, while Activision had inspired a 

deluge of third-party publishers, it had done so with original content rather than licenses. As 

Activision President Jim Levy said about this strategy in 1982,  

Licensing is obviously easier, but it’s also much more temporal. If you don’t have a  
strong creative center to an organization such as Activision, eventually you’re going to  
fall behind. … Copying something that has been done, even from another medium, is sort  
of a quick and dirty way to immediate sales and profits.113  

 
Activision’s emphasis on originality stood apart from others’ use of licenses.  

In Chapter 1, I explored how tie-ins emerged out of the rise of high-concept films. 

According to Justin Wyatt, studios in the 1970s began embracing explicitly market-driven films 

for product differentiation.114 This ocurred at a time of economic decline in not just the American 

film industry but also more globally across advanced capitalist societies (which, as discussed in 

the Introduction, represented the effects of a period lasting from the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s 
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referred to by political economists as the Long Downturn). Just as the high-concept model 

helped studio products stand out, game publishers in the early 1980s embraced tie-ins—many of 

which (e.g., Superman, Raiders of the Lost Ark) licensed high-concept films—for a similar 

purpose.  

 After experimenting with Superman and then focusing on arcade ports, Atari gradually 

returned to media licenses. While the Star Wars coin-op underwent a delayed development until 

finally seeing a release in 1983, the company introduced its first post-Superman, non-arcade 

license: Pelé’s Soccer (Atari, 1980) for the VCS. Named after the Brazilian soccer star who had 

played for three seasons with WCI’s New York Cosmos professional team, Pelé’s Soccer, like 

Superman, promoted a corporate subsidiary. Despite having retired in 1977, Pelé had, in 1975, 

signed with WCI a ten-year agreement for his name and likeness.115 The game had originally 

released as Championship Soccer (Atari, 1980), but Atari attached the Pelé brand, presumably in 

response to Mattel’s licensed sports titles for its Intellivision console (e.g., 1980’s Major League 

Baseball).116 Mattel’s sports games, however, licensed only the names and logos of their 

respective leagues, and therefore did not feature any official teams or players; to compete, Atari 

leveraged WCI’s previous deal with Pelé and rebranded Professional Soccer to become the first 

video game featuring a known athlete.117  

 Aside from Pelé’s Soccer, Atari released no media-licensed titles until Raiders of the Lost 

Ark appeared in November 1982. By that time, it had become difficult to bring increasingly 

sophisticated coin-op games to the aging VCS. In the console version of Pac-Man, for instance, 
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the hardware’s inability to simultaneously display multiple ghosts created a blinking effect.118 

Atari’s marketing for Pac-Man even implicitly admitted to the challenges of porting, as one 

advertisement read, “Adapted from one of the most popular video arcade games ever created, 

ATARI’S PAC-MAN, which differs slightly from the original, is sure to be a big hit in your 

home.”119 Frye has said that, with the limitations of the console in mind, he approached the 

project “as an abridged adaptation” that would “capture the essential feeling, the ethos, the 

spirit—the soul of Pac-Man.” He has argued that rules for and expectations of arcade-to-console 

adaptations were only just beginning to emerge: “The idea of what it meant to be a faithful 

representation of Pac-Man was not established. … [Later], we, as a culture, invented the idea of 

a meaning and created a definition of what an adaptation was.”120 In Video Invaders, Atari 

software product manager Jewel Savadelis acknowledged to author Steve Bloom that the 

company had known the VCS could not accurately adapt the Pac-Man arcade experience.121  

 The decision at Atari to shift from coin-op to media licenses came about from this 

hardware discrepancy and from leadership changes. As Warshaw explains, Raiders of the Lost 

Ark stemmed from “marketing people [having] become more a part of the picture.” From his 

perspective, Atari, by 1982, had underwent a process of “marketing inversion,” in which 

“marketing and management start to take over the company and the technical people who used to 
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run the company become marginalized.”122 This occurred as WCI-installed, formally trained 

executives like Kassar replaced the co-founders.  

 These new leaders at Atari joined the many publishers that adopted coin-op and media 

licenses in the early 1980s.123 For Atari, licenses became especially critical due to its declining 

market share. At the start of 1982, the company controlled 80% of the video game industry, but 

this dropped to 75% by that July and to only 56% by December.124 Licenses helped the new 

software companies compete right out of the gate.  

 The rise of tie-in video games extended from the conditions of the American film 

industry at the time, as publishers partnered with rights holders for licensed products and as 

studios themselves established gaming groups. Content-promotion hybrids, like tie-ins, tend to 

appear during times of industry transition. As Paul Grainge and Catherine Johnson have argued, 

“If the contemporary media landscape is characterized by a blurring of the categories of 

promotion and content, this blurring stems from the uncertainties that arise in the face of shifts 

within the media ecology that threaten to radically alter the relationship between audiences, 

producers and distributors of moving image content.”125 From this perspective, we can draw 

parallels between the emergence of tie-in video games with Hollywood’s earlier convergence 

with the TV industry. In the postwar period, studios had expanded into content production and 

film licensing for TV to recapture the audience that the emergent medium had been siphoning.126 
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Likewise, convergence with the games business created a revenue stream that represented a form 

of industrial crisis management. However, as the range of failed examples in this chapter make 

evident (e.g., the North American video game industry crash and the lack of coordination 

between Warner Bros. and Atari), a key difference between film-and-TV convergence and film-

and-game convergence lies in the more compatible work cultures of film and TV compared to 

the respective “Hollywood” and “Silicon Valley” mentalities of film and video games.  

The appearance of tie-in games, appropriately, appeared as competition mounted in not 

just the games industry, with the rise of third-parties, but also as Hollywood found itself 

competing with the industry for consumer attention. By this time, video games had become 

culturally legitimized as a medium, with coverage in the mainstream press like The New York 

Times and with the 1981 establishment of Electronic Games as the first video game speciality 

magazine. By 1982, 15% of American households owned a console, double the amount from just 

one year prior.127 Along with this rising rate of adoption, home video game sales had jumped 

from $200 million in 1978 to $1 billion in 1981.128 While these numbers would have pleased 

Atari and other publishers, Hollywood had cause for panic, especially given reports like one 

from October 1981 that projected $1.7 billion in video game revenues for 1982 and $3 billion for 

1984, on par with, and even potentially surpassing, those of the domestic box office.129  
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The games industry’s fast-paced ascendence surprised old-media stakeholders, even 

WCI. In response, studios frantically invaded the video game space. As Gerard puts it, “[T]hey 

were looking at a business that was obviously an entertainment sort of business, and it was 

growing like a weed, and everybody wanted in.”130 As this implies, a sense of invasiveness went 

both ways between the games industry and Hollywood. The press reported on the growth of the 

games business at the time, such as an October 1982 article in The New York Times: “Five years 

ago, video games hardly existed. Now, arcade and home video games form a $7-billion-a-year 

industry.”131 Some studios scrambled to partner with third-party publishers desperate for market 

share while others saw profit potential in directly entering the industry.  

Due to the anticipated growth of home video games, studios wanted to extend their IP 

into this market. Hollywood in the early 1980s had sought to maximize film libraries in light of 

escalating production costs and declining TV network broadcast revenues. As The Wall Street 

Journal noted, studios by 1983 had “directly enter[ed] markets they previously only supplied,” 

while also seeking “to repackage and recycle their movies and TV programs in as many forms 

and in as many markets as possible.”132 Along with remakes like The Thing (John Carpenter, 

1982) and belated sequels like Psycho II (Richard Franklin, 1983), home video and video games 

represented new revenue streams. Contemporary films, like Megaforce (Hal Needham, 1982), 

benefited from the synchronized release of a tie-in, while adaptations of catalog titles, like the 
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1982 VCS version of Fantastic Voyage (Richard Fleischer, 1966), cross-promoted recent home 

video releases. In some cases, games based on franchises, like James Bond 007 and Star Trek: 

Strategic Operations Simulator (Sega, 1983), could support both a theatrical product as well as 

the home video appearance of an older title.133 Studios had feared both home video and video 

games as threats to their theatrical business before adopting them as methods for repackaging 

and recycling IP.134   

Studios wanted to enter both the arcade and home video game business. Coin-op titles 

especially possessed synergies with the theatrical film business. In a July 1982 interview, 

Paramount President Michael Eisner compared the cyclical distribution of arcade games—

whereby old products make way for new ones—to the “replacement” model of film distribution. 

Because of this similarity, he envisioned that film-licensed arcade games would have an 

advantage over original concepts.135 This supports Randy Nichols’s observation that the games 

industry had from its origins “modeled itself on the film industry, attempting to emulate its 

structures and controls.”136 While the coin-op business bears this out, Aphra Kerr reminds us that 
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video games in general have a similar production context as film—a perception that workers 

within Atari shared.137 For example, in a 1984 VAX message (i.e., an early form of email), one 

employee stated, “This is a hit business. The similarities with the movie industry can’t be 

ignored. Why, we are even owned by Warner. We are entertainers.”138 For these reasons, game 

licensing and development represented a logical extension of established studio practices.  

Studios also hoped that arcade ports had accustomed home console consumers to licensed 

content. Cases like the coin-op tie-in to Tron (Steven Lisberger, 1982) earning more than its 

cinematic source text inspired studios to establish internal video game units.139 In June and July 

1982, as The New York Times reported, “nearly every movie studio … announced a joint venture 

or new division.”140 The fast pace at which the video game industry had been growing accounted 

for these studios’ late entry and prior ambivalence. By 1981, Atari had even become the fastest-

growing company in United States history.141   

Along the way, Atari’s contributions to the total revenues of WCI continued to climb. 

Due in part to advertising the VCS year-round and to the VCS port of Space Invaders, Atari’s 

1980 operating income of $77 million represented one-third of those of WCI, and its $70 million 

in profits dwarfed the $60 million of the Filmed Entertainment group (i.e., Warner Bros. and 
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Warner Bros. Television).142 That year, the conglomerate reported its best-ever revenues, 

income, and earnings, thanks to Atari doubling its annual revenues while Filmed Entertainment 

dropped 48% in the same period.143 By 1982, Atari accounted for more than half of WCI’s 

revenues and 65% of its profits. Connie Bruck cites a discussion with a former Atari executive 

who claimed that Warner had actually under-reported Atari’s 1981 and 1982 contributions, 

asserting, in Bruck’s words, that “at least $100 million of Atari’s earnings were distributed to 

other WCI divisions, so that outsiders would not know how palsied they were.”144 This 

underscores the sense of panic that Atari’s success had caused in Hollywood.  

Convergence with the video game industry accelerated, as studios either licensed their IP 

to publishers or set up their own subsidiaries. In the January/February 1983 issue of Film 

Comment, Polygram producer Adam Fields said, “All the studios now clearly recognize the 

enormous potential in the videogame [sic] business. I think Warner showed them what Atari can 

do for a company. Once it was a mighty film company, now it’s Atari that’s the leader.”145 As 

this comment indicates, studios entered the video game space because of Atari’s effects on WCI.  

In the midst of Atari and the games industry’s expansion, the American film business had 

been weathering a recession. Despite the impression of a healthy domestic market, rising prices 

obscured the fact that ticket sales had stagnated since 1969.146 This appears even more 
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problematic when viewed through the context of production and marketing costs that had 

escalated due to the national recession and inflation of the 1970s along with industry-specific 

issues like expensive talent packages and a growing demand for blockbusters.147 Throughout the 

1970s and 1980s, the discrepancy between box-office winners and losers widened, with films 

like Raiders of the Lost Ark (Steven Spielberg, 1981) and E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (Steven 

Spielberg, 1982) profiting their respective studios while others like Sphinx (Franklin J. 

Schaffner, 1981) and Cannery Row (David S. Ward, 1982) damaged theirs. As Paramount 

Pictures Chairman and CEO Barry Diller said in 1982,  

There was a brief period when there was no way to lose money making movies. The  
average cost of a movie was only $5 million. The network television sale covered $3.5 
million of that, and investors seeking tax shelters covered the other $1.5 million. 
Syndication was worth $1 million.148  
 

As Diller alludes to, the turn to blockbusters had doubled the average negative cost of films from 

$5 million in 1979 to $10 million in 1982, compounding other issues like escalating marketing 

costs, stricter tax shelters, and broadcast networks creating their own films and miniseries.149 To 

recoup this lost revenue, studios turned to gimmicks like computer-generated imagery (CGI) and 

3D, video game-themed features like Tron and WarGames (John Badham, 1983), and new-media 

ventures like video games.150 Although—as Kerr has argued—the dependable earnings from 
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licensing help stakeholders in the cultural industries respond to market volatility and the 

unpredictability of consumer taste, some studios directly entered the games business with their 

own in-house divisions.151  

 Hollywood’s arrival in the gaming space provided Atari with more software competition 

and further encouraged the popularization of licensed content. While it preceded the studios’ 

push into TV network ownership, their expansion into games followed the same logic of owning 

holdings in complementary markets.152 With the help of the Ronald Reagan administration’s 

deregulation of antitrust policy, media firms consolidated and added new content distribution 

outlets that could be used for cross-promotion.153 The expansion into video games demonstrates 

that, for the conglomerate-owned studios, a concerted synergy strategy did not coalesce all at 

once, but instead emerged gradually. J.D. Connor argues that conglomerates failed to achieve 

synergy until tightly diversifying in the 1980s.154 More specifically, while the concept had 

existed back in the 1970s among widely diversified conglomerates like WCI (as demonstrated in 

Chapter 1 through the example of Superman: The Movie), it did not become a frequent practice 

until the next decade.155 By the end of the 1980s, the quest for synergy would grow more 
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focused. In the name of efficiency, conglomerates started to divest their non-filmed 

entertainment interests, including video games.156 Before then, though, games represented a 

potentially lucrative new-media market. 

 While WCI had set the template for Hollywood’s games industry involvement, each 

studio took a unique approach. In addition to Atari’s success, board game company Parker 

Brothers also encouraged studios to step into the gaming space. While not a studio itself, it 

influentially combined licensed and original content (a strategy that, as I profile in Chapter 4, 

exists to this day in the mobile space). According to Richard Stearns, Vice President of 

Consumer Electronics at Parker Brothers, licensing represented a core tactic to breaking into the 

industry: “Licensing is a factor which sets you apart to begin with. It gets you recognition in the 

consumer’s mind.”157 In another interview, Stearns specified, “Right now, … we’re busy getting 

our licenses out because we think that initially that’s the best way to buy our way into the 

market.”158 For Parker Brothers, licensed products provided both a key into the industry as well 

as the financial resources to create original content.  

The company had entered the industry due to several factors. First, its ownership under 

the General Mills Corporation provided the resources to scale, just as WCI had for Atari. In a 

document prepared for a preview event of its 1983 software lineup, Parker Brothers proclaimed 

that retailers and consumers “will see that the combined strength of Parker Brothers/General 

Mills puts us at the very top echelon of the consumer electronics industry in regards to 
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capitalization, marketing muscle, and game development know-how.”159 Second, and what this 

memo fails to disclose, Parker Brothers had already lost money on the handheld electronic games 

market, which had collapsed in 1981.160 Home video games, then, offered a new revenue stream. 

Third, due to the decline of the microprocessor fad in handheld electronic and board games, 1981 

also marked the first year that video games had negatively impacted sales of Parker Brothers’s 

board games.161 Fourth, the company had become interested in the home video game business 

after rejecting a request from Atari to license its board games for video game adaptations.162 

Because Activision had already opened the doors for third-party publishers, Parker Brothers 

decided to create its own adaptations. Fifth, Parker Brothers possessed the home console rights to 

Star Wars because Kenner, its corporate sibling within the General Mills Toy Group, had 

acquired the master toy license from Lucasfilm back in 1977.163 

 Parker Brothers immediately leveraged the Star Wars license, releasing in 1982 Star 

Wars: The Empire Strikes Back for the 2600 and Mattel Intellivision. According to Stefan Hall, it 

stands as “the first official licensing of a film-to-game property.”164 Like Superman’s reuse of 

the code designed for Adventure, The Empire Strikes Back took inspiration from preexisting 

games. Even at the time of release, it drew comparisons in the press, such as a preview in 
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Electronic Games that stated, “The Empire Strikes Back is similar to Defender [Williams 

Electronics, 1981] and Chopper Command [Activision, 1982], but embellishes on both.”165 Also 

like Superman, it translates only one sequence from its source film—in this case, the opening 

action set piece during the Battle of Hoth. Marketing materials did not disguise this limitation, 

with one flyer describing the game as “[b]ased on the classic battle scene from ‘The Empire 

Strikes Back.’”166 By following the model Superman had established, The Empire Strikes Back 

provided a template for other tie-ins of the time. With these two games, a taxonomy of possible 

tie-in development strategies was becoming apparent and would provide designers during this 

formative period of convergence with models for film-to-game adaptation (see Figure 20). 

Strategy Example 

Repurpose existing assets from an as-yet-
released video game 

Superman (Atari, 1978) 

Create a hybrid that fuses film elements (e.g., 
characters, settings, plot) with concepts from 
existing games (e.g., gameplay, genre)  

Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back (Parker 
Brothers, 1982) 

Innovate with an original concept E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (Atari, 1982) 

Figure 20: The taxonomy of video game tie-in strategies during the early years of film and 
video game convergence. 

 
In addition to Star Wars, Parker Brothers relied on multiple licenses, from film to comics 

to literature. Stearn boasted that licensors were excited to partner with Parker Brothers, given the 

diversified but complementary reach of General Mills: “Licensors are only too happy to be 

teamed with a company owned by General Mills … particularly when they know that we can 
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always do promotions on the back panel of Cheerios.”167 Furthermore, Parker Brothers attracted 

licensing deals because, unlike Atari, it published games for multiple platforms instead of just 

the VCS.168 Strategically, whereas most companies in the first generation of film and video game 

convergence (see Figure 11 in Chapter 1) would limit themselves to licensed games based on the 

latest theatrical releases, Parker Brothers also worked with venerable properties, with games like 

James Bond 007, 1982’s Spider-Man and the unreleased Lord of the Rings: Journey to Rivendell.  

In January 1982, at the same time that Parker Brothers had signaled an interest in the 

games industry, former Mattel Electronics executive Frank O’Connell convinced Twentieth 

Century-Fox owner Martin Davis to follow suit. Hall speculates that the studio’s interest derived 

from efforts to recoup revenues lost to Parker Brothers’s Empire Strikes Back game. Because 

Lucasfilm controlled the rights to the lucrative Star Wars brand and Fox only distributed the 

films, the studio concentrated on adapting its film and TV properties, such as Porky’s (Bob 

Clark, 1981) and M*A*S*H (CBS, 1972-1983). Focusing on its own IP, as Hall argues, also 

helped Fox maximize the value of films like Flash Gordon (Mike Hodges, 1980) and Megaforce 

that had underperformed at the box office.169 Eager to capitalize on the high estimates suggested 

in contemporary industry reports, Davis acquired and rebranded the startup Elite Capital Partners 

as Fox Video Games. As O’Connell has said, the strategy of relying on the studio’s internal IP 

leveraged brand awareness as a way to compensate for a late entry into the business:  

If you developed a game yourself that nobody knew anything about you were starting at  
zero … But if you had a known property you had a very distinct advantage in terms of 
getting the shelf space and cutting your advertising and promotion costs. With television 
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and movie properties you already knew everything about their strengths and who they 
appealed to.170  

 
As an additional method of making up for lost time, Fox partnered with developer Sirius 

Software to publish original titles like 1982’s Deadly Duck and Beany Bopper under the “Games 

of the Century” banner.171 In late 1982, as Howard Scott Warshaw told me, Fox attempted to 

expand by hiring him and Tod Frye to create a development studio called Origin Software. When 

Atari learned of this, however, they “threw a bunch of money (at Warshaw and Frye) to not do 

it.”172 Fox influenced other studios to participate in the video game business, by leveraging an 

existing subsidiary, establishing an “interactive” division, or licensing out development and 

publishing to a third-party (see Figure 21). 
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Studio Interactive Division or 
Conglomerate Sibling 

Years Active 

Columbia Pictures Gottlieb (renamed Mylstar 
Electronics in 1983) 

1976-1984 (first video game 
in 1980) 

Paramount Pictures Sega 1969-1984 (first video game 
in 1973) 

20th Century-Fox Fox Video Games 1982-1983 

Universal Pictures MCA Video Games (and, in 
partnership with Atari, Studio 
Games) 

1982-1983 (no games 
released) 

Warner Bros. Atari 1976-1996 (Consumer 
Electronics and Home 
Computer Divisions sold in 
1984) 

Figure 21: Hollywood studio video game involvement during the first generation of film 
and game convergence. Studios not listed (e.g., Disney) focused on licensing instead of in-

house development and publishing. 
 

Almost no studio took the same approach. Disney, for instance, signed several licensing 

deals, preferring indirect involvement. Bally and Mattel Electronics each provided Tron tie-ins; 

Atari also was to produce projects for its line of home consoles and computers but released only 

Sorcerer’s Apprentice (Atari, 1983). Universal Pictures owner MCA set up MCA Video Games 

as a new division intended to create titles based on its film and TV brands like Jaws and 

Magnum P.I. (1980-1988). At the time of its founding, though, MCA Video Games lacked a 

development staff.173 Because of this and in order to access an established distribution network, 

                                                
 
173 Russell, 24; and Harmetz, “Video Games Come to Hollywood.” 



 
 
 

 248 

it partnered with Atari to form a second unit, Studio Games, focused on creating additional spin-

offs of its media IP, with the cancelled A-Team for VCS as the only known result.174  

Both Gulf+Western, home of Paramount Pictures, and Columbia leveraged their existing 

coin-op holdings to expand into the console software market. Columbia had bought D. Gottlieb 

& Company back in 1976, shortly after WCI acquired Atari, to make up for Columbia’s recently 

completed sale of its music business.175 Having achieved success in pinball, Gottlieb eventually 

helped Columbia enter the video game industry through arcade titles like 1982’s Q*bert. 

Similarly, Gulf+Western looked to Sega, its subsidiary purchased in 1969. Sega initially licensed 

its coin-op games for console ports (e.g., 1982’s Zaxxon) but in 1983 introduced its first home 

video games, including Star Trek: Strategic Operations Simulator.176 The entrance of these 

studios, in addition to other third-party publishers, brought new competition to Atari and 

informed WCI’s decision to license Steven Spielberg’s E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial.  

E.T. AND OLD MEDIA’S POWER OVER ATARI 

Adapting E.T. ultimately contributed to Atari’s downfall, the North American video game 

industry crash, and the formation of Time Warner. Due to the film’s record box-office figures 

and to growing publisher competition for licenses, the E.T. video game rights did not come 

cheap.177 MCA, owner of E.T. rights-holder Universal Studios, opted for a licensing arrangement 

over internal development because the newly formed MCA Video Games would not have had a 
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tie-in ready for the 1982 holiday shopping season.178 The licensing negotiations, however, did 

not begin until the film had proven its commercial viability. Rather than a sign of MCA or 

Universal’s initial lack of faith in the project, the late launch reflected a deliberate strategy to 

delay the merchandising program until around the time of E.T.’s June 15, 1982, theatrical 

opening. This deviated from Columbia’s Annie (John Huston, 1982), whose merchandising—at 

the time called “the biggest campaign synchronized with the release of a movie”—had started 

three years early but ended up underwhelming.179 According to an E.T. marketing manual, the 

delayed licensing program continued a studio tradition: “In keeping with Universal’s approach—

to give the movie a long terrestrial life span—much of [E.T.’s] merchandise will be distributed as 

the film is opening or shortly thereafter.”180 The strategy proved effective. In its 1983 Annual 

Report, MCA noted that its Merchandising Corporation of America subsidiary “had its most 

profitable year primarily as a result of worldwide licensing activities for ‘E.T. The Extra-

Terrestrial.’”181 The high cost that WCI paid for Atari to create the game tie-in certainly 

contributed to these profits.  

Even with a late merchandising campaign, E.T. represented a lucrative license. By 

December 1982, the campaign had collected fifty-five licensees and over 200 items.182 The 
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potential for a video game tie-in seemed enormous, especially in light of unexpectedly strong 

merchandise sales. For example, in August 1982, C/C Sales reported that customers had 

purchased more than one million of its E.T. posters in only two months; as the company’s 

national sales manager said at the time, “If in a year the average poster sells a quarter of a million 

it’s big.” Due to licensing negotiations not starting until after the film had become a box-office 

hit, MCA had the leverage to charge licensees an average of 7% royalties for each item sold.183 

To secure the video game rights, Atari Coin-Op Division legal counsel Charles “Skip” Paul 

offered the 7% royalty and a $1 million licensing payment—which, according to Paul, “was far 

more than Atari had ever paid before for a license.”184 To Paul’s surprise, he learned that Steve 

Ross had agreed to pay $21 million; Atari went on to spend another $5 million in what the 

Chicago Tribune in November 1982 called “one of the biggest advertising and promotional one-

shot hypes ever for a single product.”185 This meant that E.T. would carry one of the most 

expensive game budgets for nearly two decades, until Sega spent at least $47 million to develop 

and market 1999’s Shenmue.186 However, as Warshaw puts it, “They weren’t buying the game 

license; they were buying Steven Spielberg.”187 That is, Ross made a deal on behalf of Atari in 

order to strengthen Warner Bros. E.T. ultimately put its designer, Howard Scott Warshaw, in a 

precarious position, and also set the stage for Atari’s downfall. 
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The E.T. deal represented an attempt to court Spielberg over to Warner Bros. from his 

longtime home at Universal. After meeting in 1981, Ross remained determined to work with the 

filmmaker in hopes of reversing Warner Bros.’s fortunes. By 1982, executives Ted Ashley, 

Frank Wells, and John Calley all had departed and the studio was weathering failed partnerships 

with Orion Pictures and the Ladd Company.188 In an August 1982 article, Variety implied that 

WCI had pursued the E.T. license to help reverse its recent stock-market losses. Analyst Harold 

Vogel expressed his doubts to Variety that any one game could have such an effect, adding, 

“[Y]ou wouldn’t trade [Warner] stock based on one movie.”189 While the irony would become 

clear after the E.T. tie-in helped accelerate Warner’s stock slide, Vogel’s point underscores the 

idea that WCI put its hopes not in the one game but in a longer-term relationship with Spielberg.  

In contrast to the treatment of artists at Atari, grand overtures to filmmakers have long 

defined Warner Bros.’s talent management. Douglas Gomery notes that the studio has a 

reputation for relying “on a tight cohort of directors and producers,” such as Clint Eastwood and 

Christopher Nolan—whose agent, Dan Aloni, has said, “This is a studio that, when they believe 

in a filmmaker, lets him [sic] do what he [sic] does best, without much interference.”190 Despite 

the talent-centered perception of Warner Bros., the E.T. deal emphasizes WCI’s subservient use 

of Atari and its workers. For Ross, as long as the eventual E.T. tie-in resulted in a Warner-

Spielberg film, even a failed product would be a success. According to a 1990 New Yorker 
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profile, “Ross’s credo is that it is sins of omission, not commission, that kill you in business.”191 

Fortunately for Ross, Spielberg held such high regard for Atari’s Raiders of the Lost Ark 

adaptation in development at the time that he encouraged MCA to grant the E.T. rights to Atari 

rather than Coleco—with whom MCA had been in negotiations.192 

 To bring the filmmaker over to Warner, Ross had to agree to more than just an exorbitant 

licensing fee. In late July 1982, MCA and Spielberg decided that the tie-in had to arrive at retail 

for Christmas. Because Ross had privately orchestrated the deal, Atari representatives had had no 

say in the terms. Even without approval from Ray Kassar and his team, it nonetheless was a coup 

in the ongoing licensing wars. As Warshaw has said, “They bought E.T. as a loss leader to keep 

it away from other people.”193 According to a 1983 article in InfoWorld, after learning of the 

restrictive development schedule, Kassar told an Atari executive that “E.T. is such a hot property, 

whatever we put out will sell.”194 Data at the time supported this assumption; a 1982 National 

Diary Panel poll found that the holiday shopping season accounted for 45% of all video game 

sales, with 89% of this amount purchased as gifts.195 If undiscerning gift-givers purchased E.T. 

based on brand familiarity alone, then quality would matter little. Decades later, Kassar revised 

the InfoWorld account, when he told gaming historian Tristan Donovan that Ross had “forced” 

the project upon Atari and that it “was something we all were against.”196 Despite having 

                                                
 
191 Bruck, “Deal of the Year,” The New Yorker (8 January 1990), 88. 
 
192 Goldberg and Vendel, n.p. 
 
193 Fisher, Valley, n.p.  
 
194 Hubner and Kistner, Jr., “What Went Wrong at Atari? (Part Two),” 146. 
 
195 Seideman, “Home Cartridges Sales Seen Huge,” Variety (27 October 1982), 38, ProQuest. 
 
196 Donovan, “The Replay Interviews: Ray Kassar.” 



 
 
 

 253 

surpassed Warner Bros. as the most profitable part of WCI, Atari remained in the same position 

as it had been at the time of Superman: serving the needs of older media.   

The game’s development also reflected changes that had taken place at Atari in the 

intervening years. By 1982, high-concept films like Superman had become more commonplace, 

thereby encouraging paratextual extensions like tie-in video games. For its first official film-

based game, Atari licensed Paramount’s Raiders of the Lost Ark, a collaboration between 

Spielberg and George Lucas. Jon Lewis has credited the two filmmakers with bringing 

Hollywood into the contemporary blockbuster era due to Spielberg’s commitment to high 

concept and the latter’s realization of ancillary markets.197 Fittingly, many early licensed games 

derived from Lucas and Spielberg productions.   

Even with Atari’s expansion into film licenses, several designers rejected the Raiders of 

the Lost Ark assignment before Warshaw accepted.198 A formally trained engineer who had 

joined in 1981, Warshaw was one of Atari’s rising stars. For Yars’ Revenge (Atari, 1982), he 

became the company’s first creator to receive credit—in this case for both the game and its pack-

in, transmedia comic book.199 Significantly, this reversed Atari’s exploitative policy of making 

invisible the labor of its game creators.  

Following in the footsteps of Activision highlighting its artists on game packaging and 

manuals, Atari’s crediting of Warshaw brought over from film and TV notions of “authorship” to 

video games as an industry and culture. In the subsequent decades, even as the size of game 
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development teams has expanded from a single programmer to thousands, some individuals have 

attained celebrity status within popular and media industry trade discourse (e.g., numerous 

stories have credited Shigeru Miyamoto of Nintendo as the “creator” and seeming sole designer 

of franchises like Donkey Kong, Mario, and The Legend of Zelda).200 While the games industry 

has undoubtedly encouraged this sense authorship to promote the “artistry” of their medium (and 

to discourage regulation), the contributions of those working “below-the-line” tend to be 

erased.201 In their article “Gamework” (2004), Judd Ruggill, Ken McAllister, and David 

Menchaca summarize the breadth of contributors to contemporary game development and 

critique how, compared to the more formalized recognition in older media industries (e.g., film 

and TV), much of this work goes uncredited:  

In addition to the cadre of programmers who design and code a title’s engines and 
interfaces, game development involves testers, producers, distributors, attorneys, 
accountants, reviewers, salespeople/proprietors, advertisers (with their own teams of 
graphic designers, copy personnel, proofreaders, producers, and distributors), and 
manufacturers (to produce the technology on which games are developed and distributed, 
as well as the packaging in which games are sold). Whereas such labor is regularly 
recognized in film and television (via credit sequences that bookend their narratives), the 
computer-game [sic] workforce is often elided. Computer games tend to collapse 
questions of labor and authorship down to a particular designer, production company, 
platform, technical feature, or genre.202 
 

In response to Ruggill, McAllister, and Menchaca, Mark Deuze has argued that the persistently 

informal nature of assigning credit in the games industry—even in the face of increasingly large-

scale, global development teams—represents “a relic from the industry’s history of small-scale 
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and independent organization.”203 As the example of Atari under WCI demonstrates, though, this 

discrepancy also extends from old-versus-new-media hierarchies that the convergence of video 

games and Hollywood cultivated. 

Despite his growing celebrity within the company, Warshaw did not mind working on a 

licensed product. In fact, he wanted to adapt Raiders because of his affinity for the film—similar 

to John Dunn on Superman (see the previous chapter) and to designers at WBIE today (as I 

discuss in Chapter 4).204 After agreeing to design Raiders, Warshaw in August 1981 met with 

Spielberg, a video game enthusiast whose hours-late arrival nonetheless projected the sense of 

power Hollywood continued to feel over the games industry.205 Although Warshaw says that 

Spielberg “wasn’t very involved” in the development of Raiders, the game would leave a strong 

impression on the filmmaker. At the June 1982 Consumer Electronics Show, Warshaw presented 

a videotaped playthrough, which Spielberg praised as “just like a movie.” For Warshaw, this 

remains “one of the proudest moments of [his] life,” and it inspired Spielberg to recommend him 

for the E.T. adaptation a month later.206  

Much more than Raiders of the Lost Ark, E.T. presented significant challenges. First, to 

meet MCA’s deadline, development needed to be finished for September 1, even though Kassar 

had not contacted Warshaw until July 27.207 According to a 1981 Atari corporate video produced 
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for distributors and retailers, the creation of a VCS game involved multiple steps, including 

concept brainstorming, storyboarding, development, and then, “after more refinement and 

evaluation, the new game is playtested by … 100 or more average game players” whose 

“responses are carefully evaluated by marketing planners” (and whose participation went 

uncredited). As this video asserts, “The whole process requires six-to-nine months.”208 In fact, 

the average time allotted for development alone lasted about six months. By contrast, Warshaw 

had only five weeks for E.T.209  

In a 2004 post on social networking site LiveJournal, a user credited as “EA Spouse” 

(later revealed as designer Erin Hoffman) shed light on the long hours and other precarious 

creative labor conditions inherent to contemporary game development (e.g., unexpected layoffs 

or closures of entire studios).210 These conditions tend to become even worse during a period in 

the industry known as “crunch.” Based on interviews with developers, John Vanderhoef and 

Michael Curtin have referred to crunch as “the period leading up to the launch of a video game 

when workers were expected to put in twelve-to-eighteen-hour days, completing artwork, fixing 

game bugs, and making sure the final build was polished and ready for the heavily promoted 

launch date.”211 Warshaw’s experience on E.T., due to a mandate from WCI, not only reminds us 

that crunch conditions are nothing new (the project’s entire development period can be described 
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as “crunch”) but also that those working outside the games industry lack an understanding of, or 

respect for, the creative work involved due to the immateriality of game design.212 For working 

under such restrictions, Warshaw received a six-figure sum, a Hawaiian vacation, and credit.213 

Besides these forms of compensation, he has said that he took on the assignment precisely 

because of the challenges it presented.214  

Second, unlike Superman and Raiders, E.T. did not easily lend itself to a game 

adaptation. When Variety announced the game in August 1982, Spielberg even stated that it 

would be “perhaps the first emotionally oriented videogame [sic] ever turned out.”215 Atari 

leaned into this phrase, with a subsequent story in Videogaming Illustrated noting that “Atari 

promises it’s going to be the first ‘emotionally oriented’ cartridge.”216 By repeating this message, 

Atari attempted to reframe expectations of tie-in games. The company claimed that games could 

adapt more than just high-concept blockbusters; with very few tie-ins available for home 

consoles in 1982, this seemed true.217 Because of Hollywood’s growing interest in 

merchandising, the press did not question the idea of E.T. receiving a tie-in. Videogaming 
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Illustrated, for one, wrote that the announcement of a game for such a “phenomenally popular 

film … comes as a surprise to absolutely no one.”218  

Despite its commercial success, E.T. did not make for an obvious tie-in candidate. Atari 

designers and executives have argued that adaptation into a game did not suit the film’s 

emotionally-driven, domestic nature.219 As Manny Gerard puts it, “E.T. was a phenomenal 

motion picture. But think about it: What about it made it a video game given the technology 

available at the time? The answer is: nothing.”220 Referring to a particularly affecting moment in 

the film, Warshaw has noted that “a game on the [VCS] is not going to take you to the kind of 

emotional place that E.T. touching Elliot’s finger is going to get you to in the movie.”221 As 

Warshaw suggests, the console’s abstract visuals and limited capacity for storytelling rendered 

any cinematic adaptation difficult, especially one rooted in drama more than action. Moreover, 

Ian Bogost has noted that the film’s premise stands fundamentally at odds with player 

expectations: “[C]omplaints about E.T. assume that games must fulfill roles of power … But 

Spielberg’s film was not about the terrific power of aliens invading—the title character, it should 

be noted, was a space botanist, not a space invader.”222 By contrast, Superman and Raiders of the 

Lost Ark could more easily be converted into a ludic (i.e., play-based) context due to their 

spectacular set pieces, active protagonists, and recognizable iconography (e.g., Superman’s cape 

and Indiana Jones’s fedora). Moreover, Raiders’s quest-like narrative structure meant that its tie-
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in could adopt the formula Robinett had established in Adventure. No games on the market 

presented an obvious framework for an E.T. adaptation.  

To address both MCA’s deadline and the film’s premise, Warshaw devised a concept that 

could be executed within these restrictions. His strategy “to design a game that can be done in 

five weeks” rested on submitting a “first playable” as the final product. Most VCS games 

reached first-playable status—when basic controls and graphics have been added—about one or 

two months into development. Because all aspects of a first playable are then refined over the 

course of several months, Warshaw explains that the phase traditionally marks “the beginning of 

actual development.”223 Problematically, the mandated schedule for E.T. did not allow for much 

refining, which left him with no choice but to submit this early form.  

Rather than borrowing an existing framework, Warshaw prided himself on creating an 

original game concept.224 Early in development, Spielberg suggested a Pac-Man derivative in 

which E.T. traverses mazes while eating Reese’s Pieces (a candy featured in the film). With the 

technical issues of Tod Frye’s Pac-Man port in mind, Warshaw countered that such a concept 

would not be feasible within such a short time-frame. Instead of adopting a proven design, he 

believed that an original concept would allow for a more authentic adaptation. This followed 

Warshaw’s design philosophy of innovating even on licensed, derivative projects: “[F]or me it’s 

important to try to do something breakthrough and original whenever I do anything.”225 
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In the finished game, players control the title character, complete with his cinematic 

counterpart’s recognizable head shape and elongating neck. The gameplay involves traversing 

across multiple screens to find pieces of a communicator that will allow E.T. to call a rescue ship 

and return to his home planet. While searching numerous wells for these pieces, E.T. must evade 

the human scientist and FBI agent who want to capture and study him. The game’s challenge 

comes from avoiding these characters and from preventing the depletion of E.T.’s energy meter, 

which drains from moving around the map and levitating out of the wells. Although it loosely 

recalls Superman’s collect and evade mechanics, E.T. did not follow the tie-in trend of reusing a 

successful gameplay formula or aesthetic.  

When it released in December 1982, the game made evident its rushed development. Its 

opening title screen gives the impression of a faithful adaptation, with a detailed rendering of 

E.T.’s face and an excerpt of John Williams’s film score (see Figure 22). 

 
Figure 22: The opening title screen of E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (Atari, 1982) emphasizes 

the character’s likeness as an appeal to consumers.226 
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On the one hand, the screen indicates how important characterization had become within the 

video game industry in the years since Superman. On the other hand, emphasizing E.T.’s 

appearance suggests a reliance on visual first-impressions over gameplay. After all, when 

announcing the tie-in, Variety had predicted it would sell purely based on brand recognition: 

“‘E.T.’s’ image has grown so large that it is no longer just a feature but has become a product 

category.”227 Following the title screen, the game’s extreme difficulty derives, in part, from its 

lack of available development time. Warshaw has said that if he had had just two more weeks to 

revise “only one thing,” he “would have made it impossible for E.T. to fall back into [a well] 

once he climbs out” (see Figure 23).228  

 
Figure 23: One of the wells players find in E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (Atari, 1982).229 

 
Implicitly, because of the tight deadline, he may have implemented the proliferation of pits and 

the challenge of avoiding capture as methods to extend the playtime and, thereby, justify the 

retail cost. Several early tie-ins, such as The Karate Kid (LJN, 1987) and Back to the Future Part 
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III (Arena Entertainment, 1991), featured high levels of difficulty for just this purpose.230 

Furthermore, if a game’s length depends on challenge over unique sequences, it reduces the 

amount of narrative material to be adapted. As video games overall have become accessible to a 

wider audience, more contemporary tie-ins have lowered their difficulty and instead have drawn 

out their playtime through “fetch quests” (i.e., collecting items), optional side missions, and 

mini-games.231 Despite negative focus-group feedback, MCA’s mandated release date left no 

time for revision.232 

Contemporary trade reports indicate the hype surrounding E.T. Speaking to the Chicago 

Tribune in November 1982, Atari Vice President of Consumer Advertising Jan Soderstrom 

predicted, “It will be as big a hit if not better than Pac Man [sic].”233 A week prior to release, 

rival executives told Variety that they expected E.T. to outsell Pac-Man; the publication itself 

estimated that half of all VCS owners would purchase the game, surpassing the 30% penetration 

rate of popular titles like Asteroids.234 These claims ignored a growing awareness of how Pac-

Man had commercially disappointed since debuting in March.235 In its 1981 Annual Report, WCI 

explained that software can encourage hardware sales: “Programmable home video games are 

analogous to record players and their cartridges are analogous to records. Exceptionally popular 
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new cartridges stimulate further increases in sales of hardware.”236 Based on old-media trends, 

the conglomerate believed the same would hold true. With this in mind, Atari manufactured 

more copies of Pac-Man than there were VCS owners at the time—twelve million cartridges for 

ten million consoles. The company assumed that a game plagued by visual and gameplay issues 

could still drive sales of its aging hardware. Ultimately, Pac-Man sold only seven million copies 

and left Atari with a stock of unsold inventory.237  

Due to E.T.’s box-office success, the tie-in seemed like it could avoid Pac-Man’s fate. By 

Fall 1982, Atari hardware had penetrated approximately 10% of U.S. TV-owning households; 

Kassar noted at the time, “Saturation won’t come until we have fifty per cent [sic] 

penetration.”238 Even with Pac-Man underperforming, the company maintained that software 

could sell consoles. To compensate for its licensing costs, E.T. would need to sell at least 80% of 

the five million cartridges that Atari provided retailers.239 Only 1.5 million units sold, with 

retailers returning the remaining 3.5 million.240  

E.T.’s abbreviated development schedule, unique premise, and challenging gameplay all 

contributed to its consumer rejection. Retailers and games industry figures at the time blamed its 

poor quality. For instance, Bob Abbiante, President of retail chain Sounds Alive, told The New 

York Times that “E.T. is a bomb” whose graphics looked “rushed out,” while Rich Stearns of 
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Parker Brothers criticized the game as “holding on to the bootlaces of the movie.”241 Ironically, 

E.T. may have performed better commercially had Warshaw designed the game after Pac-Man 

or another proven concept.242 Instead of featuring accessible gameplay, E.T. confused and 

frustrated players due to its lack of action (Kassar: “Kids like to shoot and destroy aliens, not 

save them”) and seemingly unavoidable difficulty (Warshaw: “It was a big mistake to make it so 

easy to fall into the pits, and it was tricky getting out”).243  

Unlike its namesake film, E.T. failed in the marketplace. Variety estimated that MCA lost 

at least $20 million in royalties and that WCI suffered potential losses of about $200 million.244 

On the one hand, this performance reflected a larger issue with MCA’s approach to the E.T. 

merchandising program. According to Janet Maslin, Spielberg and Universal had “taken pains to 

limit the number of products, ensure their high quality, (and) weed out the cheap counterfeits.”245 

Despite this and the program’s strategically late launch, there existed—as the Los Angeles Times 

reported in 1988 for the film’s home-video release—“a widespread view among merchandisers 

that ‘E.T.’ was overexposed.”246 On the other hand, Ross had uncharacteristically involved 

himself in Atari’s decision-making to work with Spielberg. As Gerard explains, “The setup (of 

the schedule and of the available game technology) was wrong. It’s not that [Warshaw was] 
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wrong. It was simply right then and there, it was fucked.”247 In spite of such a restrictive context, 

Warshaw managed to adapt the film’s narrative and tone. Bogost argues that E.T., “whether or 

not it meant to,” follows its source text’s theme of isolation and loneliness as the player seeks to 

return E.T. to his home planet. From his perspective, “playing the role of E.T. is an expression of 

weakness, not of power.” That is, using E.T.’s levitation ability to escape the wells represents a 

pyrrhic victory because players not only inevitably will fall into more wells but, once above 

ground, also will need to avoid capture. Writing that “[p]erhaps in 1982 the world was not ready 

for a videogame [sic] about the loneliness and frailty of an extraterrestrial,” Bogost suggests that 

the success of Warshaw’s translation contributed to the game’s commercial failure.248  

Despite the price Atari would pay for this failure, the E.T. tie-in worked in Warner 

Bros.’s favor. Ultimately, the fallout would reinforce the industrial hierarchy between old and 

new media. While those working on the film side of the E.T. tie-in deal (i.e., Ross and Spielberg) 

benefited, those on the game side (i.e., Atari in general and Warshaw in particular) did not fare 

as well. Framed as a scapegoat (at least from the perspective of gaming culture), Warshaw would 

leave Atari in 1984 and went on to work as a real-estate broker, filmmaker, and author before his 

current role as “the Silicon Valley Therapist.”249 For Ross, the deal succeeded because it courted 

Spielberg. The pair not only became close over the next decade (Connie Bruck even describes 

the filmmaker as “one of the people closest to Ross in the last decade” before his death) but 

Spielberg also partnered with Warner Bros. on several films as producer (e.g., Gremlins) and as 
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director (e.g., 1985’s The Color Purple).250 This partnership has continued to this day, including 

2018’s Ready Player One, which centers on Atari and other aspects of 1980s popular culture. 

While Ross used the E.T. negotiations to bolster Warner Bros., it compounded issues affecting 

Atari and the games industry at large. In the long run, Ross’s strategy contributed to the video 

game crash, the decline of Atari, and WCI’s merger with Time Inc. 

THE VIDEO GAME INDUSTRY CRASH 

 Although a number of factors led WCI to divest Atari in 1984, E.T. has long taken the 

blame. Similar to how United Artists’s Heaven’s Gate, according to Jennifer Holt, 

“demonstrated that one big-budget film could actually bring down an entire studio,”251 E.T. 

represents the excesses that caused the decline of not just one company but an entire industry. As 

Raiford Guins summarizes, it has been “decried as one of the ‘worst video games of all-time’ by 

game historians, critics and players and … lambasted as a leading culprit behind the video game 

industry crash.”252 This perception reflects the context of its production as much as it does 

Atari’s decision to bury leftover E.T. cartridges in a landfill (see Figure 24). 
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Figure 24: In September 1983, Atari buried leftover stock in Alamogordo, New Mexico 

(courtesy of the International Center for the History of Electronic Games at The Strong; 
composite by the author).253 

 
The September 1983 burial in Alamogordo, New Mexico also has gained symbolic value 

as a sign of failed industrial convergence and Atari’s hubris. Despite contemporary coverage in 

The New York Times and the Alamogordo Daily News as well as Atari’s own acknowledgement, 

the landfill took on such a mythical quality that the fact-checking website Snopes labeled it a 

“legend.”254 Even Howard Scott Warshaw had doubted its existence.255 Furthermore, the landfill 

became the subject of both a feature film—Angry Video Game Nerd: The Movie (James Rolfe 

and Kevin Finn, 2014), which presented it as part of a government plot to hide the existence of 

aliens—and a documentary—Atari: Game Over (Zak Penn, 2014), which focused on efforts to 

excavate it. For the excavation, marketing agency Fuel Entertainment teamed with filmmaker 

Zak Penn and a group of video game historians (including Guins). In April 2014, the team found 

                                                
 
253 Atari historian Marty Goldberg donated digital scans of these photos to The Strong. James Heller, who 

managed the burial on behalf of Atari, took the photos originally. 
 
254 Orland, “Digging Up Meaning from the Rubble of an Excavated Atari Landfill,” ArsTechnica, 27 April 

2014; “Atari Parts Are Dumped,” The New York Times (28 September 1983), D4, LexisNexis Academic; and M.E. 
McQuiddy, “Dump Here Utilized,” Alamogordo Daily News, 25 September 1983. 

 
255 Phipps. 



 
 
 

 268 

copies of not just E.T. but also consoles and other games that Atari had delivered from its El 

Paso warehouse. Having attended the event, Carly A. Kocurek notes, “This was not the mass 

grave of E.T. cartridges of legend but instead a heterogeneous mix of dozens of game titles and 

lots of hardware.”256 On the one hand, the excavation dispelled the so-called legend and finally 

made a believer out of Warshaw, who told me a year later, “Why would [Atari] go and dump 

inventory in the desert when they could cannibalize it for resources? It just didn’t make any 

business sense to me. In retrospect, I guess it did make business sense on some level because it 

was cheaper to get rid of it that way than to do anything else with it.” On the other hand, the 

diversity of content vindicated Warshaw, as it showed that the burial “was never about E.T.; it 

was about dumping a warehouse.”257 Likewise, if the landfill symbolizes Atari’s downfall, the 

excavation reminds us of the numerous contributors to this downfall and to the larger video game 

industry crash.  

 The failure of E.T. merely compounded issues that had been building up for years, 

including WCI’s management of Atari. In 1980, the subsidiary’s operating revenues increased 

tenfold to $69.9 million while those in Filmed Entertainment dropped by 48% to $60.8 million. 

Whereas WCI had film and TV management experience, it had less in the newer medium of 

video games. Warner’s 1980 Annual Report acknowledged this: “The major problem facing all 

of Atari in 1981 is the ability to create the infrastructure and depth of management to handle the 

anticipated explosive growth.”258 This ability proved difficult in practice, as the addition of more 

and more buildings led to a disconnected infrastructure and as executive turnover led to further 
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instances of mismanagement. By 1981, with most of Atari’s pre-acquisition team gone, Ray 

Kassar had appointed executives who, like him, lacked games industry experience and therefore 

lacked an attachment to the products.259 When the crash set in, analysts faulted Kassar and the 

new leadership for not “understand[ing] the business they were in” and for “brag[ging] that they 

didn’t know the first thing about using a computer.” This “absentee management,” in the words 

of analyst Lee Isgur, emphasized how Atari had grown disconnected from its creative workers 

and its customers.260  

 Mismanagement and disconnect stifled innovation both in terms of hardware and 

software. Shortly after taking over as CEO in 1979, Kassar terminated the R&D division, 

which—along with imposing rigid work hours and a dress code—sought to reduce Nolan 

Bushnell’s influence.261 The move surprised R&D head Bob Brown, who felt “that being 

engineering-oriented was what made Atari successful.”262 Instead of releasing new concepts, 

Kassar marketed available products like the VCS. This reflected his background in textiles, a 

mature market in which advertising, rather than innovation, drives growth. While focusing on 

advertising initially delivered record profits, it also restricted creativity and emphasized Kassar’s 

disconnectedness from his designers.  

Cumulatively, these decisions provided the opportunity for competition from not just 

manufacturers of more-advanced hardware but also the third-party publishers that Kassar had 

helped create. In 1981, Kassar cancelled development on the Cosmos so as to not cannibalize the 
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VCS’s $2 billion in annual sales.263 Having worked on the Cosmos since 1978, Al Alcorn felt 

that the move signaled “a cultural shift.”264 Instead, Kassar continued to invest in the VCS, even 

though Mattel had introduced its Intellivision console in 1979. Atari’s hardware failed to keep 

pace with ever-more state-of-the-art arcade technology so that, by 1982, designers of ports like 

Pac-Man needed to make noticeable presentation and gameplay compromises. Whereas Bushnell 

had called for a successor console as early as 1978, Kassar relied on the aging VCS for too long. 

From Bushnell’s perspective, this reliance reflected WCI’s old-media philosophy: “The Warner 

people felt that [the VCS] was like a record player and that it would go on forever.”265 A 

sentence in a 1977 brochure that Atari provided to retailers proved prophetic: “[W]e wanted our 

1977 microprocessor based [sic] programmable system to have enough power so it would still be 

worth stuff in 1983.”266 Warner had taken this approach because no industry standard existed for 

introducing new consoles. Whereas a small number of manufacturers today (e.g., Microsoft, 

Nintendo, and Sony) launch a console “generation” about every five-to-six years, a greater 

number of companies in the late 1970s and early 1980s produced hardware, many of which 

received more iterative upgrades than true successors (e.g., after the Fairchild Channel F debuted 

in 1976, the Channel F System II arrived just two years later as a slight redesign).267  
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When Atari finally introduced a follow-up in November 1982, it was too late. The 

company did not position this Atari 5200 as a replacement for the still-profitable VCS, now 

rebranded as the Atari 2600. Instead, it regarded the 5200 as a separate product category that 

targeted coin-op enthusiasts and more affluent consumers.268 The August 1982 release of 

Coleco’s technologically advanced ColecoVision console created further competition in a 

hardware market that Atari already had saturated from overproducing Pac-Man to push 2600 

sales.269 Compared to the ColecoVision, the 5200 shipped at a higher cost but with an inoperable 

controller, a lackluster lineup of games, and an inability to play 2600 cartridges at launch.270 As 

with E.T., Atari had rushed the 5200’s development; the crowded console space and the arrival 

of the ColecoVision had compelled the company to merely repurpose the technology behind its 

line of computers from 1979.271 After only one million units sold, Atari ceased 5200 production 

by May 1984.272 The console market in general slowed between 1982 and 1984, as consumers 

turned to emerging forms of leisure—including MTV, VCRs, and home computers.273 However, 

even Atari’s computers struggled in the marketplace due to their high cost, absence of third-party 
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support, and perception as machines intended more for gaming rather than versatility—unlike 

competing products from Apple, Commodore, and Texas Instruments.274  

Along with prioritizing existing hardware, Atari also lacked innovative software. Just as 

the console market became saturated in the early 1980s, so did the cartridge market. Several 

publishers grew out of Kassar’s decision to not credit designers as well as the profit potential that 

2600 games offered (i.e., each cartridge cost $4 to manufacture but sold for $30).275 The number 

of third-party games exploded in 1982, from fifteen in 1981 to 115; by comparison, Atari itself 

produced only nineteen titles in 1982 and twenty-six the following year (see Figure 25). Having 

calculated these numbers himself, Gerard told me, “That’s what destroyed Atari.”276 Atari’s 

declining market share supports this claim. By March 1983, Atari accounted for only 41% of 

cartridges sold, a drop of more than half from 1977.277  

Year First-Party 2600 Games Third-Party 2600 Games  

1979 12 0 

1980 6 4 

1981 6 15 

1982 19 115 

1983 26 166 

Figure 25: A proliferation of third-party games without quality control contributed to 
Atari’s downfall (courtesy of Manny Gerard). 
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Having not established a licensing program, Atari could not prevent companies from 

releasing 2600 software of questionable quality or content. Mystique, for instance, debuted in 

1982 a series of unlicensed, pornographic games, including Beat ‘Em & Eat ‘Em and Custer’s 

Revenge. Unsurprisingly, the latter game prompted protests from several groups for putting 

players in the role of a nude General George Custer who must avoid arrow-fire in order to have 

sex with a Native American woman tied to a pole. Already dealing with arcade boycotts and 

anti-video game crusades, Atari sued the developer, American Multiple Industries, on the 

grounds that their games harmed its public image while capitalizing on its brand.278 In response 

to the suit, American Multiple Industries pointed out that the back cover of Custer’s Revenge 

already indicated that Atari had not made the game.279 Ironically, Mystique told Videogaming 

Illustrated that, after a high number of advanced orders for its pornographic titles, it hoped to 

expand into family video games based on children’s TV and comics properties.280 Although 

bankruptcy prevented this expansion, Mystique’s planned trajectory emphasizes that 

disreputable, third-party companies sought to capitalize on not just Atari’s brand but also on 

media licenses (e.g., B-movie distributor Wizard Video produced a 1983 game based on The 

Texas Chainsaw Massacre [Tobe Hooper, 1974] and an unreleased adaptation of the 1974 

softcore pornographic film Flesh Gordon). In addition to featuring controversial material, 

publishers tended to copy hit games, such as the Pac-Man derivative K.C. Munchkin (Philips, 

1981). In its 1983 Annual Report, WCI argued that the arrival of so many publishers and an 
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inability to exercise quality control created a “glut of game software” that offered “only slight 

variations of traditional maze and space games” and “far exceeded consumer demand.”281 

These low-quality games, or “shovelware,” eroded consumer trust at a time when 

publishers turned to licenses to stand apart from each other. While some tie-ins like the Tron 

coin-op games earned more than their source films, others—like E.T.—demonstrated the 

volatility of licenses. As toy-retail journal Playthings editor Frank Reysen, Jr. told The New York 

Times in 1989, “Tieing [sic] in with movies is a notoriously high-risk area.” Earlier in the 

decade, Annie had shown that a film’s box office could affect merchandise sales and other films 

had presented an inverse Tron situation, like the failed toyline and game tie-ins to Ghostbusters 

(Ivan Reitman, 1984). As Reysen put it, “You can have a smash hit movie and unsuccessful 

merchandise.”282 Because so many studios had entered the video game business, promoting their 

films took precedence over gameplay. At Atari, prioritizing marketing meant that quality 

mattered less than sales; from Warshaw’s perspective, “[T]he management and the marketing 

people didn’t care. It didn’t make any difference to them what you put out. They assumed that if 

you had the license on it, the game will sell.”283 While Space Invaders showed the sales potential 

of licenses, by the time E.T. arrived in 1982, licenses alone could not move games. As Variety 

noted in February 1983, “Signs are that the videogame [sic] business is becoming a hit-propelled 

business much as other entertainment industries are.” After Ross had negotiated the deal for E.T., 
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its commercial failure compelled him in 1983 to acknowledge that low-quality tie-ins were 

ceding market share to original, blockbuster titles.284 

However, the wave of inexpensive shovelware flooding the market created a challenging 

environment for all cartridges. Even as some publishers introduced 2600 titles at a reduced price 

(e.g., Star Path sold games for $15.95, along with a $70 adapter), retailers still struggled to move 

inventory. By discounting games to a fraction of their original cost, retailers discouraged 

consumers from purchasing more expensive new releases.285 This created serious problems for 

Atari. In October 1981, it required distributors to place all orders for the following year. Retailers 

obliged because they had been unable to meet demand in the past. These orders, rather than 

actual sales, gave the impression of success at Atari. However, when greater software 

competition and a waning market led distributors to cancel orders a year later, the company, 

according to Gerard, was “blindsided.”286 Years earlier, he and Kassar had rejected an offer from 

WCI’s recorded music division to distribute Atari’s products; instead, Atari had arranged an 

independent distribution network. With a lack of oversight, this sprawling network of 140 

distributors left Atari open to exploitation and unaware of its mounting inventory.287  

These hardware and software issues collectively demonstrate that E.T. alone did not bring 

down the video game industry, or even Atari.288 In fact, WCI had recognized signs of an 
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impending crash as early as 1981, a year before E.T.’s release. That November, while Kassar 

predicted Atari would reach $6 billion in revenues by 1986, Vice President for Corporate Affairs 

Roger Smith wrote a memo regarding the company’s “inherent volatility.” The following month, 

to protect himself against the implications of this warning, Ross for the first time sold his 

company stock.289 Other investors followed suit, fearing that the widening hardware and 

software competition would prevent Atari from meeting its targets. Even Capital Group—whose 

lead analyst Gordon Crawford, as noted in the previous chapter, had recommended the Atari 

acquisition—relinquished its stock between January and August 1982.290 The fear among Capital 

and others reflected reports like one from May 1982 in which The Wall Street Journal asked, “Is 

the home video game market close to saturation?”291 By August, analysts were comparing 

Atari’s situation to that of Harlequin, the publisher that also had enjoyed consistent growth due 

to a near-monopoly before competitors arrived.292 Then on December 7, 1982, The New York 

Times reported that, according to analysts, “for the first time since the home game market began 

in the late 1970’s, supply has met demand. A shakeout, they say, is imminent.”293 This shakeout, 

in fact, began the next day. 

To stockholders, WCI’s December 8, 1982, announcement came as surprise. That day, 

the conglomerate reported its first quarterly loss in eight years and cited disappointing earnings 
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at Atari due to what Ross explained as “excess retail inventories of game cartridges and an 

increasingly competitive marketplace.”294 Throughout the year, the subsidiary appeared to be 

growing exponentially; in September, the third-quarter earnings report even noted that Atari had 

contributed half of Warner’s revenues and two-thirds of its operating profits.295 However, these 

figures reflected annual shipments supplied to retailers rather than actual units sold to consumers. 

Between August and November, with retailers returning their excess stock, Atari revised its 

fourth-quarter earnings forecast. Despite awareness of this piling inventory, WCI assured that the 

expected strong performance of the 5200 and E.T. would help raise annual earnings by 50%. 

However, when the December 8 press release revealed actual earnings of only 10-15%, Warner 

stock plummeted seventeen points.296 After WCI had kept Atari’s sales problems hidden from 

investors, the report amounted to an admission of a video game industry crash.  

Attempts at course correction did little to prevent further losses throughout 1983 and 

1984. In addition to firing Consumer Electronics Division President Perry Odak, Atari exerted 

more control over its distribution network and shifted from film tie-ins to arcade ports.297 

Nonetheless, competition, reduced prices at retail, and inventory write-offs on E.T. continued to 

plague the company.298 Besides software market share attrition, Atari in 1983 also reported a 

second-quarter loss of $310.5 million, in contrast to a $111.8 million profit in the same quarter 
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one year earlier.299 For former executive Gene Lipkin, this loss represented the cost of a legacy 

of mismanagement: “It’s inconceivable that you could lose $300 million in one quarter … Those 

losses are the cumulative effect of a number of years.”300 On the one hand, Ross faced criticism 

that his hands-off management style had led to Atari’s freefall, enough to attract eighteen 

stockholder lawsuits that WCI eventually settled for $18 million.301 He evaded further legal 

action related to a bribery and racketeering scandal that dated back to the 1970s as well as 

accusations of insider trading.302 On the other hand, even though blame could be laid on Ross, 

Kassar took the fall—a stark reminder of the conglomerate’s hierarchy. Kassar had been mired in 

his own scandal, due to SEC charges of insider trading for having sold 5,000 shares of Warner 

stock only minutes before the December 8, 1982, earnings announcement.303 In July 1983, with 

Atari’s escalating losses and negative press attention from the SEC investigation, WCI 

announced Kassar’s resignation, with Philip Morris executive James J. Morgan as his 

replacement. As Kassar would later explain, “Of course, the papers said that I resigned, but I was 

fired. … [T]hey tried to blame me for the E.T. fiasco. Somebody had to be the fall guy and it 

wasn’t going to be Steve (Ross).”304 While Kassar had sold his stock immediately before the 
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earnings report released, Ross had sold all of his by November 1982, even as he continued to 

mislead investors. According to Bruck, Ross avoided charges because the SEC investigated only 

the trading that took place after mid-November.305  

Morgan proved unable to reverse Atari’s slide. Like Kassar, he came from an East Coast-

educated, marketing background; at the time of his hiring, The New York Times described the 

difference between Philip Morris and Atari as “pure European establishment ... characterized by 

stability and deep ranks of well-trained managers” and “a California upstart ... without much of a 

corporate heritage.”306 Atari’s own employees recognized this difference. As designer Peter 

Franusic wrote in a March 1984 VAX message to others at the company,  

Unfortunately for Mr. Morgan, high-tech electronics is a highly dynamic and volatile 
business to be in: The mortality rate for high-tech start-ups [sic] is very high compared to 
other industries. Mr. Morgan's experience lies in the very stable and well-entrenched 
tobbaco [sic] industry: It's a replacement market with teenagers replacing the lung-
cancered [sic] oldsters.307 
 

Morgan, though, felt that his lack of games industry experience enabled him “to ask frank 

questions” about Atari’s practices and that he could “transfer the culture of Philip Morris into a 

company that got too big, too fast.”308 This cultural change involved consolidating Atari’s forty 
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offices, outsourcing manufacturing, and performing several rounds of layoffs that reduced the 

workforce from 7,000 to 1,100 by July 1984.309  

At the same time, to boost employee morale, Morgan attempted a formalized return to 

Atari’s early work hard/play hard ethos.310 Employees, however, viewed such attempts as 

inappropriate in the midst of layoffs and management’s anti-unionization intimidation (e.g., 

according to contemporary reports, Atari management suggested to employees that unionization 

would amount to losing existing benefits.).311 Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter argue 

that early video game companies “had captured the playful genius of immaterial labor but failed 

to find the organizational and disciplinary forms to contain it.”312 As the response to Morgan’s 

efforts suggests, while WCI may have failed to contain Atari’s playful genius, the crash 

effectively extinguished it. 

Unable to bring back Atari’s counterculture, Morgan also failed to cut manufacturing and 

development costs quickly enough.313 For 1983, WCI reported that Consumer Electronics had 

lost $539 million, partially causing its stock to slide from a high of $59.50 in November 1982 to 

$21.12 one year later.314 By July 1984, Atari had fallen nearly $400 million in debt after losing 
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nearly $1 billion over the past eighteen months.315 By contrast, Filmed Entertainment in 1982 

achieved its second-best year on record, thereby reasserting its dominance over Atari.316 This 

recovery continued throughout 1983 and 1984—with National Lampoon’s Vacation (Harold 

Ramis, 1983), Sudden Impact (Clint Eastwood, 1983), Superman III (Richard Lester, 1983), 

Gremlins, Police Academy (Hugh Wilson, 1984), and Purple Rain (Albert Magnoli, 1984) all 

affirming Warner Bros.’s focus on media franchises and synergy that it has followed ever since.  

With the studio once again driving profits, WCI reevaluated its diversified holdings. Even 

though Atari had largely caused the December 1982 stock collapse, declines in other sectors 

(e.g., Warner-Amex Cable Communications and Knickerbocker Toys) also contributed.317 By 

1984, the negative effect of these sectors on earnings prompted Harold Vogel to question the 

logic of WCI having expanded beyond entertainment (i.e., film, TV, publishing, and recorded 

music), “a business they understood and felt comfortable in,” into areas in which “they were out 

of their element.”318 Vogel’s implicit separation of Atari from WCI’s other holdings does not 

acknowledge the subsidiary’s gradual conglomerate integration in cross-promotional campaigns. 

In addition to a series of Atari Force comic books from DC Comics that adapted the story lines 

of video games like Asteroids and Missile Command, Atari also had appeared in Warner Bros. 
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films. For Superman III, it supplied animation for a sequence in which the villains use video 

game-like controls to attack Superman (Christopher Reeve) with missiles. Furthermore, the Atari 

logo appears in Blade Runner (Ridley Scott, 1982), a film whose 2019 setting suggests the 

confidence WCI once had in Atari’s long-term future. 

To financially recover, WCI sought tighter synergy by streamlining down to its 

horizontally integrated entertainment distribution businesses; as its 1984 Annual Report explains, 

these included “motion picture and television production, recorded music, music publishing, 

book and magazine publishing, cable television systems and programming, and broadcasting.” 

According to this Annual Report, Purple Rain represented a model of synergy, having generated 

a hit soundtrack album (including “the fastest-selling single in Warner Bros.’s history,” Prince’s 

“When Doves Cry”) and videocassette that ranked as “the largest-selling title in Warner Home 

Video’s history.” The Annual Report notes, “WCI’s basic businesses share certain characteristics 

and Purple Rain reveals their potential when they can collaborate in this way.”319 The 

conglomerate would pursue similarly synergistic films throughout the decade, including Under 

the Cherry Moon (Prince, 1986), Who’s That Girl? (James Foley, 1987), and 1989’s Batman. As 

part of its restructuring, WCI sold non-entertainment assets such as Warner Cosmetics, Franklin 

Mint, and Atari—for whom a buyer had been sought since at least Spring 1983.320  

The search intensified after Atari’s mounting losses left WCI vulnerable to a hostile 

takeover attempt from Rupert Murdoch’s News Corp. Interested in the Warner Bros. library to 

supply a planned TV network, Murdoch launched his attempt in December 1983 when News 

Corp. became the largest individual shareholder. WCI subverted the takeover by exchanging 
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stocks with Herbert Siegel’s Chris-Craft Industries, which had made its fortune in boats but now 

operated TV stations. Under the terms of deal, Siegel acquired 19% of Warner’s stock—enough 

to block Murdoch’s plan—while WCI’s investment in Chris-Craft also prohibited the takeover 

because Murdoch, as a foreigner, could not own its broadcast business.321 Murdoch would go on 

to acquire a majority stake in Twentieth Century-Fox in 1985 and launch the Fox network a year 

later, but his takeover attempt fueled WCI’s continued consolidation.    

When WCI finally found a buyer in July 1984, the deal would mark the beginning of 

Atari’s end. By this time, Atari had both developed such a toxic reputation and so widely 

diversified—into consoles, cartridges, coin-op games, computers, and experiments like Atari-

Tel—that no one wanted all of its assets.322 WCI ultimately struck a deal with former 

Commodore Computers head Jack Tramiel. This complex deal involved Tramiel paying $240 

million in promissory notes, rather than cash, and exchanging stock with WCI. His company, the 

deliberately misspelled Tramel Technologies, received Atari’s manufacturing facilities and 

Consumer Electronics and Home Computer Divisions. Tramiel renamed the division Atari 

Corporation. In addition to investing in Tramiel’s venture, Warner kept the Coin-Op Division—

which it renamed Atari Games. Whereas the sale streamlined WCI’s operations and reduced its 

recurring debt, Tramiel gained a recognizable brand with an existing manufacturing and 

distribution network.323 Analysts at the time claimed that “Warner essentially gave away the 

company” because it was “clear that the old Atari was dead” and “just wasn’t worth anything.”324 
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 Atari’s losses affected other video game companies. Those that had entered the industry 

based on Atari’s growth found their own stock prices careening. While Activision and Electronic 

Arts survived by expanding into computer software, a number of other companies—such as 

Coleco, Mattel, and Parker Brothers—exited the industry between 1982 and 1984. As publishers 

had turned to arcade and media licenses for product differentiation, licensing costs had driven up 

production and advertising budgets. With video game coverage and reviews beginning to appear 

in mainstream and specialty publications around this time, consumers became more selective and 

also more aware that gameplay and licenses frequently were not synonymous.325 Several 

contemporary articles make this evident: The New York Times noted, “[I]t’s the game, not the 

name, that makes consumers buy,” Michael Schrage wrote in Rolling Stone, “[P]eople are more 

interested in playing games than buying names,” and, based on the inability of Parker Brothers’s 

Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back to retain its sales momentum, CBS Video Games Vice 

President Robert Hunter argued, “The game is more critical than the name.”326 By March 1983, a 

month in which the original platformer Pitfall! (Activision, 1982) stood atop the list of best-

selling games, it had become clear that licenses did not guarantee sales. Not long before, the 

industry had pinned its hopes on licenses; the August 1982 issue of Videogaming Illustrated, for 

instance, features cover art from Tron and the proclamations “Tron: Life Inside a Videogame!” 
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and “Star Wars and Raiders Come to Home Videogaming!” while advertisements promote 

arcade ports, such as one from Coleco that reads, “Coleco delivers exclusive, licensed arcade 

cartridges for the Atari VCS, Intellivision and Colecovision systems.”327 

 Studios similarly retrenched from the video game business. Beyond battling consumer 

rejection of licensed products and failing to attract developers, they also discovered the 

challenges of synchronizing film and game development due, in part, to what Paramount Pictures 

President Michael Eisner described as the “rapidly changing technologies” of the gaming 

business.328 In addition to E.T. having demonstrated the consequences of rushing video game 

production to meet a particular date, CBS and Polygram also cancelled a simultaneous film and 

game project called Spaceblasters after the film underwent script changes.329 The crash 

discouraged studios from taking part in development and publishing; instead, they transitioned 

into a licensing role. This situation recalls the path of studio involvement with the music business 

back in the 1920s. As explained in the Introduction, soon after expanding into music publishing 

to avoid paying licensing fees for film soundtracks, studios reverted back to licensing due to 

consumer disinterest in the saturated musical market.330 Decades later, studios abandoned their 

in-house video game units for licensing due to similar consumer disinterest in the saturated tie-in 

market. As Randy Nicholas has observed, “When video game profits are up, Hollywood seeks 

                                                
 
327 Videogaming Illustrated 1 (August 1982). 
 
328 Landro, “Paramount Pursues,” n.p.; and “Fantastic Voyage,” Videogaming Illustrated (April 1983), 56. 

Regarding the games group of Twentieth Century-Fox (which had failed to hire Tod Frye and Howard Scott 
Warshaw), Videogaming Illustrated commented, “Games of the Century has some interesting licenses and some 
good concepts … However, without Activision-caliber programmers and designers to pull them off this company’s 
going to end up the Lost Opportunity of the Century.” 

 
329 Adamo, 41.  
 
330 See Spring, Saying. 



 
 
 

 286 

control. When profits are down, Hollywood licensing is the order of the day.”331 Indeed, in 

November 1983, when Twentieth Century-Fox announced the immediate closure of its video 

game division, it explained that it would transition from developing and marketing titles to 

strictly licensing games.332 Even Gulf+Western divested its Sega subsidiary in 1984.333 Like 

WCI, Gulf+Western had struggled to integrate the new medium with its existing entertainment 

businesses, even after a May 1983 corporate consolidation intended to encourage synergy.334  

 This shift from direct involvement (i.e., handling development and publishing in-house) 

to indirect involvement (i.e., licensing development and publishing out to vendors) reflects what 

David Hesmondhalgh and Manuel Castells have described as a conglomerate “decline” that took 

place throughout the 1980s and 1990s. Summarizing Castells, Hesmondhalgh writes that, 

although these large corporations appeared to be in decline, they had just “changed their 

organizational structures and increasingly subcontracted to small- and medium-sized firms.”335 

Similar to how film studios became distributors for outside productions (as discussed in the 

previous chapter with Superman: The Movie), conglomerates downsized their in-house game 

units in favor of licensing to reduce risk. At the same time, this allowed for other firms to 

dominate the video game industry. As Hesmondhalgh notes, “These smaller firms were 
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potentially more dynamic and able to innovate than large ones, but they were often involved in 

close relationship with the corporations that subcontracted to them.”336 While media 

conglomerates would start re-entering the games industry in the late 1980s, their presence in 

developing, publishing, and even licensing has diminished over time as video game firms have 

gradually fostered market conditions unsuitable for tie-ins like E.T. and other video games that 

cross-promote older-media products (a process that I chart in Chapters 3 and 4). With the 

retrenchment of WCI and other studios by 1984, the first generation of convergence between the 

film and video game industries had ended. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The rise and fall of Atari showcases the central, and complex, role that Warner 

Communications—and Hollywood at large—played in the early history of video games. Without 

the deep pockets of a media conglomerate, Atari would not have achieved the growth that it did. 

At the same time, the crash reflected the consequences of applying old-media logic to a new 

format. From Al Alcorn’s perspective, WCI managed the Atari 2600 as if the video game market 

was no different than film or recorded music: “[I]n Silicon Valley if you don’t obsolete yourself 

somebody else will … The Warner guys didn’t really understand that. They were from an East 

Coast company and thought they had an evergreen kind of product.”337 Under Ray Kassar, Atari 

became less experimental and more, from Nolan Bushnell’s perspective, “risk-averse.”338 Atari’s 

shift coincided with that of American film studios. Whereas Warner Bros. in the 1970s split its 

focus between Director’s Cinema fare and blockbusters, by the time WCI sold Atari in 1984, the 
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studio had come to prioritize a franchise model dependent on licensed merchandise and 

corporate synergy as forms of risk-aversion.  

Despite the film industry bringing it to the brink of collapse, the games business soon 

recovered. This occurred in large part because video games had continued to thrive in Japan, 

where Sega and Nintendo had introduced their first programmable consoles—the SG-1000 and 

Famicom, respectively.339 After negotiations with Atari to import the Famicom failed in 1983, 

Nintendo two years later pursued self-distribution.340 To succeed in the North American market 

so soon after the crash, Nintendo deemphasized the console’s gaming capabilities. In addition to 

being rebranded as the “Nintendo Entertainment System” (NES), the machine shipped with a 

bundle of accessories (i.e., a “light gun” controller and the “Robotic Operating Buddy”) and 

featured a VCR-like “front-loader” slot for inserting what Nintendo called “game paks” (i.e., 

cartridges).341 Nintendo also instituted rigid licensing procedures so as to not fall victim to a 

saturation of shovelware, like Atari had.342 By June 1986, the media reported that “[v]ideo games 

are rising from the ashes.”343 That year, the industry achieved sales of $430 million, up from 

$100 million in 1985. Still, it took until 1989 to once again reach the pre-crash sales apex of $3 

billion, with Nintendo controlling at least 75% of the U.S. console market.344  
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Although Nintendo helped the industry recover, Atari never regained its stature. Engineer 

Dan Kramer found that at Jack Tramiel’s Atari Corporation “there was little … interest in video 

games.” Instead, he says, “[I]t was all about computer competition.” Previously, Kramer had 

wanted to work at Atari enough that he had applied twice in the late 1970s before being hired in 

1980. Once at the company, as he explained over email, his “creative soul blossomed and it was 

FUN FUN FUN.” However, with many of his friends from the old Atari now gone, Kramer left 

only a few months after Tramiel had acquired the Consumer Electronics and Home Computer 

Divisions.345 While emphasizing computers over home console hardware and software, Tramiel 

managed according to the credo that “business is war.”346 His methods did little to endear the 

company to retailers hesitant to carry Atari-branded computers.347 By the time Microsoft debuted 

its user-friendly Windows 3.1 operating system in 1992, Atari Corporation had abandoned the 

computer market to focus on consoles. Ambitious projects like the portable Lynx and the 64-bit 

Jaguar struggled to compete with Nintendo and Sega’s hardware. In 1996, Tramiel merged Atari 

Corporation with computer hard-disk drive manufacturer JTS Corp.348 In 2009, after Atari’s 

patents underwent several ownership changes, French publisher Infogrames Entertainment SA 

rebranded to Atari, SA. It has since lent the “Atari” name to casino games, launched 

crowdfunding campaigns (e.g., 2018’s RollerCoaster Tycoon Adventures), and plans to release a 
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new console modeled after the original VCS.349 Along with other “retro” gaming brands like 

Coleco and Intellivision, Atari survives in name only (see Figure 29 in Chapter 3 for a diagram 

of Atari’s ownership changes).350 

By 1989, WCI had overcome the crash as well as Rupert Murdoch’s hostile takeover 

attempt launched in 1984 to exploit the low stock price that Atari’s losses had caused. The 

intervening five years, however, had seen infighting between Steve Ross and Herbert Siegel, the 

“White Knight” investor who had prevented the takeover.351 For example, Siegel used his 

leverage as the largest shareholder to pressure Ross into pushing through the 1984 Atari 

divestment so surreptitiously and so quickly that James J. Morgan—the head of Atari—remained 

unaware of the deal until only five days before it took place.352 Two years later, Ross and 

Siegel’s disagreements had reached the point that, according to one executive, WCI had become 

“like North and South Korea.”353 Still, Siegel’s aggressive approach to consolidation enabled 

WCI to regain its financial footing and attract Time’s attention.354  

The Time-Warner deal grew out of discussions that started in 1987 for a project that 

would bring together Warner’s cable operation and Time’s pay cable channels (e.g., HBO). A 

year earlier, WCI had acquired from American Express full ownership over their Warner-Amex 

joint cable venture. Because American Express had sold its stake due to losses suffered during 
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the crash and because Time sought out WCI for Warner-Amex, Atari laid the foundation for 

Time Warner. In 1988, Time proposed a merger as a way for the joint project to overcome tax 

hurdles. It also would give Time ownership of Warner’s content, while Time’s cable channels 

would give Warner an additional revenue stream.355 Moreover, both companies saw themselves 

as potential takeover targets.356 Finally, they recognized that a merger and its synergy potential 

would better enable them to compete amid the globalization of the media industries.357 After 

Gulf+Western made a last-minute hostile bid for Time to block the merger, Time chose to buy 

WCI outright since it did not require shareholder approval. Closing in January 1990, the $14.9 

billion deal made Time Warner the world’s largest media conglomerate at the time.358 

Recalling the culture clashes that surfaced after WCI acquired Atari, conflict arose 

following the Time Warner deal. This partly came down to a lack of clarity over how to combine 

the companies. Although Time Warner publicly stated that Time had bought WCI, this did not 

appear true in practice; as Bruck puts it, “The Time-Warner deal may well signal the first time in 

corporate history that one company has acquired another and put in place a governance structure 

suggesting that the opposite occurred.”359 Tension between older and newer media already had 

existed at Time since at least 1980, when its video and cable unit contributed more profits than 

the magazine division.360 The Time Inc. board agreed to the merger only on the condition that 
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Time’s work culture, especially that of the magazine group, remain intact.361 Warner felt that the 

merger created a conflict between East and West Coast mentalities. In a reversal of its 

relationship with Atari, Warner now claimed to represent the latter way of thinking. One Warner 

executive described the Time group as “Oxford shirts and blue blazers, high-WASP and 

Manhattan” and Warner as “pedal pushers and colorful shirts, very Hollywood, very Jewish.”362 

Despite these cultural differences, Time chose WCI over Gulf+Western because of Ross’s 

tendency to let divisions operate autonomously.363 Such autonomy ended up hindering, rather 

than supporting, plans for collaboration. Little synergy emerged out of Time’s publishing and 

cable businesses and Warner’s film and TV studio; for example, HBO began making its own 

films due to Warner Bros. demanding high rates for its films.364 Along with the rise and fall of 

Atari, the Time Warner deal speaks to a history of failed convergence and culture clashes at the 

Warner conglomerate—a history that has continued into the present, with the AOL-Time Warner 

merger and AT&T’s subsequent acquisition (which I detail in Chapter 3 and the Conclusion, 

respectively). 

 During and after WCI’s transition into Time Warner, video games took on a diminished 

role. Following the 1984 divestment, Atari Games—the former Coin-Op Division—faced several 

challenges. A memo from the next May, for instance, noted, “The transition of this company 
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from Atari Games, Inc. to Atari Games Corporation has been complicated.”365 In a poll taken the 

previous month, employees voiced their frustration over the condition of their headquarters.366 

No longer the main profit driver within the conglomerate, the remnants of Atari had to contend 

with budget cuts like the elimination of air conditioning units and security staff.367  

Perhaps due to a sense of diminished status within WCI, Atari Games worked on few 

projects associated with IP from other corporate units. Aside from 1985’s Road Runner and 

1990’s Batman, most of its synergistic tie-ins were cancelled, such as an arcade adaptation of 

Gremlins and a project proposed in 1993 called New Superman.368 Even though advertisements 

for the 1990 Batman coin-op video game proudly declare, “The blockbuster movie is now the 

arcade hit!” (see Figure 26), Warner Bros., like other studios throughout the late 1980s and early 

1990s, opted for external licensing partnerships instead of taking on the risks of direct 

development and publishing involvement.369  

                                                
 
365 Dennis Wood, Memo to All Employees, “Atari Employee Benefit Programs,” 17 May 1985, Corporate 
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Figure 26: Released in 1990, Batman is a rare case of Atari Games using a Warner IP 

(courtesy of The International Center for the History of Electronic Games at The 
Strong).370 

 
The decision to prioritize original content derived partly from WCI selling 60% of Atari Games 

to Namco in 1985, a sign of waning interest in using video games for synergy.371 Atari Games 

itself also may have been behind this decision, as it initially sought to avoid the conditions and 

consequences associated with licensed games like E.T.; a 1984 memo states, “We do not expect 

to license theme properties in 1985 in order to avoid restrictions on creativity and the reduction 
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of our gross margin from royalties.”372 By 1991, archival material demonstrates that Atari Games 

had become interested in pursuing licenses as a means to capture the attention of “younger 

players (15 and under),” who “are most responsive to licensed tie-ins” due to “the fantasy 

element.”373 Despite this interest, no such games materialized.  

While the recovery of the arcade business helped Atari Games achieve some hit titles 

(e.g., 1985’s Gauntlet and 1995’s Area 51), its console software efforts spelled out its 

downfall.374 Because Atari Corporation retained consumer electronics rights to the Atari brand, 

Atari Games established a subsidiary, called Tengen, to publish NES games. Eventually, Tengen 

opted to manufacture its own, unlicensed cartridges instead of continuing to abide by Nintendo’s 

strict licensing terms. This controversial strategy boosted sales by 40% but also led to a 

protracted legal battle.375 After Tengen in 1988 accused Nintendo of monopolistic practices, 

Nintendo countersued for copyright infringement. In 1993, the court ruled in favor of Nintendo, 

thereby underscoring Atari Games’s loss of standing in an industry its namesake had once 

dominated. This standing further eroded in 1994 when it joined a new unit called Time Warner 

Interactive. 

Even though the naming and formation of Time Warner Interactive suggests a 

conglomerate taking control of new media, the trajectory of Atari within the conglomerate also 
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reminds us of new media’s disruptive power in Hollywood. The failure to integrate Atari and 

Atari Games within the Warner corporate structure makes clear that fragmentation had 

characterized American media conglomerates long before more contemporary cases of failed 

convergence like Time Warner and its successor, AOL Time Warner. While certainly not the 

rule, attempts at convergence can lead to failure due to the seemingly irreconcilable difference 

between Silicon Valley’s risk-taking, innovation economy and Hollywood’s risk-averse, 

franchise economy. As this chapter has discussed, the increased hardware and software 

competition in the video game space of the early 1980s extended from the divergent relationship 

between Silicon Valley and Hollywood.  

Historically, media conglomerates have found it more difficult than startups to adjust to 

market trends and disruptions. Technology companies, by contrast, early on adopted a 

decentralized structure and ethos of innovation that has allowed for flexibility and change.376 To 

pivot more quickly and guard against market volatility, WCI followed a strategy of siloing by 

which divisions pursue their own, individual goals. As synergy became a more common media 

industry trend by the time of the Time Warner merger, the legacy of silos made it difficult to 

achieve cross-conglomerate cooperation—especially when bringing together often-conflicting 

old- and new-media work cultures. In the following chapters, I examine how, despite attempts to 

create stronger convergence between film and video games at Warner (e.g., through the 2004 

establishment of WBIE as a unit within Warner Bros.), a tension between siloing and 

convergence has persisted and has continued to cultivate a sense of individualism and 

competition between different divisions.377 
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 All of this is not to say, however, that Warner and Atari—or Hollywood and Silicon 

Valley—represent the extremes between tradition and change. Rather, the range of “successful” 

and “failed” convergence that became evident after the acquisition reminds us that slow-moving 

conglomerates and nimble startups are not wholly incompatible. Although the decline of Atari 

speaks to Hollywood’s historical difficulty with embracing innovation, that the company 

succeeded as much as did under WCI’s ownership equally speaks to the potential of striking a 

balance between tradition and experimentation. Having examined the history of Atari at WCI, 

the remaining chapters look at the role of WBIE under Time Warner, AOL Time Warner, and 

AT&T. In Chapter 3, I argue that, with this startup-like video game group, Time Warner began 

to more successfully negotiate the seeming incompatibility between old and new media—even if 

video games remained difficult to integrate within the structure of a media conglomerate.  

  

                                                                                                                                                       
377 See, for instance, Joe Flint, “AT&T to HBO, Turner: No More Fiefdoms,” The Wall Street Journal, 1 

March 2019. 
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Chapter 3 — “How Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment Reset the Game” 

“[I]n this space you need to be like a startup. You need to be more nimble. You need to be 

able to pivot, because things change so fast ... [Disney is] just too big to do that at this 

point.” — Craig Relyea, Senior Vice President of Global Marketing, Disney Interactive 

Media Group (2007-2013)1 

 
“[T]he sensibility was really a startup within a company.” — Jason Hall, on his tenure 

as Senior Vice President and General Manager of Warner Bros. Interactive 

Entertainment (2004-2007)2 

 
 As profiled in Chapters 1 and 2, the conglomerate takeover of Hollywood in the 1960s 

and 1970s brought about the first “generation” of film and video game industry convergence (see 

Figure 11 in Chapter 1). During this time, the game companies Sega and Atari joined, 

respectively, Paramount Pictures at Gulf+Western and Warner Bros. at Warner Communications, 

Inc. (WCI). Atari’s rapid commercial success under WCI encouraged other Hollywood firms to 

invade the video game space by either leveraging an existing subsidiary (e.g., the pinball 

manufacturer D. Gottlieb & Company at Columbia), establishing an in-house “interactive” 

division to develop and/or publish games (e.g., Fox Video Games at Twentieth Century-Fox), or 

entering into licensing deals with outside companies (e.g., Disney) (see Figure 21 in Chapter 2). 

Due to a saturation of hardware and low-quality software, the North American video game 

industry fell into decline from 1982 to 1984. With losses mounting, studios and conglomerates 

                                                
1 Willie Clark, “Disney’s Many, Many Attempts at Figuring Out the Game Industry,” Polygon, 18 August 

2016. 
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divested themselves of their in-house game units in favor of licensing—ushering in the second 

generation of film and video game industry convergence. WCI, as profiled in the previous 

chapter, sold Atari’s Consumer Electronics and Home Computer Divisions to Tramel 

Technologies (who renamed the group “Atari Corporation”) but retained its coin-operated (coin-

op) game operation (which took on the name “Atari Games,” and later “Time Warner 

Interactive” [TWI]). The U.S. video game market recovered by the end of the 1980s, owing 

largely to the popularity of the Nintendo Entertainment System and the strict software regulation 

of its manufacturer and primary publisher, Nintendo.  

This chapter charts how subsequent developments in the games industry combined with 

changes in the ownership structure of Hollywood studios encouraged a third generation of film 

and video game convergence in the late 1980s through the 2000s. During this period, 

technological advancements allowed for games to more faithfully adapt films. Furthermore, a 

“third wave” of Hollywood conglomeration (see Figure 6 in Chapter 1)—initiated by Sony’s 

1989 acquisition of Columbia Pictures and the 1990 merger of WCI and Time Inc.—encouraged 

a greater focus on “synergy” initiatives in which corporate divisions work together to achieve a 

single goal (e.g., promoting a theatrical film release).  

On the one hand, Time Warner would continue WCI’s legacy of failing to converge its 

old- and new-media holdings, including the 1996 sale of TWI and a short-lived merger with 

Internet service provider America Online (AOL). The merger’s failure represents the culmination 

of a “dot-com bubble.” Caused by overvalued stocks, the bursting of this bubble led Time 

Warner to gradually divest itself of AOL and also fueled skepticism of the “New Economy” (a 

concept whose casual—yet potentially exploitative—work culture, as discussed in Chapter 1, 

emerged out of 1970s Silicon Valley startups like Atari) and feelings of “digital optimism” that 
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new-media technologies like the Internet had cultivated in the 1990s.3  

On the other hand, the conglomerate would find successful convergence with its Warner 

Bros. Interactive Entertainment (WBIE) division. I contend that WBIE offered Time Warner the 

opportunity to be directly involved in a growing, “new” media market by re-entering the video 

game industry beyond a strictly licensing basis, following the 1996 sale of Atari Games. Today, 

Time Warner successor AT&T is one of the only Hollywood conglomerates to remain active in 

video game development and publishing. By contrast, most studios since the 2000s have shifted 

once again from direct games industry involvement (i.e., an in-house unit) to indirect 

involvement (i.e., licensing).  

This chapter begins by examining the origins of Hollywood’s renewed interest in video 

game development and publishing in the 1990s and 2000s, including the third wave of 

conglomeration and advancements in game visuals and storytelling. I then analyze how Time 

Warner’s failure to converge TWI with its holdings in other cultural industries (e.g., film and 

television) prefigured the failed convergence of interactive divisions at other conglomerates. As I 

explain, whereas technological developments would bring films and games closer together on 

some levels (e.g., greater photorealism in games and computer-generated imagery [CGI] in 

films), they also would have the opposite effect on other levels (e.g., increasingly long game 

development schedules made it difficult for tie-ins to be ready for a film’s theatrical release).  

While its rivals were scaling back their games industry ambitions, Time Warner 

established WBIE as a subsidiary of Warner Bros. in 2004. With a focus on the 2004-2007 

tenure of founding Senior Vice President and General Manager Jason Hall, I explore the reasons 

behind WBIE’s longevity, and—as I look at more in the next chapter—critical and commercial 
                                                

 

3 Ross, 27; and Hesmondhalgh, xxii. 



 
 
 

 301 

success, in the games industry. To do so, I perform close readings of two games based on 

Batman, an intellectual property (IP) owned by Warner subsidiary DC Comics: first, a licensed 

game produced without WBIE and Hall’s involvement—Batman: Dark Tomorrow (Kemco, 

2003)—and second, a licensed game produced in collaboration with WBIE—Batman Begins 

(Electronic Arts [EA], 2005). I argue that, compared to other Hollywood players, WBIE has 

proven better able to weather changes in the video game market by having established an 

independent, startup mentality and by working to overcome the old-versus-new-media cultural 

hierarchies that, as I have framed in the preceding chapters, have tended to characterize 

conglomerate efforts of convergence.  

THE RE-EMERGENCE OF FILM AND VIDEO GAME CONVERGENCE 

Multiple reasons inspired the reconvergence of Hollywood and video games. First, tie-ins 

(i.e., games produced in support of a film) remained a standard promotional practice during and 

after the crash, despite having partially caused it. As Alexis Blanchet’s statistical history of tie-

ins shows, the amount of film-licensed console games actually tripled from 1983 to 1984, in the 

midst of the industry’s collapse.4 Even though the console business recovered by the end of the 

1980s, arcades continued to decline. With fewer hit coin-op titles to port, software publishers 

took an interest in sports and media licenses.5 

In the wake of the crash, WCI had reduced its stake in Atari Games and other Hollywood 

firms had turned from in-house games industry involvement to a licensing model. Then, in 1988, 

Shelley Miles formed Walt Disney Computer Software (WDCS) for The Walt Disney Company, 

with former Atari designer Roger Hector serving as Director of Product Development. From his 
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perspective, prior to WDCS, studios had considered licensing a safer strategy than managing an 

internal video game group: “[L]icensing a successful movie is a high profit business model and 

was easier to justify over spending startup money on a bunch of unknowns, to create something 

really new and different, and keeping your fingers crossed.”6 Despite the inherent risks that 

Hector mentions, each studio would create an “interactive division” over the next six years, with 

Twentieth Century-Fox becoming the final one to do so (see Figure 27).7 

Studio Interactive Division(s) or 
Conglomerate Sibling(s) 

Years Active 

Columbia Pictures Sony Imagesoft / Sony 
Computer Entertainment / 
Sony Interactive 
Entertainment 

1989-Present 

Disney Walt Disney Computer 
Software / Disney Interactive 
/ Buena Vista Games / Disney 
Interactive Entertainment  

1988-2016 

DreamWorks SKG DreamWorks Interactive 1995-2000  

Twentieth Century-Fox Fox Interactive  1994-2003  

Universal Pictures Universal Interactive / 
Vivendi Universal Games / 
Vivendi 

1994-2001 / 2001-2006 / 
2006-2008 

Warner Bros. Atari Games and Time 
Warner Interactive / Warner 
Bros. Interactive 
Entertainment  

1984-1996, 2004-Present 

Figure 27: Hollywood studio video game involvement during the third generation of film 
and game convergence. Studios not listed (e.g., MGM and Paramount) focused on licensing 

instead of in-house development and publishing. 
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Favorable industrial developments encouraged this renewed convergence. A trend of 

neoliberal policies that began in the 1980s continued into the next decade, leading media 

companies to consolidate and pursue horizontal integration by diversifying into complementary 

markets like TV networks and video games.8 As David Hesmondhalgh has explained, the 

conglomeration trend of the 1980s continued throughout the cultural industries and elsewhere 

during the 1990s and mid-2000s because “marketisation and internationalisation [sic] offered 

new degrees of reward for corporations that could exert market dominance.”9 In other words, 

whereas the widely diversified WCI represented the second wave of Hollywood conglomeration, 

Time Warner and others in the third functioned as global media and communication empires 

focused on entertainment. Because of escalating production and marketing costs, films 

themselves no longer delivered the highest revenues to their owners and instead became loss 

leaders. Under this “deficit-financing strategy,” studios expected that ancillary markets like 

home video, TV rights, and merchandise would compensate for the money lost during theatrical 

release. With films as the engines driving other sectors, synergy fueled the structure and 

economics of conglomerates.10  

The logic of synergy encouraged blockbuster films suitable for media extension. Noting 

that video games represented both “a business” and “a marketing tool,” Sony made its Bram 

Stoker’s Dracula (Francis Ford Coppola, 1992) tie-in to “have a substantial effect on other 

                                                
 
8 Holt, Empires of Entertainment, 11. Specific deregulatory acts included the gradual repeal of the 

Financial Interest and Syndication Rules and the Telecommunications Act of 1996.  
 

9 Hesmondhalgh, 211-212. 
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York: Routledge, 2009), 23-24.  
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‘Dracula’ business,” including prolonging the film’s theatrical run.11 Not content with one-offs 

like Dracula, studios turned to franchises as a means to deliver dependable results to investors 

against the unpredictability of the film market.12 Derek Johnson explains that franchising refers 

to “multiplied cultural production” with extensions appearing across not just films but other 

media as well.13 As a concept, then, franchises carry an explicitly commercial imperative; 

producer Joe Roth has even said that, with a franchise, “you cross over from the vagaries of the 

movie business into the consumer products business.”14 With studios prioritizing franchises in 

the wake of Star Wars Episode IV: A New Hope (George Lucas, 1977), video game tie-ins served 

as an obvious consumer products extension. 

At Warner, Batman (Tim Burton, 1989) exemplified a model synergistic, franchise film. 

It derived from an internal intellectual property (IP)—from DC Comics—and inspired its own 

derivative products, including sequels (e.g., Batman Returns [Tim Burton, 1992]), animated 

spin-offs (e.g., Batman: The Animated Series [1992-1995]), and merchandise from various parts 

of the conglomerate (e.g., Warner Bros. Records soundtrack albums). In her political economic 

analysis of the Batman merchandising program, Eileen R. Meehan explains that deregulation 

allowed American media industries to shift from “discrete oligopolies” to a unified structure in 

which conglomerates like Time Warner “could accomplish most … media transactions in-

house.”15 For the original Batman film, however, Warner pursued a diverse merchandising 
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strategy that leveraged both the comic book and cinematic license while also encompassing a 

combination of internal and external products. This meant that Atari Games created an arcade 

tie-in and that licensees Ocean Software and Sunsoft produced console adaptations.  

With synergy in mind, Hollywood firms formed gaming units to generate profits beyond 

licensing fees—thus recalling the earlier expansion into music publishing and recording in order 

to collect a greater share of ancillary revenues (as noted in the Introduction).16 Studios watched 

as the video game market grew exponentially in the years since Nintendo revived the console 

business. Like in 1982, they entered the industry because they felt financially threatened. 

Contemporary trade stories convey a sense of panic; for example, a 1993 piece in Variety notes, 

“The stakes (for studios) are high—videogames [sic], mostly produced by companies outside the 

Hollywood loop, now earn more than movies domestically.”17 No longer content with licensing, 

studios wanted a larger piece of the gaming pie. In 1994, they stood to earn $5 million from 

licensed games that sold one million units whereas internally produced and distributed games 

could generate $20-$25 million.18 By this time, studios had increasingly been functioning more 

as distributors for independent productions than as producers themselves and thus had become 

more reliant on merchandise and other ancillary market revenues.19 By taking over development 

and publishing responsibilities, they also gained greater control over the translation of their IP.  

                                                
 
16 See Spring, “Pop,” 68; and Deusner. 
 
17 John Brodie and Andy Marx, “Two Can Play This Game,” Variety (27 December 1993), 1, 74, ProQuest. 

In 1993, the domestic box office generated $5 billion whereas U.S. video game sales reached as much as $7 billion. 
However, this obscures the fact that individual video games carry a higher retail cost than movie tickets.  

 
18 Amy Harmon, “Move Over Sega – Here Come The Conglomerates,” Los Angeles Times, 21 June 1994. 
 
19 Timothy Corrigan, “Introduction: Movies and the 2000s,” in American Cinema of the 2000s, 7. The 

greater reliance on ancillary revenues by the 1990s recalls how WCI had used Atari to create tie-ins for Superman: 
The Movie (Richard Donner, 1978), which Warner Bros. distributed on behalf of independent producers Alexander 
and Ilya Salkind (as profiled in the first chapter). 
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Increased involvement extended to creative personnel as well, as video games and films 

came to industrially and aesthetically converge. Publishers began to move from Silicon Valley to 

Southern California “to take advantage of tapping into the Hollywood talent pool,” as Activision 

CEO Bobby Kotick explained his company’s 1992 relocation.20 Similarly, when EA opened its 

Playa Vista office in 2003, the Los Angeles Times reported, “As video games increasingly 

resemble cinematic productions, EA needs to work more closely with talent such as actors, 

directors, musicians, writers and lighting specialists.”21 This trend continues today, with video 

game companies hiring film and TV writers for narrative-driven projects like The Last of Us Part 

II (Sony Interactive Entertainment, 2019) and A-list actors for cinematic games like Beyond: 

Two Souls (Sony Computer Entertainment, 2013).22  

Back in the 1990s, studios set up interactive divisions to compete with publishers by 

leveraging their holdings in multiple media and pursuing tighter synergy. To promote films 

during their theatrical and home video debuts, studios started supplying materials to game 

development teams early on in production. For the tie-in to Last Action Hero (John McTiernan, 

1993), Columbia Pictures provided its sibling Sony Imagesoft with “everything from the highly 

confidential script to raw footage” so that the game could “include actual scenes.”23 Likewise, 

Disney told Billboard in 1995 that it had reorganized WDCS into Disney Interactive a year 

before “to assure that we give a true and fair representation of the original property,” particularly 

                                                
 
20 Marilyn A. Gillen, “Enter Active Games: Film Developments,” Billboard (18 February 1995), 69-70, 
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21 Roger Vincent and Alex Pham, “EA Makes a Play for LA,” Los Angeles Times, 6 August 2003. 
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because directors, producers, and animators now contributed to tie-ins like 1994’s Disney’s 

Animated Storybook: The Lion King.24 This interest in authenticity and the accelerating 

convergence throughout the 1990s and early 2000s extended from advancements in gaming 

hardware (e.g., more photorealistic graphics and greater memory capacity). 

Both industrial and technological developments encouraged collaboration between video 

games and Hollywood. In 1992, before most studios had opened their interactive units, 

Twentieth Century-Fox President and COO Strauss Zelnick admitted that no film company “has 

yet figured out the correct applications of interactivity in entertainment.” This changed a year 

later with the arrival of CD-ROM technology that allowed for full-motion video (FMV), whose 

display of thirty frames-per-second equaled the quality of videocassettes.25 With FMV, tie-ins 

could integrate entire film scenes and thereby better promote home video releases; Fox’s Ted 

Hoff told Billboard that these scenes would function as “rewards” rather than as integral 

gameplay elements: “If you really like a motion picture, you’ll rent or buy the video—you are 

not going to sit there and watch the movie on your computer.”26 Beyond serving a marketing 

function, FMV and other breakthroughs—thanks to the debut of CD-based consoles like the 

Sony PlayStation—made internal development more approachable to film studios. Shortly before 

establishing Universal Interactive, MCA’s Skip Paul said in 1993, “Now, with full-motion video, 

high-quality animated and three-dimensional graphics, we have a palette to paint with.”27 These 
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technological advancements helped games more closely mirror the presentation and narrative of 

their cinematic counterparts.28 For studios, video games had become an easier medium to grasp.  

In addition to visual convergence, improved memory capacity encouraged more emphasis 

on narrative. Tie-ins now could adapt entire films and not just single scenes. Whereas Superman 

(Atari, 1978) on the Atari VCS/2600 took inspiration from a sequence in Superman: The Movie 

(Richard Donner, 1978), 1992’s Batman Returns received more complete adaptations. Thanks to 

the technological advancements of their respective hardware, the Batman Returns (Konami, 

1993) tie-in for the Super Nintendo Entertainment System featured seven “scenes” (i.e., 

levels)—including a driving stage that uses the console’s 3D “Mode-7” feature—while the Sega 

CD version included five with animated cutscenes and high-quality sound (see Figure 28).29 

  

                                                
 
28 Breakthroughs included the photorealistic graphics of Myst (Brøderbund, 1993) and the full-motion video 

of The 7th Guest (Virgin Interactive Entertainment, 1993) as well as increased memory that made possible the 
voiceovers and expansive story in Metal Gear Solid (Konami, 1998).  

 
29 See Dominic Arsenault, Super Power, Spoony Bards, and Silver: The Super Nintendo Entertainment 

System (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2017), 107. As Arsenault explains, the Super Nintendo achieved the 
seemingly 3D effect of Mode 7 with “a single background layer … that could be subjected to geometric matrix 
transformations: rotation, scaling, translation, reflection and shearing.”  
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Figure 28: In the early 1990s, the “Mode 7” feature of the Super Nintendo Entertainment 
System, left, and animated cutscenes possible on the Sega CD, right, allowed for cinematic 

video game adaptations of films like Batman Returns (Tim Burton, 1992).30  
 
By the late 1990s and early 2000s, the sixth generation of consoles (e.g., Sega Dreamcast, Sony 

PlayStation, Nintendo GameCube, and Microsoft Xbox) made longer gaming experiences 

possible. Tie-ins now told stories with runtimes beyond those of their cinematic sources and 

permitted players to explore both seen and unseen diegetic spaces (e.g., Batman Begins lasts for 

an average of eight hours whereas the film runs only 140 minutes).31 The creation of studio game 

divisions in the 1990s can then be framed as a response to breakthroughs that blurred the lines 

between film and video games. 

It did not take long, however, for studios to begin scaling back their gaming industry 

ambitions. Time Warner’s 1996 sale of TWI set in motion other conglomerates’ return to 

                                                
 
30

 Left screenshot of World of Longplays, “SNES Longplay [039] Batman Returns,” YouTube, 9 July 2009; 
and right screenshot of World of Longplays, “Mega-CD Longplay [058] Batman Returns,” YouTube, 5 November 
2011. 

 
31 Hall, “‘You’ve Seen the Movie,’” 135; Gray, Show Sold Separately, n.p.; and “Batman Begins,” How 

Long to Beat, n.d. 
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licensing over in-house production. On the one hand, TWI’s problems reflected issues unique to 

Time Warner. As the previous chapter noted, TWI resulted from the 1994 consolidation of the 

Atari Games coin-op unit and its Tengen console software subsidiary—the latter of which had 

lost a costly legal battle against Nintendo. Arcade games continued to be published under the 

Atari Games banner while the TWI brand replaced Tengen’s for console titles. Based on internal 

communication, TWI grew out of a desire to profit from the revived console business. A 1993 

document reveals that Atari Games wanted to expand beyond the declining arcade market, as 

consoles could now match, if not surpass, coin-op visuals and sounds: “Technology gap between 

home systems and onslaught of cable chanels [sic] pose serious threat to standard coin-op games, 

as players have more reasons than ever to stay at home and play.”32 These and other internal 

materials suggest that rebranding Atari Games as TWI also served to avoid marketplace 

confusion with Jack Tramiel’s Atari Corporation, which had retained the rights to publish 

console games under the Atari name.33 Moreover, the rebranding helped the division reduce its 

reliance on the once-dominant Atari brand. By 1993, even Atari Games acknowledged the 

negative reputation the name had acquired. In a proposal sent that year to MTV for a licensed 

Beavis and Butthead (1993-1997, 2011) coin-op, Vice President of Engineering Matt Farber 

wrote, “Atari introduced the video game to the world 20 years ago and has been an industry 

leader ever since. As you stated in our conversation, recent history has not been our best. In 

                                                
 
32 “Coin-Op Market Scan,” 30 June 1993, n.p., Series V, Subseries F, Box 53, Folder 8, Atari Coin-Op 

Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
  
 33 Years after WCI split Atari’s assets, Atari Games still needed to explain the ownership of the Atari brand. 
A 1990 trade-show presentation specifies, “Atari Games is not Atari Corp. Although Atari Games once shared the 
same roots as Atari Corp. (the computer maker), the two have been totally separate and distinct companies since 
1984.” See “Tengen History Presentation Folder and Printed Slideshow, C. 1990,” 1990, 10, Series I, Subseries B, 
Map 9, Drawer 12, Folder 7, Tengen, Inc. Records, International Center for the History of Electronic Games. 
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response, there have been strong changes around here to correct this.”34 Beyond repairing the 

reputation of Atari Games, Time Warner—like other studios with their interactive divisions—

shared its name as a branding strategy to emphasize a commitment to synergy.  

Despite its synergistic branding, TWI worked on no Warner-branded content. Instead, it 

focused on original titles, such as porting Primal Rage (Atari Games, 1994) to consoles. From 

the time of TWI’s founding, its sibling divisions were encouraged to instead work with outside 

companies granting higher licensing fees.35 Johnson has argued that “even conglomerates like 

Disney and Time Warner enter into contractual agreements with independent parties seeking 

mutual beneficence.”36 Time Warner’s culture of “independent fiefdoms,” inherited from WCI 

CEO Steve Ross, informed this approach in relation to TWI. As Kara Swisher and Lisa Dickey 

explain, Time Warner’s culture drove divisions to “negotiate and battle each other as 

competitors.”37 In fact, corporate infighting in the wake of Ross’s 1992 death had led to 

disagreement over Time Warner’s new-media strategy, with a Warner New Media division 

focused on CD-ROMs and Time Warner Cable planning an interactive TV concept called Full 

Service Network that would deliver films and video games on-demand.38 Tension continued after 

the creation of TWI, as its Chairman, Geoffrey Holmes, invested in FMV whereas others outside 

                                                
 
34 Mark Stephen Pierce, letter to Matthew Farber, 15 October 1993, Series V, Subseries F, Box 53, Folder 

13, Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. As this letter suggests, Atari Games saw itself—and not 
Tramiel’s Atari Corporation—as carrying on the legacy of the original Atari, Inc. founded in 1971. This feeling 
likely derived from Atari Games’s involvement in coin-op, the first market Atari Inc. had entered.  

 
35 Rothman, “TW Revamps Multimedia Group,” Daily Variety (3 June 1993), 6, LexisNexis Academic. 
 
36 Johnson, Media Franchising,” 43. 
 
37 Swisher and Dickey, 88-89. 
 
38 Charles Paikert and Rothman, “Multimedia: Big Players Moving to Multimedia,” Variety (29 March 

1993), 23, ProQuest. Full Service Network operated on a trial basis in Orlando from 1994 to 1997. 
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the division sought simpler new-media interventions, like digital magazines. According to Time 

Warner insiders, such infighting meant that TWI operated without “a coherent focus.”39  

On the other hand, the collapse of TWI also indicates issues endemic during the second 

generation of film and video game industry convergence in the 1990s and early 2000s. The 

division suffered due to the arcade market’s ongoing decline, consumer disinterest in CD-ROM 

technology, a lack of access to internal IP, and broader cost-cutting measures at Time Warner to 

compensate for Warner Bros.’s box-office share having fallen since 1992.40 By 1996, Time 

Warner began seeking a buyer for TWI. Despite a bid from Atari co-founder Nolan Bushnell, 

Time Warner sold the division that March to WMS Industries, owner of the Bally, Midway, and 

Williams arcade brands.41 Having made the acquisition for Atari’s software catalog, WMS 

returned the group’s name back to Atari Games. With the rise of “retro” gaming culture in the 

late 1990s, Midway published home console compilations of Atari coin-op ports (e.g., 1996’s 

Arcade’s Greatest Hits: The Atari Collection I). As nostalgia for the Atari brand waned, WMS 

relabeled the group as Midway Games West and finally closed it in 2003 to focus on slot 

                                                
 
39 Mark Landler, “Chairman Steps Down at Time Warner’s Interactive Media Group,” The New York 

Times, 12 April 1995. 
 
40 “Atari Turns 25,” RePlay Magazine (July 1997), 34; Gillen, “Inscape to Absorb Two Warner Interactive 

Units,” Billboard (28 October 1995), 12, ProQuest; and Gomery, “The Hollywood Film Industry,” 378. According 
to Gomery, Time Warner accumulated a debt of $18 billion by 1997, prompting CEO Gerald Levin to call for 
company-wide budget cuts between 3-5% over three years.  

 
41 Langberg, “A New Run at Atari Bid Fails, but Bushnell Still Wants Video-Game Maker Back,” San Jose 

Mercury News (1 March 1996), 1C, LexisNexis Academic; and “Technology,” Los Angeles Times, 8 March 1996. 
Bushnell’s bid represented one of several attempts to return to Atari. Back in 1988, his Axlon startup had partnered 
with Tramiel’s Atari Corporation to develop a series of Atari 2600 games (e.g., 1989’s Off the Wall), but, as he told 
me, he lacked “any directional control in the company.” Then, in 2010, Bushnell joined the board of directors at 
Atari SA. See Lawrence M. Fisher, “Founder of Atari Sets a Return Engagement,” The New York Times, 2 June 
1988; Takahashi, “Going Full Circle, Nolan Bushnell Joins Atari’s Board,” VentureBeat, 19 April 2010; and 
Bushnell, interview with the author.  
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machines.42 Before WBIE would regain the assets of Atari Games by acquiring Midway in 2009, 

the 1996 sale of TWI left Warner for the first time in two decades with no connection to Atari 

(see Figure 29). Setting a precedent for other Hollywood players to soon do the same, Time 

Warner had relinquished direct video game industry involvement in favor of licensing. 

 
Figure 29: The ownership of Atari and its assets (as of May 2019) (diagram by the author). 

 
Due to shifts throughout the games industry over the next twenty years, rival film 

companies followed in Time Warner’s footsteps. Despite having paved the way for Hollywood 

to re-enter the video game business, Disney—which by then had built itself into a tightly 

                                                
 
42 The Atari Book, 83; and Ritchie, email message to the author. Former Atari designer Steve Ritchie, who 

had been creating pinball games at WMS, joined the Atari Games team. He says that WMS closed its video game 
and pinball divisions because the slot machine market “is/was far more lucrative than building pinball machines.” 
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diversified entertainment conglomerate—had struggled with how to manage WDCS as it became 

more profitable. According to Hector, different parts of the Disney empire wanted to oversee it:  

It started in the Consumer Products division, but the Disney Studios started to see scripts 
and movie cameras being used in game production, so they wanted to own games. But 
the Home Video division saw the games were being distributed through their own 
channels, so they wanted to own this territory.43  
 

While Disney would eventually consolidate WDCS into Walt Disney Interactive, Hector moved 

on to Sega before joining Universal to help set up Universal Studios Digital Arts as an in-house 

development studio within the Universal Interactive subsidiary. A high turnover rate of corporate 

owners and upper management, however, made it difficult to use the studio’s IP.44 Hector has 

said, “I had five different bosses. Most of those bosses had no idea what games were about at 

all.”45 In essence, he found himself in a similar situation as Atari had under WCI after Ray 

Kassar and his team replaced Bushnell and the old guard, with new managers unfamiliar with the 

video game industry (as Chapter 1 details). Ultimately, Universal Studios Digital Arts developed 

only one published project, Xena: Warrior Princess (EA, 1999), based on Universal’s syndicated 

TV series of the same name that aired from 1995 to 2001. In the cases of both WDCS and 

Universal Studios Digital Arts, issues inherent to conglomeration (i.e., infighting among division 

heads and ownership changes, respectively) hindered efforts of convergence.  

In contrast to the experiences of other studios, Sony has had continued success in the 

video game space. After its PlayStation line of consoles debuted in 1994, Sony absorbed the 

                                                
 
43 Hector, email message to the author.  
 
44 From 1990 to 2000, Universal Pictures changed hands from MCA to Japanese electronics firm 

Matsushita Electric (since renamed Panasonic), Canadian beverage company Seagrams, and then widely diversified 
French conglomerate Vivendi. In 2001, Vivendi merged the game studios it had acquired from Seagrams (e.g., 
Universal Interactive, Sierra On-Line, Blizzard) to form Vivendi Universal Games. See Ian Stokes, “Buy Low, Sell 
High: Vivendi’s History in Video Games,” Kotaku UK, 26 June 2018. 

 
45 Brandon Sheffield, “A Veteran with Character: Roger Hector Speaks,” Gamasutra, 22 May 2008.  
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Sony Imagesoft publishing subsidiary into the new Sony Interactive Entertainment division. 

Instead of pursuing synergy between its film and game units like it had with Imagesoft, Sony has 

since largely focused on original software while partnering with licensees (e.g., Activision 

published Spider-Man film tie-ins from 2002 to 2014).46 Sony Pictures Entertainment Chairman 

Michael Lynton said in 2005 that this lack of inner-corporate convergence derived from 

differences between the film and video game markets: “[W]hen you get into the dynamics of the 

video game business, it is very different than film or television production. … I have a hard time 

telling a good game from a bad one.”47 Other studios created their video game groups with 

convergence squarely in mind. Although they published some original IP (e.g., Crash Bandicoot 

and Spyro the Dragon at Universal Interactive), most Hollywood interactive divisions focused on 

paratexts, especially for films.  

Depending on the volatile film market, however, meant that tie-in sales tended to reflect 

box-office numbers. In 1995, a licensing attorney told Variety, “Film-based games haven’t done 

very well, and they’ve done horribly when films have tanked.”48 This correlation of box-office 

performance and game sales continued into the next decade, as Spider-Man 2 (Activision, 2004) 

sold three million copies in its first year compared to 100,000 for Catwoman (EA, 2004).49 

Coupled with high development costs, low sales led conglomerates to close their game units 
                                                

 
46 Sony’s video game IP include God of War (2005-Present) and Uncharted (2007-Present). Its limited 

participation in media-based games includes a tie-in to Sony Pictures’s Stuart Little 2 (Rob Minkoff, 2002) and 
handling European distribution for a 1998 adaptation of the Columbia film The Fifth Element (Luc Besson, 1997). In 
2018, Sony Interactive Entertainment published Marvel’s Spider-Man, which presents a version of the title character 
independent from either Sony’s Spider-Man films (Sam Raimi et al., 2002-Present) or Marvel’s comics.  

 
47 Holson, “Blockbuster With a Joystick,” The New York Times, 7 February 2005. 
 
48 Rex Weiner, “Videogames Won’t Play by Hollywood’s Rules,” Variety (20-26 March 1995), 62. 
 
49 Duff McDonald, “Hollywood to E.A.: Bring It On,” Wired, 1 August 2005. According to Box Office 

Mojo, Spider-Man 2 collected $784 million at the global box office ($374 million domestic) whereas Catwoman 
earned only $82 million worldwide ($40 million domestic). 
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through either divestment or absorption into technology divisions.50 Fox Interactive, for instance, 

in 2003 relinquished its development and publishing to Vivendi Universal Games, which itself 

had spun-off from the defunct Universal Interactive before merging with Activision in 2007.51 

Even Disney, which had inspired Hollywood’s third generation of film and game convergence, 

struggled. Due to its position within a media giant, Disney Interactive found it difficult to 

quickly adjust to gaming industry trends and, in 2016, shifted to a licensing-only model after 

years of executive changes and costly software missteps.52  

For studios and licensees, efforts at video game and film convergence proved 

problematic. Whereas early tie-ins suffered due to a lack of production personnel participation 

(e.g., the presentation of Darth Vader as a scorpion in the Japan-exclusive Star Wars [Namco, 

1987]), creative talent since the 1990s have sometimes involved themselves so much in the 

development process that their veto power can become an issue (e.g., the wrangling of multiple 

IP for WBIE’s Lego Dimensions platform that launched in 2015, profiled in the next chapter). 

Tie-ins are subject to “limited” licensing agreements that control the use of IP, especially 

regarding character and narrative.53 Johnson argues that these contracts “formaliz[e] the 

dominance of the intellectual property owner.”54 Vendors, therefore, must receive approval from 

                                                
 
50 Ben Fritz, “Warner’s Approach to Video Games Is Paying Off,” Los Angeles Times, 18 October 2011; 

and Holson, “Blockbuster.” 
 
51 Marc Graser, “Fox Inks Viv U Vidgame Distrib Pact,” Daily Variety, 11 March 2003, LexisNexis 

Academic; Georg Szalai, “Game On for Vivendi, Activision,” The Hollywood Reporter, 3 December 2007; and 
Stokes. Although Vivendi sold Universal Pictures and other assets to General Electric in 2003, it kept the games 
group until the Activision merger. Vivendi retained a stake in the resulting company, Activision Blizzard, until 
2016. 

 
52 Clark. 
 
53 Gray, “In the Game,” 56. 
 
54 Johnson, Media Franchising, 35. 
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numerous stakeholders, including not just the IP owner but also the film production team, talent, 

and publisher. Because contact between licensees and stakeholders remains limited and takes 

place through what M.J. Clarke describes as “a series of middlemen and a system of inconsistent 

feedback,” the approval process can restrict creativity and delay development. These challenges 

reflect a hierarchy in which video games function as subservient paratexts whose development, 

in Clarke’s words, “is made to conform with the pace of old media production.”55 Old-media 

stakeholders have long dictated game-making decisions due to a perception of tie-ins as ancillary 

merchandise instead of as unique texts capable of generating their own meaning.56  

Despite some notable exceptions (e.g., GoldenEye 007 [Nintendo, 1997]), tie-ins—dating 

back to E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (Atari, 1982) symbolically causing Atari’s downfall—have 

carried a negative connotation among players and critics (see Chapter 2).57 Blaming belated 

release dates for poor tie-in sales, studios started sharing film assets during game development.58 

In 1994, after Sega’s underwriting of New Line Cinema’s Surf Ninjas (Neal Israel, 1993) led to 

the first tie-in that arrived beforehand (and to even be featured in the film itself), studios began 

experimenting with a day-and-date strategy.59 Under this strategy, tie-ins could—as Fox Video 

                                                
 
55 Clarke, n.p. 
 
56 Brookey, Hollywood Gamers, 19. This treatment reflects the corporate positioning of video game 

divisions, with Fox Interactive falling under the purview of Fox Merchandising and Licensing and Warner Bros. 
Consumer Products overseeing the first version of WBIE founded in 1995. See Eileen Fitzpatrick, “Fox Interactive 
Leaps Quickly Into Game Software Fray,” Billboard (4 June 1994), 135, ProQuest. 

 
57 See Michel Marriott, “From Projector to Polygons,” The New York Times, 20 February 2003. As a New 

York Times story on tie-ins described, “[Video] games based on popular films have often disappointed gamers for 
years, they tended to be marketing afterthoughts or blatant money grabs churned out with little more imagination 
than it took to flood the market with movie-themed lunch boxes and T-shirts.” 

 
58 Geoffrey Deitz, “Studios Play Along with Video Games,” Variety (18 November 1991), 1, 54, ProQuest. 

For example, the licensed Dick Tracy (Sega, 1991) tie-in for Sega Genesis released two months after its namesake 
film’s home video went on sale.  
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Marketing Vice President Mike Gunn put it—“piggyback on the theatrical awareness of the 

film” and take part in additional cross-promotion with the home video release.60 Exploiting a 

film’s marketing hype helps achieve sales before negative word-of-mouth spreads. The priority 

became achieving tighter integration and taking synergy from “spinning off” to “knitting 

together.”61 These efforts responded to previous calls for collaboration; back in 1991, Sega 

licensing director Dianne Drosnes had told Variety that studios should consider tie-in games as 

“the electronic novelization of a film.”62 Like novelizations, tie-ins came to function as a way for 

audiences to re-experience a film between the theatrical and home video windows.  

After the exploitative, five-week development schedule mandated for Atari’s E.T. back in 

1982 (as examined in the previous chapter), working conditions for tie-in creators did not 

necessarily improve. Like novelization authors, creators of day-and-date tie-ins now had to 

contend with the possibility of story or design alterations taking place during film production.63 

One developer, for example, told Variety, in 1993, “There are problems with doing a game at the 

same time as a movie. … You’re trying to do deals with the game companies never quite 

                                                                                                                                                       
59 Brodie and Marx, “Pix Go Interactive at Earlier Stages,” Variety (27 December 1993), 74, ProQuest. Surf 

Ninjas screenwriter Dan Gordon admitted that he wrote the film in order to be adapted into a video game: “I start off 
with the realization I’m not writing for the Moscow Art Theater … then I try and write action sequences that will 
serve the movie and provide the springboard for the videogame.” Gillen, “The Enter-Active File: A Year of Firsts 
for Vid-Game Market,” Billboard (7 January 1995), 77, ProQuest. According to Billboard, The Pagemaster (Fox 
Interactive, 1994) was the first tie-in to be released day-and-date. 

 
60 Gillen, “The Enter Active File: Games With Movie Tie-Ins Coming Sooner,” Billboard (22 October 

1994), 66, ProQuest. 
 
61 Gillen, “The Enter-Active File: A Year of Firsts,” 77. 
 
62 Deitz, 1. 
 
63 Because they adapt a film’s script rather than the film itself, novelizations often feature scenes absent 

from the final cut (e.g., Peter David’s Batman Forever). For more on the challenges that novelization authors face, 
see Lee Goldberg, ed., Tied In: The Business, History and Craft of Media Tie-in Writing (Calabasas, CA: The 
International Association of Media Tie-In Writers, 2010). 
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knowing where the movie is going to go.”64 In one instance, Fox Interactive had already started 

development on a tie-in to a Planet of the Apes reboot before the film was delayed in 1995. Fox 

Interactive eventually contracted development to Visiware and opted for a game that would not 

carry a direct association with whatever film materialized.65 When Tim Burton’s reboot finally 

arrived in 2001, its tie-in did not adapt the new film but instead blended elements from the 1968 

original and Pierre Boulle's source novel. In 1995, Fox Interactive head Ted Hoff explained that 

the situation reflected the challenges of synergy: “We have come to the realization that we’re not 

going to be able to get a day-and-date release with a live-action film unless we get the script very 

early or unless there are production delays on the film side.”66 Even with developers receiving 

scripts and other production material, console tie-in creation tends to start relatively late into a 

film’s production process. Such asynchronicity presents a dilemma: rush development and 

exploit a film’s opening-weekend publicity or risk irrelevance with a later release.67  

The simultaneous release strategy quickly proved untenable. With game production 

taking at least six months longer than that of a film, artists behind day-and-date games in the 

1990s and early 2000s frequently had to work long hours over extended periods of time (an 

industry practice known as “crunch”).68 According to one developer, the team at Argonaut 

Games worked on Catwoman “from 11am to 1am, seven days a week” for more than six 

                                                
 
64 Brodie and Marx, “Pix Go Interactive,” 74. 
 
65 IGN Staff, “IGNDC Monkeys Around with Planet of the Apes Producer Cos Lazouras,” IGN, 9 February 

2000.  
 
66 Kathleen O’Steen, “Film, Interactive Marketers Uncoordinated,” Variety (27 February-5 March 1995), 

34, LexisNexis Academic. 
 
67 Elkington, 214, 222, 225. 
 
68 O’Steen; for an overview of labor conditions in times of “crunch,” see Vanderhoef and Curtin. 
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months.69 In the 1990s, as hardware memory expanded and as designers adjusted from working 

in two dimensions to three, players came to expect more immersive experiences (e.g., the 

average playthrough of the 2D Super Star Wars [JVC, 1992] lasts 2.5 hours whereas completing 

the 3D Star Wars: Shadows of the Empire [LucasArts, 1996] typically takes 7.5 hours).70 The 

time needed for development increased as a result and then grew even more when high-definition 

(HD) gaming became possible on the Sony PlayStation 2 and standard on the PlayStation 3—

which launched in 2000 and 2006, respectively.71 In 2013, a year after Nintendo became the last 

major console manufacturer to move into HD with the Wii U, its general manager Shigeru 

Miyamoto noted, “When it comes to the scale of software development, Wii U with HD graphics 

requires about twice the human resources as before.”72 Today, the capacity for 4K graphics and 

the popularity of massive “open-world” games has created a development environment in which 

crunch conditions exist even on non-licensed, original titles with no mandated release date; for 

instance, despite an eight-year production period and the contribution of thousands of employees, 

Red Dead Redemption 2 (Rockstar Games, 2018) involved several years’ worth of weeks ranging 

from fifty-five to 100 hours.73 By 2010, Variety noted that publishers produced fewer tie-ins 

because the average “AAA” title—the gaming equivalent of a blockbuster—took “two to three 

years to make, significantly longer than a movie.”74 With this gap having significantly widened 
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70 See “Super Star Wars,” How Long to Beat, n.d.; and “Star Wars: Shadows of the Empire,” How Long to 

Beat, n.d.  
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in the time since, the possibility for designers to create day-and-date tie-ins has all but 

disappeared.  

While studios have dedicated their marketing budgets to the theatrical opening weekend 

since first combining TV advertising and the saturation release back in the 1970s, home video 

offered a more amenable and complementary sales window.75 With video stores also carrying 

games, 75% of software sales took place after rental by 1994. Videocassettes of films also could 

carry commercials for their respective tie-in (as in the case of Toy Story [John Lassetter, 

1995]).76 After the Planet of the Apes production issues, Fox Interactive released Die Hard 

Trilogy more than a year after Die Hard with a Vengeance (John McTiernan, 1995) had opened 

in theaters.  

With tie-ins often following both a film’s theatrical and home video debuts, game-makers 

began experimenting beyond the standard practice of adapting a film’s plot. As they moved from 

the abstract graphics and limited memory capacity of Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back 

(Parker Brothers, 1982) on an Atari 2600 cartridge to the 3D spaces of The Lost World: Jurassic 

Park (EA, 1997) on a PlayStation CD-ROM, games now could achieve photorealism and more 

complex storytelling. This allowed tie-ins to better resemble their cinematic counterparts both 

visually and narratively (see Figure 30). 

                                                                                                                                                       
74 Fritz, “Video Games Based on Movies Take a Hit,” Los Angeles Times, 15 June 2010. 
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Figure 30: The “Battle of Hoth” sequence from Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back (Irvin 

Kershner, 1980) is adapted into abstract, 2D graphics in Star Wars: The Empire Strikes 
Back (Parker Brothers, 1982) for the Atari 2600, top left, and into gradually more detailed, 

3D graphics in Super Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back (JVC, 1993) for the Super 
Nintendo Entertainment System, top right; Star Wars: Shadows of the Empire (Nintendo, 
1996) for the Nintendo 64, bottom left; and Star Wars Rogue Squadron II: Rogue Leader 

(LucasArts, 2001) for the Nintendo GameCube, bottom right (composite by the author).77 
 

Textual fidelity, however, has come with costs. For one, story typically takes precedence 

over gameplay to the extent that, as Trevor Elkington argues, movie-games “achieve negative 

synergy” by failing to please both gamers and fans of the source material. Direct adaptations, in 

this sense, are problematic for following a “straightforward rehashing” that “offers nothing new 
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 Top-left screenshot of Highretrogamelord, “Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back for the Atari 2600,” 
YouTube, 24 July 2010; top-right screenshot of World of Longplays, “SNES Longplay [152] Super Star Wars: The 
Empire Strikes Back,” YouTube, 24 September 2011; bottom-left screenshot of N64 Archive, “Nintendo 64 
Longplay: Star Wars: Shadows of the Empire,” YouTube, 26 May 2017; and bottom-right screenshot of GamerJGB, 
“Star Wars Rogue Squadron II: Battle of Hoth,” YouTube, 26 July 2012. 
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to the consumer.”78 Aside from narrative redundancy, tie-ins present other adaptation issues. As 

Jonathan Gray explains, “Purists will criticize not only an adaptation’s inability to replicate the 

original, but also the affront to the original text that is supposedly suggested by the act of re-

creating it.”79 To appeal to critics and audiences, then, games based on films must carefully 

balance faithfulness with originality. This renders film and video game convergence through 

direct adaptation difficult to achieve.  

To improve the perception of film-based games, companies throughout the 1990s and 

2000s explored different adaptation methods (see Figure 31). These alternatives aimed to help 

publishers continue standing out through recognizable IP while developers would, ideally, gain 

more creative freedom and more suitable working conditions. 

Adaptation Form Example Video Game 

Abstract (one sequence) Star Wars: The Empire Strikes Back (Parker 
Brothers, 1982) 

Direct (retelling of a contemporary film)  Batman Begins (Electronic Arts, 2005) 

Original story (transmedia extension of a 
contemporary film franchise) 

Enter the Matrix (Atari, 2003) 

“Retro” direct (retelling of a non-
contemporary film)  

The Godfather (Electronic Arts, 2006) 

“Retro” original story (transmedia extension 
of a non-contemporary film franchise) 

Jaws Unleashed (Majesco Entertainment, 
2006) 

Figure 31: Forms of adaptations for home consoles during the first, second, and third 
generation of film and game convergence (for those during the fourth generation, see 

Figures 38 and 39 in the next chapter).  
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One trend found older films receiving adaptations. “Retro” licenses (e.g., The Godfather [EA, 

2006]) allowed publishers to cash-in on audience-tested IP for a lower licensing fee and without 

having to meet a theatrical opening.80 For studios, retro tie-ins could introduce films to younger 

audiences, stimulate merchandising opportunities, and drive home video sales. The booming 

DVD market renewed interest in studio libraries after the CD-ROM craze of the 1990s; even 

back then, however, game companies had expressed misgivings about vintage licenses. A 1995 

Variety article, quotes Fox Interactive’s Hoff: “I don’t see going back and making a game out of 

an old movie … The title won’t mean anything to the demographic that buys it.”81 Nonetheless, 

some publishers in the mid-2000s considered retro licenses less risky than original concepts; a 

Majesco Entertainment representative said regarding 2006’s Jaws Unleashed, “By adding the 

Jaws license, … we instantly gave our game a better chance to reach the mass-market gamer.”82 

As the bizarre premise of Jaws Unleashed makes clear (an open-world adventure in which 

players control a shark), not all older IP lend themselves to gaming extensions—particularly 

standalone films that received an adaptation (e.g., The Great Escape [John Sturges, 1963]). 

Whereas the rich storyworld of Star Wars continues to inspire video games, not even the 

serialized qualities of the James Bond films could prevent EA from dropping the 007 license 

after a 2005 adaptation of From Russia With Love (Terence Young, 1963) commercially 

disappointed.83 By the time EA released The Godfather II to poor sales in 2009, the market for 

retro-licensed games had all but vanished.84 
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In addition to licensing older titles, publishers attempted to create original stories set in a 

film’s universe. Former Vivendi Universal Interactive CEO Jim Wilson explains, “The model 

went from an approach of ‘see the movie, play the game’ to games that are more franchise 

focused.”85 In a 2002 interview, he noted that film-licensed games were moving away from 

direct adaptations because “[k]ids want a rehash, but gamers don’t.”86 Children’s animated 

features, in fact, have continued to receive straightforward tie-ins that retell their respective 

narrative (e.g., The Lego Movie 2 Videogame [WBIE, 2019]) whereas live-action films have 

inspired games that function as media franchise extensions. These have included prequels (e.g., 

The Chronicles of Riddick: Escape from Butcher Bay [Vivendi Universal Games, 2004]), sequels 

(e.g., Ghostbusters: The Video Game [Atari, 2009]), and side stories (e.g., The Amazing Spider-

Man 2 [Activision, 2014]). Other games have presented original, transmedia stories (e.g., Tron: 

Evolution [Disney Interactive Studios, 2010]).87 

These indirect tie-ins serve multiple purposes. For licensors, they can promote new 

franchise installments (e.g., James Bond 007: Nightfire [EA, 2002] accompanied Die Another 

Day [Lee Tamahori, 2002]) or a home video re-release (e.g., The Warriors [Rockstar Games, 

2005] debuted the same week as an “Ultimate Director’s Cut” DVD of The Warriors [Walter 

Hill, 1979]). In fact, according to Wilson, retro- and transmedia-licensed games tended to derive 

from films and franchises with a history of strong DVD sales figures. For developers, they 
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remove the scheduling and creative constraints of day-and-date releases. Wilson says that not 

having to rely on a script “allowed us more time to develop and to not be tied to the success or 

failure of a movie.”88 Simultaneously released tie-ins present restrictions because, as Blanchet 

reminds us, they do not so much adapt films as they do “pre-production features like the 

screenplay, the casting, the preparatory drawings, (and) the decors and costumes.”89 With 

indirect tie-ins, developers gain more freedom to create unique works.  

Although some transmedia games still appear on consoles (e.g., Star Wars: Battlefront II 

[EA, 2017]), the model can be difficult to manage. In addition to contrived continuation premises 

(e.g., the revisionism of Scarface: The World Is Yours [Vivendi Games, 2006], in which Tony 

Montana survives the assault on his mansion), some transmedia games have served a similar 

cross-promotional purpose as direct adaptations by needing to arrive day-and-date with a film’s 

theatrical debut. The consequent rushed development has led transmedia tie-ins like Green 

Lantern: Rise of the Manhunters (WBIE, 2011) to receive a negative reception. Others have 

proven overly ambitious, as in the case of Enter the Matrix (Atari, 2003). On the one hand, the 

game fills in narrative gaps in the Matrix film trilogy (The Wachowskis, 1999-2003) and features 

over an hour of exclusive footage. On the other hand, it left audiences unsatisfied, with a 

narrative that makes little sense without engaging with other franchise texts. Enter the Matrix, 

along with the larger Matrix franchise, demonstrates the risks of a transmedia tie-in strategy. 

Gray argues that the game “serves as a warning to transmedia and paratext developers: allowing 
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audiences to explore a narrative invites play with a world and an expansion of how it can 

operate, but requiring that they explore that world risks restricting how the film or television 

program can operate.”90 Subsequent transmedia titles have been careful not to repeat this level of 

requirement but, in doing so, have only created further issues.  

The Amazing Spider-Man (Activision, 2012) and its sequel, The Amazing Spider-Man 2, 

each present problems inherent to transmedia storytelling. In the former, the narrative functions 

as an epilogue to the film. This adaptation approach assumes a level of familiarity with the film 

and, ironically, also discourages audiences from watching it in the first place. As Stéphane 

Gravel, the executive producer of both games, admits, “[A] number of people didn’t necessarily 

appreciate the ways in which [The Amazing Spider-Man tie-in] might have spoiled aspects of that 

story.”91 As an epilogue, the game also presents continuity inconsistencies by including 

characters not present in the source text. One antagonist, the Rhino, went on to appear in the 

second film—but in a different form. Whereas the first tie-in stars a version of The Rhino that is 

“a hybrid; part rhinoceros, part human,” the cinematic sequel presents him as just a man wearing 

robotic armor that resembles a rhinoceros.92 Despite developer Beenox professing that they 

“actually worked together with (director) Marc Webb [and Sony Pictures] to review the script,” 

this instance of retconning (i.e., retroactive rewriting of continuity) subordinates the game to a 

position outside of canonicity.93  
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Instead of presenting an epilogue, The Amazing Spider-Man 2 tie-in tells an original story 

set during its film’s events. Activision and Beenox took this “sidequel” approach not only to 

avoid repeating the same narrative but also, according to Gravel, “to not have to rely upon an 

ever-changing script that’s outside of our control for direction.”94 Even with a longer 

development cycle, the game provides an underwhelming experience. For instance, reviewers 

criticized the uneventful story in which a thin narrative thread weaves together a series of super-

villain battles but adds little to the mythology.95  

In contrast to the overwhelming demands of Enter the Matrix, the Amazing Spider-Man 

tie-ins’ low level in their franchise’s textual hierarchy renders their narratives canonically 

inconsequential in the sense that the narrative information they add (what developer Neil Young, 

has called “additive comprehension”) ultimately is erased.96 Taken together, these games 

underscore that transmedia, like retro licenses, does not necessarily resolve the issues inherent to 

tie-ins.97 Furthermore, neither Amazing Spider-Man game reached the same level of commercial 

success as Enter the Matrix. Whereas the latter sold over five million copies in just its first year 

of release, The Amazing Spider-Man and its sequel have lifetime sales of 2.2 million and 1.43 

million, respectively.98 As these figures suggest, home consoles have become less viable 

platforms for tie-ins. 
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THE FOUNDING OF WARNER BROS. INTERACTIVE ENTERTAINMENT 

 Although the market for media-licensed video games has presented challenges to 

Hollywood, WBIE has remained standing due to strategies taken in its early years. During the 

2004-2007 tenure of Senior Vice President and General Manager Jason Hall, WBIE established a 

startup mentality. Like Atari before its sale to WCI (see Chapter 1), Hall promoted a casual work 

environment (e.g., not enforcing a formal dress code). This, along with gradually entering into 

the games industry (through licensing, publishing, and then development), helped WBIE 

function more like, as he puts it, “a startup within a company.”99 With this startup sensibility, 

WBIE could more quickly adjust to video game industry trends. This complemented the Warner 

conglomerate’s tradition—as discussed in the previous two chapters—of “siloing” its different 

divisions to provide greater “flexibility” against market volatility.100 At the same time that WBIE 

worked to cultivate a startup approach, it also worked to reverse the tendency for film and video 

game convergence to create failures like poorly received tie-ins. To achieve more successful 

convergence, the division tried to overcome a hierarchy of old-versus-new-media that, as I chart 

throughout this project, has characterized the industrial relationship between film and video 

games since the emergence of their convergence. 

According to various sources, the history of WBIE began in 2004, after rival studios had 

reduced their games industry involvement. On January 14 of that year, a press release 

announced, “Warner Bros. Entertainment has created Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment 

Inc. (WBIE) and has named Jason Hall to head its operations as Senior Vice President, Warner 
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Bros. Interactive Entertainment.”101 In its write-up of the press release, The Hollywood Reporter 

described WBIE as “a new division dedicated to harnessing all of the studio's resources to 

develop products encompassing all aspects of interactive gaming.”102 Hall says, “I came in and 

created what’s known as Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment. … Prior to my arrival, there 

was no Warner Interactive. There was just Consumer Products, which had licensed out some 

titles.”103 The current WBIE page on WarnerBros.com also lists the division as being founded in 

January 2004.104 A 2005 profile on Hall in The New York Times even omits WCI and Time 

Warner’s stake in Atari Games that continued into 1996: “Warner Brothers ... last year decided 

to re-enter the video game business for the first time since a much-publicized debacle with Atari 

20 years ago.”105 Other sources, however, including the publicly edited Wikipedia entry for 

WBIE, note that it formed on June 23, 1993.106 This discrepancy can be interpreted in two ways. 

On the one hand, Hall and the WBIE website remind us that, prior to January 2004, the 

group had a different corporate identity. Back in 1995, Time Warner had set up WBIE as part of 

Consumer Products, which itself had opened two years earlier.107 With TWI developing original 

gaming IP at the time, WBIE focused on promotional initiatives in new media like CD-ROM, 
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websites, and “interactive TV.”108 WBIE also managed the licensing of Warner Bros. brands into 

video games and partnered with Acclaim Entertainment to co-publish a selection of tie-in games, 

with Acclaim handling distribution.109 A 2003 press release announcing the co-published (with 

EA) tie-in to Looney Tunes: Back in Action (Joe Dante, 2003), however, does not acknowledge 

these past co-publishing efforts: “The partnership marks the first time Warner Bros. Consumer 

Products has partnered to co-publish a video game title.”110 To form the “new interactive group,” 

according to Hall, Warner Bros. “carved various parts of other divisions out,” including 

Consumer Products and Corporate Strategic Business Planning.111 As he sees it, the past and 

present WBIE are distinct. 

From this perspective, the 2004 formation of WBIE represents a significant step in the 

industrial convergence of film and video games. As Ben Fritz noted in Variety a year later, the 

establishment of WBIE meant that Warner Bros. became the first studio to maintain an in-house 

video game division. In contrast, other media conglomerates had traditionally kept their video 

game divisions separate from their film studios and even used different names to distinguish 

between them (e.g., Atari/Warner Bros. and Sony Imagesoft/Columbia Pictures). Fritz explains 

that conglomerates used this branding scheme under the philosophy that video games and films, 

as distinct businesses, should be kept separate within the corporate structure. Along with the 
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positioning of games as licensed merchandise for films, separation helped cultivate a hierarchy 

and sense of difference among film and video game industry stakeholders that has continued to 

this day. Hall has said, however, that integrating film and gaming operations can benefit media 

conglomerates: “In my opinion it’s in a studio’s best interest to have a stake in the videogame 

[sic] business beyond simply licensing because their properties need to be regarded as 

premium.”112 Because its corporate placement transitioned from Consumer Products to the 

Warner Bros. studio, WBIE arguably did break from its past in 2004.  

On the other hand, claiming that WBIE did not begin until 2004 could be interpreted as 

historical revisionism. Referring specifically to developers, Jesper Juul reminds us of the 

hagiographic tendency for games industry stakeholders to “present a version of video game 

history that emphasizes their originality.”113 More broadly, as Dominic Arsenault has argued, the 

games business has defined itself not so much according to technological determinism (i.e., the 

idea that developments in technology determine the future) as much as “according to a number 

of historical centers determined from market success.” He points to how the Atari 2600, due to 

its market dominance, has come to represent early video games, despite the contemporary 

existence of more advanced hardware like the Mattel Intellivision.114 David S. Heineman has 

discussed the “industry histories” that game companies endorse, such as publications like 

Nintendo’s The Legend of Zelda: Hyrule Historia—which “highlights ‘positives’ … and ignores 

or de-emphasizes comparative ‘negatives.’”115 As Matthew Thomas Payne has analyzed, 
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companies also use software compilations (e.g., Nintendo’s “Classic Edition” microconsoles) to 

canonize favored texts.116 Designating January 2004 as the foundation of WBIE reinforces its 

image as a startup within a Hollywood conglomerate and speaks to the video game industry’s 

historicization tendencies.  

It also reflects a broader sense of ahistoricism at Warner. Similar to Jennifer Holt’s 

observations during her work on behalf of the Connected Viewing Initiative, a number of my 

interviewees expressed a form of corporate ahistoricism.117 One employee said that they consider 

WBIE to be “pretty young” and specified, “I believe we’ve only been around for a decade … 

around 2004.” WBIE likely has preferred to disregard its history because its recent commercial 

and critical achievements sharply contrast the negative reputation of early co-published titles like 

Batman Forever (Acclaim, 1995) and Space Jam (Acclaim, 1996).118 This supports the findings 

of Eva Novrup Redvall, who, in interviews with creative workers on contemporary Danish TV 

dramas, observed that respondents more willingly discussed projects they regarded as 

successful.119 This tendency among creative workers also extends to other sectors of the media 

industry apparatus. Trade publication Variety, for instance, has distinguished between WBIE’s 

past and present: “Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment launched in 1995 as a licensing arm—

and was basically an afterthought for the company. In 2004, however, Warner got a lot more 
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serious about vidgames [sic].”120 These “industrial historiographies” from WBIE employees and 

trade sources reflect a cultural activity. Because the work of historians involves the 

interpretation of past information, the telling of history from the perspective of media industry 

stakeholders—whether creative workers, trade publications, or a corporate entity—represents a 

form of cultural expression and personal sense-making (what sociologist Howard S. Becker has 

called “shop floor practice”).121 These expressions can, for instance, serve as a way to preserve a 

legacy, save face against perceived failure, or act as a form of gatekeeping. By not 

acknowledging WBIE’s predecessors, the industrial historiography touted by stakeholders 

suggests a desire to portray WBIE as having independently achieved success—as if it truly were 

a startup and not part of a conglomerate. 

After selling Atari Games in 1996, Time Warner had limited its video game industry 

efforts to WBIE’s licensing and occasional co-publishing. Not only had Atari Games struggled in 

the years since the 1984 Atari divestment, particularly in terms of synergy, but Time Warner no 

doubt observed the fates of rival studios’ interactive units. DreamWorks SKG, for instance, sold 

DreamWorks Interactive to EA in 2000—amid games industry consolidation and after failures in 

both tie-ins (e.g., the 1998 The Lost World: Jurassic Park [Steven Spielberg, 1997] spin-off 

Trespasser) and original titles (e.g., 1996’s The Neverhood).122 WBIE also likely avoided the 

expenses of in-house development because of company-wide budget cuts taken after several 
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Warner films underperformed (e.g., Father’s Day [Ivan Reitman, 1997] and The Avengers 

[Jeremiah S. Chechik, 1998]).123 

Furthermore, before 2004, Time Warner had focused on other new-media ventures, 

including a set of online initiatives. Concerned that increasing Internet availability throughout 

the 1990s posed a threat to the economics of traditional media, Time Inc. launched an online 

portal called Pathfinder before Time Warner Digital Media introduced a series of website 

“hubs.”124 Neither strategy could compete with the market power of AOL—an Internet service 

provider startup whose stock value doubled that of Time Warner.125 In January 2000, AOL and 

Time Warner merged, in a deal valued at $350 billion. At the time, AOL CEO and Chairman 

Steve Case boasted of the potential opportunities for “convergence” (i.e., synergy), such as Time 

Inc. magazines promoting AOL subscriptions and AOL promoting Warner Bros. films.126  

Despite the seemingly equal potential for synergies, the terms of the deal would set the 

stage for conflict. Publicly framed as a merger, AOL actually purchased Time Warner and 

owned 55% of the resulting AOL Time Warner conglomerate.127 The reality—in which, as The 

Wall Street Journal put it, “[a] company that isn’t old enough to buy beer has essentially 

swallowed an ancien régime media conglomerate that took most of a century to construct”—
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created a culture clash between old and new media.128 Specifically, the discrepancy between spin 

and actual terms inspired resistance from the minority party. Alec Klein writes, “Time Warner 

executives, jockeying for positions in the new company, were holding on to [the] notion of 

equality for dear life.”129 Contemporary press reports added to the sense of inner-corporate 

conflict, hyperbolically presenting a dystopian perspective on convergence. Bloomberg, for 

example, predicted, “The digital will prevail over the analog, new media will grow faster than 

old, and the leaders of the Net economy will become the 21st century Establishment.”130 Despite 

such hyperbole about digital technology companies, the actual value of AOL plummeted soon 

after the merger and in tandem with the larger bursting of the “dot-com bubble.” As 

Hesmondhalgh explains, this extended from the development in the information technology and 

telecommunications sectors of “[a]n ‘asset price bubble,’ where the economic value attached to 

assets such as stocks, bonds, property and land systems outstrips the objective worth of those 

assets.”131 Because of its overvalued stock price, AOL brought economic harm to the only 

recently formed AOL Time Warner. This also would affect the dynamic between the merged 

partners, with the old-media Time Warner gaining the financial and cultural upper-hand.  

Within the conglomerate, due in part to growing skepticism about the New Economy, the 

workers at AOL struggled to integrate with the more traditional culture of Time Warner.132 For 

example, instituting AOL as the company email service proved a failure; Nina Munk describes,  
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Over the course of six months, starting in May 2001, Time Warner employees switched 
over to AOL’s e-mail [sic]. Chaos ensued. Originally designed for consumers, AOL e-
mail flopped as a corporate tool. It couldn’t handle large attachments, it crashed, it 
randomly locked out users, it kept losing messages, it automatically erased e-mails after 
seven days.133  

 
Clashes also erupted over AOL’s attempts to manage advertising and product placement across 

magazines and films.134  

In one 2002 meeting, Time Warner’s Jeff Bewkes interrupted Case’s proselytizing about 

the benefits of AOL’s convergence opportunities, and called the idea of synergy “bullshit.”135 

Despite the synergy opportunities that the merger provided, Warner Bros. had continued to 

operate independently from its corporate siblings. For Harry Potter and the Chamber of Secrets 

(Chris Columbus, 2002), the studio pursued promotional opportunities both internally (e.g., an 

AOL website) and externally (e.g., selling the broadcast rights to ABC).136 By 2002, as The New 

York Times reported, synergy “[had] recently become a dirty word among investors, evocative of 

the excessive prices, unfulfilled promises and clashing personalities that have confounded many 

recent media mergers.”137 According to former Time Warner President Richard Parsons, the 
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tension throughout the conglomerate created an environment in which “the old media and new 

media culture … were like different species … that were inherently at war.”138 

This recalls the culture clashes between WCI and Atari, and later Time Inc. (discussed in 

Chapters 1 and 2). With Time Warner’s divisions continuing to outperform AOL’s, AOL Time 

Warner in 2003 reverted its masthead to “Time Warner.” For W. Lance Bennett, this “signal[ed] 

the failure of this record merger to deliver its promised convergence of content and media 

platforms.”139 Six years later, Time Warner completed its divestment of AOL.140 Just as WCI 

had amid Atari’s early 1980s freefall, AOL’s own prompted Time Warner throughout the 2000s 

and 2010s to consolidate to its core entertainment assets, including spinning off Time Warner 

Cable in 2009 and the Time Inc. magazine unit in 2014.141 In addition to these examples of failed 

convergence, the 2008 financial crisis—as Dal Yong Jin has examined—lowered stock prices 

across industries and led conglomerates to sell off underperforming businesses.142 In 2009, 

Variety’s Cynthia Littleton, framed the AOL Time Warner deal “as the worst corporate marriage 

history” and as having set the tone of the 2000s as a decade “driven largely by the upheaval 

wrought by the explosion of digital media.”143 Despite producing some innovations (e.g., the 

early studio-based streaming video on-demand service In2TV), the AOL Time Warner merger 

stands with News Corp.’s ill-fated ownership of social network site MySpace as a failure to bring 
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Hollywood into the online era prior to the present moment in which tech-media hybrids (e.g., the 

“FAANG” group of Facebook, Apple, Amazon, Netflix, and Google) are reshaping the 

American film and TV industries (see the Conclusion).144 In particular, the failure of the AOL 

Time Warner merger not only likely encouraged a lack of games industry involvement until 

2004, but it also demonstrates the legacy of failed convergence at Warner Bros. and its 

conglomerate owners by entering a new-media market too soon. 

 Time Warner had several reasons for once again taking an active role in video games. 

Hall explains that the industry’s “double-digit growth year-on-year” influenced Warner to 

diversify beyond licensing. By 2004, as Randy Nichols points out, games revenues had 

continued to outpace those of the film business.145 Media industry trades at the time expectedly 

framed this relationship as one of conflict, with Variety’s Marc Graser and David Bloom in 2003 

writing, “The vidgame biz [sic] is no longer performing under Hollywood's radar, but is 

becoming a billion-dollar venture commanding respect.”146 For Time Warner, the higher profit 

potential of in-house game production would bolster earnings and encourage cross-promotion 

amid box-office volatility and mounting debt from AOL.147 Distribution represented an 

especially lucrative part of the production cycle; as Kevin Tsujihara (then President of Warner 

Bros. Home Entertainment and overseer of WBIE) reflected in 2011, Warner Bros.’s existing 
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DVD distribution network “could add games at little cost.”148 Video games, in fact, joined DVDs 

and TV syndication as ancillary markets intended to compensate for company-wide 

consolidation taken in response to AOL’s losses (e.g., the 2001 closure of the Warner Bros. 

Studio Store retail chain and the 2004 sale of Warner Music Group).149 While the DVD market 

would decline by the end of the decade, WBIE helped Time Warner reach younger audiences, 

particularly males aged eighteen-to-thirty-four.150 Additionally, the conglomerate sought greater 

oversight of the extension of its brands into video games. For Tsujihara, the established 

distribution operation and stable of IP meant that Warner “already had competitive advantages” 

but lacked “the ability to make games.”151  

To increase its chances of success, Time Warner hired video game industry veteran Jason 

Hall as the head of WBIE. Before co-founding developer Monolith Productions, he had worked 

at Edmark and Brøderbund Software. Hall says, “Prior to that, I was in the hacking, freaking 

community, and all that, and pirating, so I had acquired a lot of skills (in) programming.”152 

Without an MBA but with this self-taught programming background, Hall resembles Atari’s 

founding engineers-turned-executives and therefore stands in contrast to their formally trained 

successors from outside the games industry (e.g., Ray Kassar and James J. Morgan).  
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WBIE’s decision to hire a gaming insider reflected what contemporary press reports 

described as an increasing respect for video games throughout Hollywood due to more 

filmmakers and executives in the 2000s having grown up as avid players.153 In 2004, Hall told 

Game Informer that his position signaled Warner’s intent to position itself “as a fellow game 

company.”154 Speaking with IGN that year, he asserted his own legitimacy: “I just want you to 

know that there's a real gamer sitting at the top of the food chain.”155 These statements to the 

video game press framed Time Warner’s approach to WBIE as more “authentic” than past 

attempts of Hollywood games industry involvement, such as WCI’s management of Atari. 

Referring to his hiring as an “experiment,” Hall says that Warner’s historical tendency to “hire 

an executive from within or from some other industry … just never worked.” With WBIE 

previously under the purview of Warner Bros. Consumer Products, “a video game,” in his words, 

“was like a T-shirt.”156 Although WBIE had, as Variety noted, “its own production budget” and 

although Hall had “the authority to greenlight games,” he did so “in [consultation] with” 

Tsujihara and Dan Romanelli, President of Warner Bros. Worldwide Consumer Products.157 

Nonetheless, gaming media enthusiastically responded to his appointment; for instance, 

regarding Hall’s description of himself as “a real gamer,” Kaiser Hwang of IGN wrote, “Amen to 
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that.”158 With Hall, Warner’s convergence between film and video games no longer rested with 

an executive unfamiliar with the differences between these media and their industries. 

Once at WBIE, Hall helped launch policies that would set it on a path to long-term 

viability, albeit at the expense of some licensed collaborators. At first, WBIE focused on co-

publishing and licensing. In this role, it sought out external developers and publishers for 

licensed projects, oversaw development, and managed distribution.159 While it would take time 

for WBIE to bring these production cycles in-house, the Warner Bros. Games subsidiary 

launched alongside WBIE to internally develop, publish, and distribute.160 Hall explains that 

moving into development had to happen gradually because Warner Bros. had been dependent on 

licensing for so long. This process involved three steps: improving the quality of licensed games, 

creating in-house products, and moving from co-publishing to publishing on its own.161 Doing so 

enabled WBIE to join other video game companies that vertically integrated stages of production 

to minimize risk and maximize revenue.162 

By improving the quality of its licensed games, WBIE could quickly and inexpensively 

demonstrate its credibility to Time Warner, the larger entertainment industry, and the gaming 

community. Hall aimed to change the perception of licensed games by changing the relationship 

between licensors and vendors. To remedy the stigma of licensed titles, WBIE, starting in May 

2004, instituted a policy that would hold external companies accountable.  
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In the event that one of their games failed to meet a threshold of 70% on review 

aggregator websites like GameRankings and Metacritic, licensees would be charged a higher 

royalty rate and need “to sit down” with WBIE “and talk about what went wrong.”163 Speaking 

with The Hollywood Reporter at the time, Hall warned, “The game industry has had its time to 

exploit movie studios all day long and to get away with producing inferior products. But, with 

Warner Bros., no more.”164 Tsujihara supported the idea, noting that the provision would protect 

the quality of Warner IP: “We don’t want to have our movies and television shows hurt by bad 

games.”165 Hall told me that his background in the games business gave him an insider’s 

perspective on how licensees tended to treat media-based games: “Coming from the video game 

industry, I knew how video game creators viewed studios and their properties. Basically, they 

viewed studios as pretty much incompetent when it comes to video game creation, and they saw 

the properties of the studios as marketing vehicles that they could capitalize on.”166 EA, for 

instance, had published tie-ins for Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone (Chris Columbus, 

2001) and Catwoman (Pitof, 2004) that received Metascores of 56% and 46%, respectively, 

whereas EA’s licensed sports titles at the time tended to score 90% or higher.167 As Hall tells it, 

vendors believed that a license carried brand awareness and a guarantee of at least some sales, so 

less effort would go into development. While the licensee might benefit from sales of the game, 
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the lack of development care would result in a poorly received product that would, in turn, 

devalue Warner Bros. and its IP.168 Michael Z. Newman and Elana Levine have analyzed how, in 

media industry terms, legitimization “always works by selection and exclusion.”169 From this 

perspective, Hall’s licensing penalty excluded opportunistic licensing efforts and helped 

legitimize Warner’s games industry position in the process. 

Drawing upon the general perception among gamers of licensed products as opportunistic 

cash-ins, Hall and Tsujihara’s statements provided at the time of announcing the royalty policy 

worked to justify its terms. John Thornton Caldwell has argued that the concept of “free” labor 

within the film and TV industries has perpetuated due to, among other factors, an economic and 

creative rationalization of what he calls “stress aesthetics.” That is, artists and executives tend to 

justify “precarious” creative labor based on “claims that stressed conditions are artistically 

exceptional.”170 We can see a similar logic at work in WBIE’s efforts to improve the reputation 

of Warner’s video game presence by penalizing licensees for products that failed to reach a 

certain aggregate review score. 

The royalty policy set precedents for not just WBIE but also the wider video game 

industry. Significantly, it attempted to reconcile the media IP owner-licensee relationship that—
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as the example of E.T. in the previous chapter demonstrates—tended to create cases of failed 

convergence. Reconciliation, Hall explained, would involve serving as an intermediary between 

film and game teams to ensure textual authenticity and “start[ing] work on the game much earlier 

in the process” to deliver complementary release dates.171 He admitted, though, “If Warner Bros. 

didn't deliver the script in time, then the royalty penalty won't be implemented.” After six months 

on the job, Hall described how the relationship already had begun to change: “We’re 

participating in theatrical production meetings, animation production meetings and TV meetings. 

… We're talking about doing things that have never been done before.”172 According to Hall and 

contemporary press reports, this partnership took substantial effort to cultivate.  

Attempts at fostering collaboration between Hall and more traditionally minded 

stakeholders ran up against Warner’s legacy of inner-corporate competition. He recalls, “There 

was a lot of learning to be done on both my side and on the Hollywood side to interface with 

each other because culturally they’re very different.”173 Hall identifies himself as a member of 

the video game industry and frames its culture as distinct from that of Hollywood. In a 2005 

profile, Laura M. Holson of The New York Times portrayed Hall as an outsider within Time 

Warner, noting that “Mr. Hall's sensibilities are offbeat compared to Warner Brothers' buttoned-

down corporate culture.”174 Ironically, this description contrasts a 1981 Washington Post article 

(referenced in Chapter 1) in which the author portrays replacement Atari CEO Ray Kassar as 

someone who “dresses impeccably and has a reputation as a disciplinarian” and as therefore “an 
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unusual figure at Warner’s, which prides itself on informality and loose organizational 

structure.”175 Whereas the press saw Kassar as more formal than the rest of Warner, it saw Hall 

as the opposite. When I interviewed Hall, he emphasized, “I didn't wear a suit. Ever.”176 

Speaking with Holson, he said, “Look, I’m just a guy. … I’m not Captain Business.” Identifying 

as someone from outside the corporate system of a Hollywood conglomerate emphasized his 

self-taught roots and video game community membership and therefore helped legitimize the 

licensing policy. 

Once part of a studio interactive division, Hall had to adjust his independent sensibilities. 

Holson writes, “Mr. Hall used to be freely accessible to writers, fans and fellow gamers. Now, in 

one major cultural shift, studio executives say Mr. Hall is rarely allowed to talk to outsiders 

unless he is monitored by a publicist.”177 Whereas Atari’s casual, Silicon Valley style struggled 

to integrate with the more traditional WCI, video games by the 2000s had become a viable 

enough business that Hall could effectively manage cultural clashes that might arise. Holson 

describes how Hall leveraged his outsider status and counter-cultural perspective to navigate the 

tasks of his potentially divergent position because he could bring “a seat-of-the-pants 

entrepreneurial flair and a management styled learned at the local multiplex, not business 

school.”178 Compared to Kassar, Hall appealed to Time Warner precisely because of his games 

industry expertise and not because of any formal management training. As Tsujihara disclosed, 

“We did not bring him in because he knows a debit or a credit or he can do an acquisition of a 
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game company. … We can do that. We need creativity. We need to make better games.”179 To 

make better games, Hall drew on his industry expertise—including an understanding of the 

significance gamers place in reviews—to inspire stronger licensed products.180 

By penalizing licensors, WBIE set a precedent for using aggregated review scores to 

determine industry practices. Immediate reactions to the policy were mixed. While filmmakers 

approved that games based on their content would receive more respect, Hall explains that 

“different parts of [Time Warner] had different reactions.” Some departments expressed concern 

that they would lose licensing revenues since the strict terms might discourage licensing deals; 

he countered that any losses would be “a short-term thing.”181 Indeed, the policy incensed some 

licensees. Finding the terms draconian, Atari President and CEO Bruno Bonnell told The 

Hollywood Reporter that he would “never, ever sign this sort of agreement, which effectively 

insults our business.” As Bonnell pointed out, Atari’s 2003 title Enter the Matrix had “sold $250 

million worldwide” even without achieving a 70% Metascore.182 Hall, though, claimed, “[S]ales 

don’t equal quality.”183 Based on his industry experience, he believes that the provision 

aggravated but did not surprise licensees.184 Ultimately, Hall says that he intended it as a “signal 
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to the industry that Warner Bros. cares about quality.”185 Although the policy helped protect the 

value of Warner’s IP, licensing agreements already tend to favor the licensor. As Robert Alan 

Brookey argues, “Regardless of how a licensed product actually sells, the licensor still collects a 

royalty guarantee (from the vendor), and often a portion of this guarantee must be paid in 

advance when licensing contracts are signed.”186 Therefore, it is the licensee, and not the 

licensor, who bears the risk. 

As it has become a more common practice, tying royalties to review scores has continued 

to meet resistance from members of the video game industry. Back when WBIE announced the 

penalty in 2004, journalists feared that it could discourage developers from taking risks by 

focusing on concepts similar to previous high-ranking games.187 Furthermore, Rob Fahey of 

GamesIndustry.biz criticized Hall’s policy because  

videogame [sic] reviews aren't always as objective as they should be. The practice of PR 
and marketing teams “buying” reviews with exclusive covers and advertising deals for 
magazines continues to influence review scores massively, while others would argue that 
many reviewers working for large websites and magazines are simply uninformed or 
unprofessional.188  

 
Although a 2007 story in The Wall Street Journal said that “[a] spokeswoman for Warner says 

it's too early to determine how much the studio's policy is affecting overall game quality,” the 

                                                                                                                                                       
guys do this internally.’ They knew. It wasn’t like there was an enormous argument against it. It’s just that 
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policy—as the first of its kind—did influence how publishers have perceived the value of 

reviews for their software.189  

 Reviewers and developers, in fact, have long had a contentious relationship. As Ken S. 

McAllister summarizes in Game Work: Language, Power, and Computer Game Culture (2004), 

the 2001 Electronic Entertainment Exposition (E3) featured a roundtable discussion between 

these groups. Panel participants debated the merits of reviewers using cheat codes and shortcuts 

in order to meet deadlines, a practice with which developers took issue.190 By 2007, several game 

companies (e.g., Activision and Take-Two Interactive) had instituted standards similar to 

WBIE’s.191 For developers and critics, these prompted anxiety. In 2008, former GameSpot 

editorial director Jeff Gerstmann claimed he had received emails since 2004 in which developers 

said, “I don’t think you realize what you're doing to me with this review.” Because his reviews 

had disqualified some designers from receiving bonuses, Gerstmann admitted, “That's something 

that really troubles me… When I'm sitting down to write a review I'm never setting out to think: 

‘I am taking food off this guy's [sic] table.’”192 One year before Gerstmann made these 

statements, GameSpot had fired him for reviewing Kane & Lynch: Dead Men (Eidos Interactive, 

2007) as a “6/10” after the game’s publisher had paid “hundreds of thousands of dollars” to 
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advertise on the site.193 Publishers continue to try controlling critics, whether through preview 

events, review embargoes, or encouraging consumers to pre-order games.194  

Today, software updates mean that a game might change drastically throughout its 

market lifespan (e.g., Halo: The Master Chief Collection [Microsoft Studios, 2014]) and that 

initial reviews do not necessarily reflect the version that a particular consumer will eventually 

play.195 Nonetheless, reviews remain important enough within gaming culture that, in 2016, fans 

threatened a critic who posted a dissenting Uncharted 4: A Thief’s End (Sony Computer 

Entertainment, 2016) review to Metacritic; that same year, developer Digital Homicide sued 

critic Jim Sterling for negatively reviewing their products, accusing him of “assault, libel, and 

slander.”196 These controversies that have ensued in the wake of WBIE’s 2004 policy underscore 

the power that publishers wield as industrial gatekeepers. While influencing the contemporary 
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problematic perception of game reviews, it set a more positive precedent for quality control 

within WBIE. 

The examples of 2003’s Batman: Dark Tomorrow and 2005’s Batman Begins 

demonstrate how Hall’s management informed the production and reception of Warner-licensed 

games. While Warner Bros. attempted to reinvigorate the Batman film franchise after Batman & 

Robin (Joel Schumacher, 1997) performed below expectations at the global box office,197 Time 

Warner—and then AOL Time Warner—employed a dual licensing strategy to maintain 

Batman’s gaming presence leading up to the eventual film reboot Batman Begins (Christopher 

Nolan, 2005). This marked a return to the comic book-and-film merchandising strategy WCI had 

used for Superman: The Movie and Batman—as described in Chapter 1.198 Following the release 

of Acclaim’s 1998 Batman & Robin tie-in, Warner Bros. partnered with publishers on games set 

in the “DC Animated Universe” (e.g., Batman: Vengeance [Ubisoft, 2001]) while DC Comics 

separately licensed out development for comic-based games, including the multiplatform Dark 

Tomorrow.199 The project joined other DC-licensed titles like Superman: The Man of Steel 

(Atari, 2002) and Aquaman: Battle for Atlantis (TDK Interactive, 2003) in innovatively 

presenting a unique interpretation of their respective character that did not adapt an existing film, 
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animated series, or comic book arc. Leading up to its release, Dark Tomorrow received a warm 

reception from the press when its publisher Kemco showcased a non-playable demo at the 2001 

E3 and announced that the game would feature an orchestral soundtrack and a script from 

veteran DC Comics writer Scott Peterson and Final Fantasy video game franchise 

(Square/Square Enix, 1987-Present) writer Kenji Terada.200  

Despite its potential, the game experienced a problematic and protracted development. 

Kemco had said that Dark Tomorrow would follow an open-world format, with Batman able to 

freely explore Gotham City in vehicles like the Batmobile and Batplane. The finished product, 

however, features strictly linear gameplay and no vehicle segments aside from a hang-glider 

sequence. Additionally, the game lacks camera controls and instead features fixed camera angles, 

which the developer likely implemented as a time-saving measure. The changing perspective that 

occurs with each new screen creates a disconnect between the direction the player’s thumb 

moves and that of the on-screen avatar. With players continually needing to reorient themselves, 

the fixed camera—coupled with unresponsive controls—makes narrative progression difficult.  

All of this supports M.J. Clarke’s theory that tie-ins tend to bear the marks of their 

production context.201 After announcing Dark Tomorrow as an exclusive for Nintendo’s 

GameCube console, Kemco expanded development to Microsoft’s Xbox. Once Microsoft 

became involved, it demanded changes to the story and gameplay. This delayed the development 

process, with Peterson providing rewrites and developer Hot Gen needing to make compromises 

in the game’s presentation and gameplay due to demands from a growing list of stakeholders. 
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Ultimately, by the time it released in March 2003, Dark Tomorrow had spent four years in 

development.202 Critics found that the game failed to live up to its hype. Game Informer assigned 

Dark Tomorrow a 0.75 out of 10, criticizing its gameplay as “incomprehensible and littered with 

bugs,” while IGN’s 2.2-out-of-10 review concluded, “This game is crap.”203 

If Batman: Dark Tomorrow—with its 29% Metascore—demonstrates the troubled 

production of a licensed title from before Hall’s tenure, then Batman Begins suggests how his 

management helped improve the presentation of Warner’s IP in video games. In other words, 

Dark Tomorrow represents the risks inherent in a less hands-on licensing strategy. Although 

Begins did not fall under the terms of the licensing royalty policy, Hall worked to support tighter 

synergy by liaising between Warner Bros., developer Eurocom, and publisher EA so that Batman 

Begins could authentically adapt its source film.204 Hall’s efforts continued a trend in which film 

teams shared assets with tie-in developers. Kristin Thompson has claimed that 2003’s Enter the 

Matrix “set a new level for filmmaker involvement” while EA’s games based on the Lord of the 

Rings trilogy (Peter Jackson, 2001-2003) “demonstrated how extensive the use of film assets 

could be” and “offer a leap forward for game-film convergence.”205 With Begins, the game 

follows the film’s plot—which traces the origins of its title character; however, Game Informer 

explained in a preview story, “[T]he development team realizes that just having players work 
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through the movie script doesn’t take advantage of the fact that video games are a different 

medium than film.”206 The game’s lead producer Reid Schneider pointed out, “With the game, 

we have the opportunity to go well beyond the movie experience to let players explore the iconic 

locations of Gotham City. For example, if Arkham Asylum is featured in the film for 15 minutes, 

we may have the game experience last for two to three hours there.”207 In other words, the 

developers modeled Begins after games like Spider-Man (Activision, 2002) that include extra-

diegetic elements and therefore function as both a direct adaptation and transmedia companion 

piece.  

The ability for players to explore hitherto unseen narrative and spatial elements suggested 

that the relationship between film and video games had improved on a textual, if not entirely 

industrial, level. For Andreas Rauscher, this ability creates a context in which “[t]he mise-en-

scène is transformed into a narrative, performative, or ludically designed ‘mise en game.’” He 

argues that “[t]his emancipation of the games from their cinematic references” suggests “an 

appreciation of the particular strengths of both media.”208 In practice, however, the extent of 

film-game stakeholder collaboration remained rather limited; according to designer Neil Young, 

with film-based games, “You interface exclusively with the licensing arm of the distributor—the 

movie studio. Maybe you get a script. You might get some photos from the set. If you’re lucky 

you might get a cuddly toy or a cup. If you’re really lucky, you might get a visit to the set.”209 
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Hoping to improve these relations, Hall ran up against the challenges of converging film and 

video game production. 

One challenge involved facilitating access to film designs. In 2004, Variety reported that 

production leaks on the Batman Begins film continued despite “[a] shroud of secrecy (that) has 

surrounded the new pic [sic] since it was unveiled last year.” With plot and visual details 

appearing online, Variety said that “[t]he last thing Warners wants is a repeat of the early 

negative buzz that erupted on the Internet after Ain’t It Cool News posted its scathing review of 

an early test screening of ‘Batman & Robin,’ which the studio said could have hurt the film’s 

[box office] performance.”210 To discourage further leaks, Warner Bros. tightly controlled access 

to the film’s material, even with WBIE providing in-house management for the licensed video 

game tie-in from developer Eurocom and publisher EA.  

Promotional materials for the game belied the actual challenges of authentically adapting 

the film in time for a day-and-date June 2005 release. In a 2004 statement to The Hollywood 

Reporter, Hall professed, “We've made sure EA has had access to all the resources they need 

from the movie to accurately re-create the environments from the film and give the game world 

continuity with the film.”211 Schneider similarly stated during development, “Warner Bros. has 

been a great partner in getting us access to the script, cast, and film production. Their work has 

enabled us to make the game better and more true to Christopher Nolan's vision. The filmmakers 

have also been a great resource for us. We work with them regularly on our content.”212 In a 

series of “making-of” videos featured on the game disc, the film’s producers Emma Thomas and 
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Charles Roven mention that they spent “many hours” with the developers, “with them coming to 

visit us” and receiving “access to every department head.”213 In the same videos, WBIE senior 

producer Gary Sheinwald likewise claims that the film team “gave us total access to the sets, to 

every aspect of the production that we could ever imagine.”214 In contrast to the hyperbole in 

these promotional pieces, the developers struggled with the game’s direct adaptation.  

While DC provided Batman comics writer and editor Dennis O’Neil as a writing 

consultant alongside Eurocom’s scriptwriter JT Petty, receiving film assets proved more 

challenging.215 Hall recalls that, during development, “[W]e needed to get on the set of Batman 

Begins, (but) the Theatrical group was, like, ‘Piss off!’” He says that he had to explain “the 

value” of video game collaboration to Warner Bros. and told them, “[W]e need to see the sets so 

we can make the game!”216 From this perspective, the player’s ability to explore spaces not 

featured in the film (e.g., one level takes place underneath Arkham Asylum) could have been a 

strategy on the part of Eurocom to compensate for a lack of access to film sets. Furthermore, a 

report from The New York Times mentions that “getting a 30-second film clip of the Batmobile 

from nervous studio executives … took [Hall] months.”217 Likely because of this limited access 

to film materials, Game Informer wrote in its December 2004 cover-page preview that Eurocom 

“isn’t ready to talk specific about … the Dark Knight’s most revered toy—the Batmobile.” As 
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the magazine pointed out, however, Warner Bros. had already publicly unveiled the Batmobile, 

back in March.218 This suggests that the developers were not ready to preview any gameplay 

featuring the Batmobile because their lack of access had delayed these levels’ development.219 

The issues that befell Begins, despite facilitation from Hall and WBIE, validates Derek 

Johnson’s observation that the same constraints associated with third-party licensing can occur 

with the sharing of an IP inside the same conglomerate structure.220 

Still, the game represents a highly authentic adaptation. Achieving this authenticity meant 

not only securing access to cinematic materials but also adapting a film in which the title 

superhero does not appear for over an hour. To address this structural issue, the developers took 

a nonlinear approach. Instead of following the film’s opening of Bruce Wayne (Christian Bale) 

training in the Himalayas, the game begins with a scene from the middle—in which Wayne, as 

Batman, encounters the Scarecrow (Cillian Murphy) in the Narrows section of Gotham City—

and then flashes back to the Himalayan training before returning to the Scarecrow sequence 

halfway through the game. As Schneider told Game Informer, “We know that when people bring 

home this game and pop it in, they just want to be Batman.”221 At a time when tie-ins like Enter 

the Matrix and The Chronicles of Riddick: Escape from Butcher Bay (Vivendi Universal Games, 

2004) had already begun moving in the direction of transmedia storytelling, critics found the 
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direct adaptation approach of Begins too restrictive. Ivan Sulic and Ed Lewis point this out in 

their IGN review; Sulic “felt that during the course of Batman Begins [he] was being funneled 

through a painfully linear quest,” and Lewis refers to “the game’s highly scripted nature.” Still, 

they describe the game as “very well produced.”222  

The game does feature notable production values, with an appropriately atmospheric 

mise-en-scène and voice-overs from the film’s main cast.223 When the actors were announced in 

February 2005, The Hollywood Reporter referred to their participation as an “unprecedented 

crossover.”224 So many cast members appearing in a tie-in was a recent phenomenon, especially 

providing both their voice and likeness;225 previously, the 1984 Laserdisc-based tie-in to Firefox 

(Clint Eastwood, 1982) featured dialogue from Clint Eastwood, but a company memo shows that 

Warner Bros. had prohibited Atari from “[using] any shots which are character identifiable 

[sic].”226 Whereas Atari had lacked the rights to actor likenesses for Firefox (despite the game’s 

basis on a Warner Bros. film), Begins managed to feature much of its film’s cast and, in the 

process, took a significant step toward film and video game convergence (see Figure 32). 
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Figure 32: With its high production values, Batman Begins (Electronic Arts, 2005) works to 

faithfully adapt the film of the same name (composite by the author).227 
 

To meet the game’s day-and-date release, however, Eurocom needed to create within 

several restrictions. The project’s schedule, according to Schneider, meant that the developers 

felt “some pressure” despite beginning their work six months before the film’s March 2004 start 

of production.228 During this early stage, he says, “[a]ll we had access to were the script and 

production design/notes.” While these “were really useful from a story and design perspective,” 
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Schneider explains that “we still had no idea how the character was going to move, fight, and 

interact with his environment.”229 To overcome this challenge, the developers based the 

gameplay of Batman Begins on prior gaming hits. As Jonathan Gray has observed (and as 

discussed in previous chapters), tie-in developers tend to adopt proven gameplay elements to 

mitigate risk and to conserve resources in light of scheduling and budgetary constraints.230 

One development team handled each of the game’s two level types: stealth-action as 

Batman/Bruce Wayne and driving sequences featuring the Batmobile. For the stealth sections in 

which Batman stalks and interrogates suspects, Eurocom turned to Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell 

(Ubisoft, 2002) and Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell: Pandora Tomorrow (Ubisoft, 2004), several of 

whose artists—including writer JT Petty—contributed to Batman Begins.231 As Game Informer 

describes, Ubisoft’s games inspired the narrative and gameplay: “Plot and character 

developments (in Splinter Cell and Pandora Tomorrow) were both relayed through interactive 

cutscenes and dialogue between the agent and his cohorts hanging out at a secure location 

offsite” (see Figure 33). While Eurocom would remove the opportunity to interact with 

cutscenes, Begins similarly presents narrative details through dialogue overheard during 

gameplay (between Batman/Bruce Wayne and his butler Alfred Pennyworth, via headset). Petty 

explains that, to adapt Christopher Nolan and David S. Goyer’s “dense, twisty, and 

sophisticated” screenplay, he and the developers were “weaving as much of it as possible into the 
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actual gameplay.”232 Doing so helped reduce the amount of work needed to create cutscenes, as 

did the decision to include several minutes of video lifted from the film—which doubled as a 

marketing tool in advance of the film’s home video release.233 

 
Figure 33: Batman Begins (Electronic Arts, 2005), top, emulates the third-person stealth 

gameplay and presentation of expository and instructional dialogue via headsets from Tom 
Clancy’s Splinter Cell (Ubisoft, 2002), bottom.234  
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Meanwhile, employees from EA developer Criterion Games worked with Eurocom 

producer Neil Casini to create the Batmobile sequences. This involved drawing upon concepts 

from their collision-based racing game Burnout 3: Takedown (EA, 2004) (see Figure 34).  

 
Figure 34: The Batmobile sequences of Batman Begins (Electronic Arts, 2005), top, take 
inspiration from Burnout 3: Takedown (Electronic Arts, 2004), bottom (composite by the 

author).235 
 
This created its own challenges. Casini recalled in a 2014 interview,  

For the Batmobile sections, the brief (from EA) was to replicate Burnout [3: Takedown]; 
with the all the insane speed and takedowns. We were really up against it actually. 
Initially we thought just two sections would be quite easy but EA wanted each section to 
last about 10 minutes. On full boost, the Batmobile travelled about 200mph. So for a 
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section to last 10 minutes we had to build about 30 miles of track! All of a sudden we had 
a mountain to climb.236  
 

EA’s demands meant that the designers would not only need to create more track but also an 

extra level, given that the Batmobile appears in only scene from the film. On the one hand, the 

sequence proves narratively superfluous, as Batman searches for a stolen “microwave emitter” 

(the film’s McGuffin) but finds only a decoy. On the other hand, the level permits players control 

of the Batmobile early on in the narrative and, notably, compensated for Eurocom’s lack of 

access to film assets. Eurocom’s addition of this level and environments not shown in the film 

speaks to Johnson’s claim that licensees, needing to conform to a privileged text (the Batman 

Begins film, in this case), will develop compensatory adaptation strategies.237 

Ultimately, Batman Begins demonstrates how WBIE worked to repair the reputation of 

Warner-licensed video games. Part of this involved working within the restrictions of developing 

a day-and-date tie-in at a time when transmedia extensions and indirect adaptations were 

becoming the norm. As a sign of this change, Begins achieved lifetime sales of only 587,000 

units, whereas the transmedia Enter the Matrix had sold 2.5 million in just over a month.238 

Because Begins modeled itself after pre-existing concepts, including not just the narrative and 

gameplay techniques of Splinter Cell and Burnout but also its cinematic source material, the 

game avoided the missteps of the ambitious Batman: Dark Tomorrow.  
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With the licensing policy not taking effect until November 2006, the game’s 66% 

Metascore did not lead to lost royalties for EA.239 Then, its next Warner-licensed title, 2005’s 

Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire, also failed to meet the 70% threshold (at 68%) but also 

remained unaffected.240 This changed when EA released a tie-in to Superman Returns (Bryan 

Singer, 2006) in November 2006. To make up for the film’s lack of action, the game takes a 

quasi-transmedia, nonlinear approach by adapting the plot within a larger, eight-hour narrative in 

which Superman faces a new set of super-villains (e.g., Metallo and Bizarro). Whereas Eurocom 

met the deadline for Batman Begins through a risk-averse design, Superman Returns developer 

EA Tiburon pursued an ambitious open-world concept despite the team’s expertise in sports 

games like the long-running Madden NFL series (1988-Present). As one WBIE employee later 

told Polygon, “That’s like opening up a French restaurant and you’re like, ‘Oh my god, I got the 

best sushi chef!’” Development became problematic, with EA Tiburon having to adjust to an 

unfamiliar genre and satisfy the demands of Warner Bros., WBIE, DC Comics, and EA. 

Furthermore, the developers lacked access to the film’s screenplay because Warner Bros. 

guarded the production even more closely than it had for Batman Begins.241 This meant that 

Superman Returns missed a planned day-and-date June 2006 release and instead appeared in 

time for the film’s home video debut, at which point it scored only 51% on Metacritic and sold 

under 400,000 copies.242 As the first game to fall under the new licensing terms, EA needed to 
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surrender royalties. Aside from Harry Potter film adaptations that would continue until 2011, the 

publisher opted to no longer take on Warner licenses. 

At the same time that it worked to improved the licensing of Warner’s IP, WBIE also 

began moving into internal development. Hall emphasizes that, for Warner Bros., this 

represented “a different conversation” because of the upfront expenses involved with 

development and the possibility that the resulting in-house products might fail in the 

marketplace. To alleviate the studio’s apprehension, Hall “moved the studio through the 

psychology” and “economics behind” this second part of his plan.243 He has elsewhere said that 

handling games in-house “was a natural evolution for the studio” because it was already “in the 

content creation business.”244 When Hall joined, WBIE formed a Warner Bros. Games division 

to, according to a press statement, “focus on the creation, development, production and 

distribution of games.”245  

Creating games internally meant that WBIE would need to acquire developers. According 

to former WCI co-Chief Operating Officer Manny Gerard, Warner Bros. had considered buying 

into the games industry shortly before forming WBIE.246 In the early-to-mid-2000s, a number of 

conglomerates had considered purchasing publishers like Activision and EA, as both already had 

a number of media-licensing contracts and nearby headquarters.247 Having moved into 

investment banking, Gerard gave a presentation to Warner Bros. at which he suggested it either 
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acquire Electronic Arts, “or for less money, … buy three smaller companies,” namely Activision, 

Midway, and THQ.248 While Warner passed on these specific acquisitions, it did hire Hall and, 

simultaneously, acquire Monolith Productions, the development group he had co-founded. 

In 2005, WBIE released The Matrix Online as Monolith’s first title under the Warner 

Bros. Games label. Sega served as co-publisher because WBIE still lacked the ability to 

distribute its products.249 Handling distribution would add a complementary, and profitable, 

component to the production cycle; as Hall said in August 2004, “Warner Brothers Interactive 

isn’t a game publisher but is probably the game developer who owns the most IP and is probably 

the best funded.”250 One analyst noted that moving from licensing into publishing would allow 

WBIE to collect “a much bigger share of the profits.”251 

Shortly after partnering with Sega on The Matrix Online, WBIE moved into the final 

stage of Hall’s plan: solo-publishing. According to Hall, “[T]he money is made on the 

distribution end.” In October 2005, Warner Bros. Entertainment had brought together WBIE 

along with its home video and Internet units into a single group, named Warner Bros. Home 

Entertainment (WBHE), under the oversight of Tsujihara.252 At the time, Variety theorized that 

the consolidation, along with the establishment of the Warner Bros. Television Group (which 
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had previously brought together numerous TV divisions under a single management structure) 

would help “to ensure various functions operate more seamlessly.” The formation of this new 

group would support WBIE’s distribution goals. Hall explains that leveraging the economies of 

scale of Warner Bros.’s distribution network (in which “a steady stream of trucks twice a week 

deliver[ed] DVD new releases”) provided WBIE with a unique advantage over other publishers. 

WBHE also merged video game sales and marketing with the home video teams, given that 

DVD retailers like Walmart and Target also represented the dominant game retailers.253 This 

crossover of video game and home video enabled WBIE to avoid the distribution problems that 

had contributed to Atari’s downfall (as noted in Chapter 2).  

In conjunction with the formation of WBHE, WBIE announced that it planned to increase 

its in-house production while also reducing its reliance on licensing.254 Even with internal 

development, WBIE itself, Hall explains, would not be able to “make enough games to justify 

the whole (distribution) system.” Because of this, he sought out “other, small publishers who pay 

for third-party distribution (and) run them through Warner Bros.”255 At first, WBIE focused on 

solo-publishing smaller projects based on IP that presumably lacked existing licensing deals and 

that came from external development companies. These included 2005’s Friends: The One with 

All the Trivia, 2006’s Justice League Heroes, and the 2007 PlayStation Portable tie-in to 300 
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(Zack Snyder, 2007). In contemporary interviews, WBIE referred to these titles as “experiments” 

that provided low-cost practice with handling publishing responsibilities.256 

CONCLUSIONS 

After helping WBIE implement the three-part plan of licensing, developing, and 

publishing, Jason Hall departed WBIE in 2007. In the years since, video games have continued 

to take on a larger role at Time Warner (and AT&T, which finalized its acquisition of Time 

Warner in 2018). This became especially evident in 2015. In addition to Middle-earth: Shadow 

of Mordor (WBIE, 2014) winning “Game of the Year” awards from several publications, WBIE 

became the top game publisher for the year’s first three quarters, controlling 20% of the North 

American market. Strong sales of Mortal Kombat X (WBIE, 2015), Dying Light (WBIE, 2015), 

and Batman: Arkham Knight (WBIE, 2015) stood apart from the disappointing box-office 

performances of Jupiter Ascending (The Wachowskis, 2015), The Man from U.N.C.L.E. (Guy 

Ritchie, 2015), and Pan (Joe Wright, 2015), as Warner Bros. endured its worst year since 

2006.257 Although the subsequent releases of Call of Duty: Black Ops III (Activision, 2015) and 

Madden NFL 16 (EA, 2015) prevented it from remaining the year’s top publisher, WBIE 

nonetheless accounted for at least 10% of Time Warner’s annual revenue.258  

This meant that, for the first time since the Atari era, video games represented a major 
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player at the conglomerate. The 2013 promotion of Kevin Tsujihara from President of WBHE—

where he oversaw WBIE and Warner Bros.’s digital distribution strategy—to Chairman and 

CEO of Warner Bros. Entertainment had already symbolized the ascendance of new media up 

the corporate ladder.259 At the time, Brooks Barnes of The New York Times wrote, “While he is 

respected in Hollywood’s creative community of producers, writers, directors and agents, Mr. 

Tsujihara does not come from the trenches. Instead, he has been grappling with the Web as a 

disrupter of distribution and business models.”260 Barnes indicates both a general appreciation 

among Hollywood creators for new-media “disruption” (e.g., Netflix moved into original 

programming that same year) and a particular anxiety among Warner executives over old 

media’s decreasing influence. 

Within just a couple years of Tsujihara’s tenure, the press and Time Warner itself 

acknowledged that video games had become a significant corporate contributor. In 2015, 

VentureBeat, for instance, commented, “It’s worth noting that Warner’s game business is one of 

its fastest growing divisions, and that will likely mean that games will become a lot more 

important in the media conglomerate’s future plans.”261 Indeed, Time Warner CEO Jeff Bewkes 

told investors in July of that year, “We all know Warner Bros. is the gold standard in television 

and film production … But its growing video game business is also an industry leader.”262 
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Despite WBIE’s accolades, its parent company is one of the only Hollywood conglomerates to 

maintain interests in film, TV, and video game development and distribution. As The New York 

Times noted in 2016, “While most of Warner’s rivals—Disney in particular—have struggled to 

develop a lasting gaming business, Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment is now big enough to 

pick up the slack when sibling divisions underperform.”263 That year, WBIE’s success 

encouraged its Executive Vice President and General Manager, David Haddad, to declare, 

“We’re now clearly the third production arm of the company—movies, television, and now 

games.”264 Whereas other studios have retrenched from the games industry, I have shown in this 

chapter that the approach Hall took at the time of WBIE’s founding—namely, establishing an 

independent, startup mentality that complemented the autonomous, silo structure of the Warner 

conglomerate and, simultaneously, working against these silos to achieve closer collaboration 

between WBIE and Warner Bros.—set the stage for video games to become such a significant 

part of the Warner empire. 

It would take until 2008 for WBIE to replace Hall with a permanent head executive, in 

Vivendi Games Worldwide President Martin Tremblay. In the interim, Samantha Ryan and 

Debra Baker ran the division, under the respective titles of Senior Vice President of Production 

and Development and Senior Vice President of Business Operations.265 At the time of 

                                                
 

263 Barnes, “Warner Bros., Quietly Thriving, Recasts Its Own Story,” The New York Times, 7 November 
2016. 

 
264 Takahashi, “Warner Bros. Is Racing Ahead with Internal Studios Creating Console and PC Games,” 

VentureBeat, 22 June 2016. 
 
265 After helping guide WBIE in the time between Hall and Tremblay’s tenures, Ryan continued at WBIE 

until 2015. Now overseeing multiple studios at EA as Senior Vice President, Ryan is one of the few female 
executives in the video game industry. Looking back on her experience at WBIE, she has described her management 
of “hardcore franchises like Batman: Arkham and Mortal Kombat” as especially “unique and fun” because “there 
are so few women working in that space,” adding, “I wish there were more.” See “Samantha Ryan, Electronic Arts,” 
Women Worth Watching, 22 August 2015; and Morris, “This Game Publisher Just Hired a Pair of Powerful Women 
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Tremblay’s hiring, Tsujihara said, “It's been a challenging thing to find the right person. … It's 

not quite like the film or distribution sides of the business that have been around for a long time 

and thus have a lot of executives with a lot of experience.”266 This recalls WCI’s 1978 

appointment of textile executive Ray Kassar—rather than a video game industry veteran—as 

Atari’s CEO, given the industry’s relative infancy at the time (which Chapter 1 examines). 

Notably, both Nolan Bushnell and Hall are creators who moved into leadership roles within a 

Hollywood conglomerate and whose respective successors—in the cases of Kassar, Tremblay, 

and Haddad—are formally trained MBAs. 

The fourteen-month process to find a replacement implies a less-than-amicable departure. 

In its report of Hall’s transition, Variety noted that the licensed Superman Returns as well as the 

self-published The Matrix Online and Justice League Heroes had all sold below expectations.267 

Also, WBIE had invested in an ambitious Dirty Harry transmedia title, starring and produced by 

Clint Eastwood, that was cancelled around the time of Hall’s departure.268 Whether the fate of 

these projects affected his employment, during my interview, Hall gave his own reasons for 

leaving: 

I was not there to climb a corporate ladder. I could care less. I was not there to get 
promoted. There was no promotion path for me. I was there for the sole purpose of 
forging this foundation so that the studio can have a future in the video game business 
legitimately because I had seen how many times the studios in the past had failed.269 

                                                                                                                                                       
Execs,” Fortune, 15 July 2015. Baker, meanwhile, served in a number of roles at WBIE before leaving in 2015 to 
work as an independent consultant. See Debra Baker, “Debra Baker, Strategic Development, Strategic Partnerships 
and Fundraising,” LinkedIn, n.d. 

 
266 Fritz, “WB Scores Vidgame Topper,” Daily Variety (30 April 2008), 4, LexisNexis Academic.  
 
267 Fritz, “Warner’s Hall Exits with Deal,” Variety, 6 February 2007. 
 
268 Tor Thorsen, “Dirty Harry, Clint Eastwood Making Next-Gen Consoles’ Day,” GameSpot, 6 May 2005; 

DidYouKnowGaming, “Warner Bros Cancelled Dirty Harry Game - Unseen64,” YouTube, 17 April 2016; and 
McDonald. While third-party company The Collective handled development duties on the Dirty Harry game, Hall—
according to McDonald at Wired—had considered WBIE taking over the project.  
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In an example of what Timothy Havens has called “industry lore,” Hall explains that leaving 

WBIE represented a deliberate decision based on his perception of having completed a three-part 

plan of licensing, development, and distribution.270 Having since gone on to work in TV 

production and esports team management, his time at WBIE has left a lasting impact on how 

Warner Bros. looks at video games.271  

First, through the enacting of new licensing terms, Hall held licensees accountable. While 

the tie-ins released during his tenure tended to receive lukewarm receptions, once the licensing 

terms took effect with Superman Returns, the risks for EA came to outweigh the potential profits 

and prompted the publisher to no longer partner with Warner Bros. until its rights to the Harry 

Potter films expired in 2011. This enabled Warner to regain control of its IP and maintain the 

value of its brands. While the more recent WBIE employees I interviewed did not refer to the 

licensing terms, they acknowledged the importance of brand value. Regarding Warner IP, one 

respondent says, “We can’t afford to ruin them as crappy games. ... If you want control over [the] 

quality you [need] to make your own.” This indicates that internal brand management remains a 

priority at WBIE.  

Besides leading to in-house development, the licensing policy also encouraged EA and 

other vendors to shift away from media licenses and toward cultivating their own IP—which, as 

explained in the next chapter, would go on to create industry competition for WBIE. More 

                                                                                                                                                       
269 Hall, interview with the author. 
 
270 See Havens, 39-62. For Havens, the concept of industry lore refers to how media industry stakeholders 

explain their own agency in relation to structural forces (e.g., serving as the head of a division within a media 
conglomerate, in Hall’s case).  

 
271 Hall’s TV productions have included The Jace Hall Show (HDFilms, 2008-2012) and V (ABC, 2009-

2011). He recently has taken over as Head Custodian and Caretaker of Twin Galaxies, which tracks video game 
culture records (e.g., high scores), and joined esports organization Echo Fox as CEO. 



 
 
 

 373 

broadly, Batman Begins and Superman Returns represent cases in which brand-owners—DC and 

Warner Bros.—and the publisher make separate, sometimes conflicting, demands of vendors. 

These games suggest that Hall and WBIE could not fully reconcile the Warner conglomerate’s 

legacy of corporate infighting or the issues associated with media-licensed game development. 

Furthermore, they remind us of the limited power of media industry intermediaries to foster 

collaboration between licensors and licensees or even between parties within the same firm.272  

 Second, through his ties to Monolith Productions, Hall helped WBIE further consolidate 

creative control and retain a greater portion of sales revenue by starting it on the path to 

acquiring developers.273 In November 2006, two months before his exit, WBIE bought a 10% 

stake in Eidos Interactive, publisher of the AAA franchises Tomb Raider (1996-Present) and 

Deus Ex (2000-Present), via its parent company SCi Entertainment; this marked the division’s 

first ongoing distribution commitment, with Hall at the time calling it “a small step” to Warner’s 

legitimacy in the video game industry. With EA then possessing the interactive rights to films 

based on DC superheroes, the deal granted Eidos the rights to the comic-book versions of these 

characters—including Batman.274 While Square Enix would go on to purchase it (after failed 

attempts from WBIE in 2006 and 2008), Eidos would share publishing responsibilities on 2009’s 

Batman: Arkham Asylum.275 The game, from developer Rocksteady Studios, would further 

                                                
 
272 See Johnson, Derek Kompare, and Avi Santo, “Introduction: Discourses, Dispositions, Tactics - 

Reconceiving Management in Critical Media Industry Studies,” in Making Media Work, 5-6. Johnson, Kompare, 
and Santo write that members of media industry management function as both “intermediaries” and “sites of 
intermediation.” 

 
273 See Kerr, The Business, 68. Kerr summarizes, “Ownership of development brings two benefits: a means 

of maintaining control over production and deadlines and a means of retaining more of the revenue from game 
sales.” 

 
274 Fritz, “Warner Jumps for Joysticks,” Daily Variety, 18 December 2006, LexisNexis Academic. Eidos 

also gained the rights to TV properties like Looney Tunes and Hanna-Barbera.  
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legitimize WBIE. It not only earned Metascores of 91% (PC and PlayStation 3) and 92% (Xbox 

360) as well as numerous accolades but also launched what remains arguably its highest-profile 

franchise (which I explore in the following chapter).276 Shortly thereafter, WBIE acquired a 

majority stake in Rocksteady.277  

 With a $500 million investment from Abu Dhabi-based firms, in 2007, WBIE initiated a 

five-year plan to produce more games per year by acquiring additional developers.278 The early 

stage of this plan took place during Ryan and Baker’s leadership. In a 2007 interview, Ryan said, 

“We are staffing up [up] like crazy. Like many publishers, a lot of the games we produce will be 

created by external developers, and we are bullish about acquiring more internal development. 

… Currently Monolith are the only studio we own, and (we) are big believers that internal 

production needs to grow.”279 Starting in 2007, WBIE expanded its portfolio of development 

studios while also maintaining licensing relationships. Then in 2010 (a year in which it had 

bought Turbine, a majority stake in Rocksteady Studios, and established WB Games Montréal), 

Ryan explained in an interview that WBIE was “going to go through kind of a settling period for 

a little while … where we’re going to focus on getting all the stuff that we’ve just acquired well-

integrated, and really focus on the games.” She also noted, in reference to EA’s Harry Potter tie-

                                                                                                                                                       
275 Fritz, “Warner Jumps;” and Fritz and Pham, “Warner Bros. Emerges as Sole Bidder for Midway 

Games,” Los Angeles Times, 27 June 2009. According to Fritz in 2006, WBIE had proposed buying the entirety of 
Eidos before agreeing to take a minority stake in each other.  

 
276 “Batman: Arkham Asylum (PC),” Metacritic, n.d.; “Batman: Arkham Asylum (PlayStation 3),” 

Metacritic, n.d.; and “Batman: Arkham Asylum (Xbox 360),” Metacritic, n.d. Among its many accolades, Batman: 
Arkham Asylum was nominated for “Game of the Year” at the 2009 Spike Video Game Awards.  

 
277 Matt Martin, “Warner Acquires Majority Stake in Rocksteady Studios,” GamesIndustry.biz, 23 February 

2010. 
 
278 Alexander. Also, see Ali Jaafar and Hayes, “Abu Dhabi, WB Ink Multi-Media Deal,” Variety, 26 

September 2007. At the time, several entertainment companies, including Universal and Paramount, established 
licensing and branding relationships with Abu Dhabi and Dubai firms.  
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ins, “We’ll continue to have licensing as a part of our business—there may be properties we 

can’t grow fast enough.”280 Ultimately, the addition of more developers meant less need for 

licensing; EA would release its final Harry Potter game a year later. 

Teams now at WBIE include Lego franchise (2005-Present) developer Traveller’s Tales, 

Avalanche Software (formerly of Disney Interactive), and Midway. Renamed NetherRealm 

Studios in 2010, Midway provided WBIE with in-house brands like Mortal Kombat (1992-

Present) as well as the assets of Atari Games—given that Time Warner had sold Time Warner 

Interactive to WMS Industries back in 1996.281 Taken together, these developers have facilitated 

WBIE’s current strategy of targeting different demographics through particular brands (e.g., 

Mortal Kombat for older, or “core,” gamers and Lego for the “kids/casual” audience), as the next 

chapter discusses. By using Warner IP in its own products instead of depending on the risks of 

licensing, WBIE has worked to assert its place in the video game business. 

Overall, the strategies implemented during the early years of WBIE helped Time Warner 

brace against shifts in the games industry as the market for media-licensed content transitioned 

from home consoles to mobile platforms. Looking back, Hall says that WBIE succeeded early on 

because he “was not treated like a third-party thing” and because Warner “just allowed the 

culture of video games to take place there.”282 Approaching the department with a startup 

                                                
 
280 Sheffield, “Warner Bros.’ Ryan: WB Cooling on Acquisitions,” Gamasutra, 18 June 2010. 
 
281 Ben Gilbert, “Mortal Kombat Team Sheds Midway Skin for ‘WB Games Chicago,’” Joystiq, 27 July 

2009. These assets include games like Paperboy (Atari Games, 1985) and Rampage (Bally Midway, 1986). In 2018, 
Warner Bros. co-produced (through its New Line Cinema subsidiary) and distributed a film adaptation of Rampage, 
directed by Brad Peyton and starring Dwayne Johnson. 

 
282 Hall, interview with the author. Hall explains how he brought over the culture of the video game 

industry to a studio-based gaming division: “[Y]ou bring in a game guy, (so) you get game-guy behaviors. I’m 
putting the projector in my office. The big screen’s got to be big. I’m stopping everybody from working for an 
afternoon so that we can all play Nintendo Wii. I took our whole division to (Six Flags) Magic Mountain. Why? 
Because we need to go to Magic Mountain, that’s why.” 
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sensibility helped WBIE—and by extension the Warner conglomerate—pivot to meet video 

game industry trends. These trends at the time included consumer demand for better-quality tie-

ins but, as I chart in the following chapter, would later include the rise of the mobile market and 

the decline of tie-ins on home consoles. Warner learned how to pivot because it started to treat its 

video game creative workers with the respect and relative autonomy usually reserved for its 

filmmakers and to treat video games as a unique medium rather than as a purely ancillary 

product. Having earlier taught Warner Bros. the value of collaborating with WBIE, Hall reflects, 

“That sort of stuff is ancient history now. Now everybody understands it.”283 As a matter of fact, 

each subsequent head of WBIE has come from within the video game industry; furthermore, his 

immediate co-successor Samantha Ryan has, like Hall, described herself as a long-time video 

game fan.284 After Hall established its casual work culture and gradual expansion into multiple 

production stages, WBIE—starting with Ryan and Baker and continuing with Tremblay and 

Haddad—has since both solidified its current core and kids/casual strategy and grown into a 

video game industry leader.  

In this chapter, I have examined the trends behind the third generation of film and video 

game convergence and its gradual decline. I then charted the creation of WBIE in the midst of 

this decline and argued that WBIE’s “startup” approach and efforts to more closely collaborate 

with Warner Bros. on tie-ins laid the groundwork for the continued direct involvement of Time 

Warner, and now AT&T, in the video game industry. The next, penultimate chapter looks at how 

WBIE has built upon the strategies instituted at the time of Hall’s leadership to achieve 

                                                
 
283 Hall, interview with the author. 
 
284 See “Samantha Ryan, Electronic Arts.” In a 2015 interview, for instance, she said, “I grew up as a gamer 

… We had an Atari 2600 and a Commodore 64 growing up. At that time, you couldn’t pursue a degree in games, but 
in the back of my mind I wanted to do something I was really passionate about. I always knew.” 
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successful convergence and remain in the video game space at a time of significant market 

change. 
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Chapter 4 — “Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment’s Approaches to Contemporary 

Video Game Industry Trends” 

“The movie-based games business is broken.” — Martin Tremblay, President, Warner 

Bros. Interactive Entertainment (2007-2015), quoted in 20111 

 

In 2008, one year after Samantha Ryan and Debra Baker succeeded Senior Vice President 

and General Manager Jason Hall at Warner Brothers Interactive Entertainment (WBIE), six of 

the year’s top-ten-grossing films worldwide were accompanied by home console tie-ins that 

either directly adapted their narratives or served as transmedia extensions. A decade later, only 

two films received the same treatment. Why this precipitous drop? Press reports during and since 

this time have implied the media-licensed game’s irrelevance. A 2010 Los Angeles Times article 

carried the headline “Video Games Based on New Movies Take a Hit,” and, in a 2018 story on 

gaming site VG247, developer James Parker said, “These days, it’s rare to see a direct tie-in with 

a movie release—especially one that is released day-and-date with the film.” As the title of Chris 

Kohler’s 2013 Wired article “Why Games Based On Movies Disappeared (And Why They’re 

Coming Back)” suggests, however, these numbers and reports obscure some important shifts.2  

First, while console titles designed as tie-ins have become less common, non-dedicated 

games still promote theatrical and home-video releases. For example, Avengers: Infinity War 

(Joe and Anthony Russo, 2018)—its year’s top earner—received no direct adaptation or 

transmedia expansion; instead, indirect tie-in content themed to the film’s events and characters 

                                                
1 Fritz, “Warner’s Approach”. 
 
2 Fritz, “Video Games Based;” Kirk McKeand, “Why Licensed Video Games Used To Be So Bad,” 

VG247, 26 April 2018; and Kohler, “Why Games Based on Movies Disappeared (And Why They’re Coming 
Back),” Wired, 15 February 2013.  
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appeared in Lego Marvel Superheroes 2 (WBIE, 2017) and Fortnite (Epic Games, 2017) (see 

Figure 35).3  

 
Figure 35: Although Avengers: Infinity War (Joe and Anthony Russo, 2018) did not receive 

a dedicated tie-in, film characters like Thanos appeared in Fortnite (Epic Games, 2017), 
top, and Lego Marvel Superheroes 2 (Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment, 2017), 

bottom (composite by the author).4 
 

Second, studios have diversified their licensing efforts beyond consoles. This has 

included platforms that have long received tie-ins (e.g., board games, arcade games, and pinball 

machines)5 as well as newer markets for media licensing (e.g., slot machines, escape rooms, and 

                                                
 
3 Nick Romano, “Thanos Is Coming to Fortnite for Epic Avengers: Infinity War Crossover,” Entertainment 

Weekly, 7 May 2018. The film’s sequel, Avengers: Endgame (Joe and Anthony Russo, 2019), not only again 
partnered with Fortnite for an in-game tie-in event but also featured characters in the film playing Fortnite. 

 
4 Top screenshot of GameCheck, “Fortnite: Battle Royale ‘Thanos Infinity Gauntlet’ Trailer (2018),” 

YouTube, 8 May 2018; and bottom screenshot of Packattack04082, “Special Team-Up Moves With Thanos - Lego 
Marvel Super Heroes 2 (Avengers: Infinity War DLC),” YouTube, 28 April 2018. 

 



 
 
 

 380 

esports tournaments).6 Increasingly, however, tie-in content has appeared on mobile devices (i.e., 

smartphones and tablets) (see Figure 36). In addition to its indirect console tie-ins, Infinity War 

also appeared across seven mobile apps.7  

Year Console Tie-Ins 
(Direct) 

Console Tie-Ins 
(Indirect) 

Mobile Tie-Ins 

2008 6  2  5  

2009 5  1  5  

2010 8  1  4  

2011 5  1  6 

2012 3  4  7  

2013 2 5  8 

2014 4  5  8  

2015 2 4 8 

2016 0  6 10 

2017 1 6 8  

2018 2  6  8 
Figure 36: Console and mobile tie-ins for worldwide top-ten grossing films (2008-2018).8 

                                                                                                                                                       
5 Examples include the board game Risk: Star Wars Edition (Hasbro, 2015), the 2017 Spider-Man: 

Homecoming coin-op game released only at Dave & Buster’s barcades, and Stern’s 2017 Guardians of the Galaxy 
pinball game. See Christine Birkner, “From Monopoly to Exploding Kittens, Board Games Are Making a 
Comeback,” AdWeek, 3 April 2017; “Dave & Buster's to Debut Exclusive Spider-Man Arcade Game Nationwide,” 
PR Newswire, 14 July 2017; and Scott Thompson, “Why Hollywood’s Big Money Love Affair with Pinball Has 
Never Been Hotter,” Forbes, 2 August 2016. 

 
6 Examples include the 2017 casino game Jurassic World Slot, an escape room based on Rogue One: A Star 

Wars Story (Gareth Edwards, 2016), and the 2014 Lionsgate-sponsored esports event “Ender’s Game on Blu-ray 
Tournament.” See Nate Arel, “How Movies Helped to Make Slot Machines Popular Again,” ScreenGeek, 3 July 
2018; Bryan Bishop, “How Escape Rooms Became the Future of Advertising,” The Verge, 18 March 2017; and 
Graser, “Major League Gaming, Twitch Win Marketing Deal with Lionsgate,” Variety, 6 February 2014.  

 
7 Christine Dinh, “This Week in Marvel Games: Thanos Descends Upon Marvel Games with ‘Avengers: 

Infinity War’ Event,” Marvel, 18 April 2018. 
 
8 “Direct tie-ins” refer to video games explicitly associated with a film (e.g., adapting its story or serving as 

a transmedia extension), and “indirect tie-in” refers to games that either use a general IP or feature only 
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Rather than having disappeared, tie-ins have merely adjusted to gaming market trends. 

This chapter focuses on the fourth “generation” of film and video game industry convergence 

(see Figure 37) and examines how mobile platforms (i.e., smartphones and tablets) have affected 

the market for console video games in general and media tie-in software in particular.  

Studio Interactive Division(s) or 
Conglomerate Sibling(s) 

Years Active 

Annapurna Pictures Annapurna Interactive 2016-Present 

Columbia Pictures Sony Computer 
Entertainment / Sony 
Interactive Entertainment 

1993-Present (renamed in 
2016) 

Disney Walt Disney Computer 
Software / Disney Interactive 
/ Buena Vista Games / Disney 
Interactive Entertainment  

1988-2016 

Legendary Entertainment  Legendary Digital Networks 2014-Present  

Lionsgate Films Lionsgate Interactive 
Ventures and Games 

2014-Present 

Paramount Pictures Paramount Digital 
Entertainment 

2009-Present (no games 
published since 2013) 

Twentieth Century-Fox FoxNext 2017-Present (as of 2019, a 
subsidiary of The Walt 
Disney Company) 

Universal Pictures Universal Games 2017-Present 

Warner Bros. Warner Bros. Interactive 
Entertainment  

2004-Present 

Figure 37: Hollywood studio video game involvement during the fourth generation of film 
and game convergence, as of May 2019. Studios not listed (e.g., MGM) have focused on 

licensing instead of in-house development and/or publishing. 
 
Having brought production in-house during Hall’s tenure, WBIE has continued to build on this 
                                                                                                                                                       
downloadable tie-in content. All games listed include those timed to a film’s theatrical or home video window. Box-
office statistics are from Box Office Mojo. 
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legacy. I argue that Time Warner (and today WarnerMedia within AT&T) has continued to 

succeed in the games business by targeting diverse demographics. The chapter concludes with a 

consideration as to why issues from the era of Atari and Warner Communications, Inc. (WCI) 

remain, including a corporate hierarchy in which video games occupy a lower position than film. 

WBIE GOES BIG AS TIE-INS GO MOBILE 

The gaming appearances of Batman since 2005 demonstrate how Warner Bros. has 

adjusted to market trends. Following its 2005 direct adaptation of Batman Begins (Christopher 

Nolan, 2005), Electronic Arts (EA) contracted Pandemic Studios to create an open-world, day-

and-date tie-in to The Dark Knight (Christopher Nolan, 2008). Faced with rising development 

costs and technological hurdles, EA delayed the game to December 2008 in order to both 

coincide with the film’s home-video appearance and to release before its rights to the Batman 

films expired. Even this delay did not provide Pandemic enough time, though. Despite The Dark 

Knight’s standing as the top-grossing film at the worldwide box office that year, EA cancelled 

the project altogether, forfeiting an estimated $100 million in potential revenue.9 Likely 

reflecting resistance to WBIE’s policy of penalizing publishers of underwhelming tie-ins, the 

decision not to renew the Batman film license continued EA’s shift away from media intellectual 

property (IP).  

Starting with The Dark Knight, the Batman films have not received standalone tie-ins, at 

least for home consoles. WBIE supported The Dark Knight with 2008’s Lego Batman: The 

Videogame, which uses an original story with no direct connection to the film but does reference 

                                                
 
9 Lang, “‘Dark Knight.’” For information on EA’s cancelled Batman: The Dark Knight, see 

DidYouKnowGaming, “Batman’s Cancelled The Dark Knight Game - Unseen64,” YouTube, 31 January 2016; and 
Plunkett, “Why Pandemic’s Batman Game Was Canned, and How it Killed Pandemic AU,” Kotaku, 16 January 
2009. 
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Batman (Tim Burton, 1989) and Batman Returns (Tim Burton, 1992). The next film, The Dark 

Knight Rises (Christopher Nolan, 2012), received another indirect tie-in with Lego Batman 2: 

DC Super Heroes (WBIE, 2012) as well as a direct adaptation for mobile platforms from third-

party developer and publisher Gameloft. In 2014, WBIE’s Lego Batman 3: Beyond Gotham 

featured levels based on Nolan’s Dark Knight trilogy (2005-2012). More recently, multiplatform 

indirect tie-ins have promoted Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice (Zack Snyder, 2016) and 

Justice League (Zack Snyder, 2017). These have included add-on content to pre-existing games 

from WBIE (e.g., movie-themed costumes in 2017’s Injustice 2) and from outside companies 

(e.g., the Batmobile in Rocket League [Psyonix, 2015]) as well as dedicated mobile and browser 

games (e.g., Batman v Superman: Who Will Win? [WBIE, 2016]).10 As these tie-in opportunities 

indicate, Warner Bros. has, like other studios, diversified across multiple platforms. Whereas 

WBIE provides an in-house production group, others rely on licensing. 

The use of licenses in the video game industry remains a common practice. M.J. Clarke’s 

has observed that vendors tend to ambivalently regard working on licensed games.11 This 

ambivalence supports the model, which I presented in the Introduction, of the range of market 

and cultural effects that media convergence actually produces (see Figure 1). In cases that 

achieve degrees of failed convergence, a licensee might have spent a massive amount on the 

rights to an IP while incurring more risk than the licensor, whose IP will nonetheless gain 

exposure; in cases that achieve degrees of successful convergence, a licensee might generate 
                                                

 
10 McWhertor, “The Dark Knight and Man of Steel Come to Lego Batman 3 in the Game’s Season Pass,” 

Polygon, 9 September 2014; Sam Prell, “Injustice 2 Gets Justice League Movie-Themed Gear for Each of the Film’s 
Heroes,” GamesRadar, 17 November 2017; Eddie Makuch, “Rocket League Batman v Superman DLC Inbound,” 
GameSpot, 25 February 2016; and Michael Kennedy, “Batman v Superman Mobile Game and Emojis Revealed,” 
ScreenRant, 29 February 2016.  

 
11 Clarke, n.p. According to Clarke, game creators often express a mix of “contradictory eager acceptance 

and active denial of using licensed properties.” 
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sales but will benefit only the licensor’s IP and not one of its own (which accounts for the recent 

trend of combining in-house and licensed IP, like Epic Games with Fortnite and Avengers: 

Endgame). 

Licenses, whether based in media or professional sports, help developers and publishers 

combat market unpredictability. Like the film industry, the games business is structured to 

minimize risk, despite a majority of products failing to generate a profit.12 Patrick Joynt, former 

Executive Director of Consumer Game Analytics at WBIE, explains that the video game industry 

has grown even more volatile than the film market: “No other creative space suffers through 

these gaps of technological change quite like we do on a regular, self-imposed basis. That, 

combined with it being super hit-driven, makes it very up-and-down and unpredictable.” Joynt 

also points out that, compared to film studios, game companies have fewer ancillary markets 

“like [merchandise] or theme parks to help take the edge off during lean quarters.”13 Licensed 

software, then, represents one strategy by which to assume a certain level of dependable revenue. 

At the 2012 Nordic Game Conference, Gearbox Software founder and CEO Randy Pitchford 

advised that licensed games benefit independent developers by offering work experience and 

exposure.14 This remains true today, even as media-licensed content has become rarer on 

consoles. According to Chris Payne, who had worked on tie-ins like The Chronicles of Narnia: 

Prince Caspian (Disney Interactive Studios, 2008) before opening his own development studio, 

“A good IP brings a ready-made audience, which is oxygen for indie developers.”15 The same 

                                                
 
12 Kerr, The Business, 70.  
 
13 Patrick Joynt, interview with the author, 7 January 2016. 
 
14 Matthew Handrahan, “Nordic Game: Randy Pitchford on the Hidden Value of Licensed IP,” 

GamesIndustry.biz, 24 May 2012. 
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holds true for the mobile market. According to former WBIE Associate Product Manager Travis 

Marshall, “It’s easier to project the revenue forecast of a licensed app because you know how 

that license performs and who the audience is. And [with] a new intellectual property, you don't 

know any of that.”16 Why, though, have media-licensed games, particularly tie-ins designed to 

promote a new film or ongoing TV series, moved from consoles to mobile platforms? 

First, console publishers throughout the 2000s began focusing on their own IP instead of 

external media brands. Kristin Thompson reminds us that several of these publishers—namely, 

Activision, EA, and Ubisoft—had grown in large part because of the dependable, and sometimes 

strong, performance of their licensed products.17 Compared to original IP that call for expensive 

and time-consuming creative development costs, licenses already contain built-in story and 

character concepts. As Activision’s Bobby Kotick admitted in 2004, “Sticking with successful 

interactive franchises is certainly the best bet, but look, developing those franchises is the most 

difficult thing in our business.”18 Industry consolidation since the 1990s has allowed publishers 

to amass a stable of developers. Aphra Kerr has argued that the 2008 financial crisis as well as 

recent changes in video game technologies (e.g., digital distribution) have encouraged these 

firms to continue expanding in order “to reduce labor and capital costs, gain access to (video 

game) intellectual property and/or to increase access to new markets.”19 Once expanded, 

                                                                                                                                                       
15 McKeand.  
 
16 Travis Marshall, interview with the author, 2 November 2013. 
 
17 Thompson, The Frodo Franchise:, 226.  
 
18 Schiesel, “Aiming for Hit Games, Films Come Up Short,” The New York Times (27 May 2004), G3. 
 
19 Kerr, Global Games, n.p. Kerr describes the expansion of video game publishers as a combination of 

vertical (e.g., buying companies specializing in “middleware,” like game engines), horizontal (e.g., acquiring 
developers to gain IP) and diagonal integration (e.g., console publishers buying companies that specialize in mobile 
gaming). 
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publishers can cultivate their IP with different teams supplying each annual installment (e.g., 

Infinity Ward, Treyarch, and Sledgehammer Games have alternated development duties on 

entries in the Call of Duty franchise [Activision, 2003-Present]). While this structure helps 

expand in-house IP, it effectively reduces the resources (e.g., budget and personnel) available for 

licensed content. Back in 2003, Douglas Lowenstein of the industry lobbying group Interactive 

Digital Software Association (since renamed the Electronic Software Association) urged 

developers to focus on original, rather than licensed, content:  

How ironic would it be if, after years of aspiring to be as important as the film industry, 
we end up relying on Hollywood for our most successful titles. … Our stature as an 
industry, our place in culture, will be determined by whether we achieve even higher 
levels of entertainment and artistic merit, and the only way we can reach this star is if we 
continually innovate.20 

 
As Lowenstein’s warning suggests, games industry stakeholders moved into managing their own 

franchises to remain culturally relevant. Cultural capital and status, that is, matter as industrial 

concerns in the video game sector. 

 As if in response to Lowenstein, publishers soon after spoke out against working on 

derivative content for media companies. In 2006, an EA representative said, “Videogames [sic] 

now have a more mainstream audience, so we don’t have to rely as much on other people to do 

our content creation.”21 That year, EA began shifting away from external IP and even 

relinquished the James Bond license four years early due to poor sales of From Russia With Love 

and 2004’s GoldenEye: Rogue Agent.22 Activision then picked up the Bond rights but then chose 

                                                
 
20 Nick Lewis, “Holy Matrimony! : Marriages of Movies and Video Games Take Market by Storm,” 

Calgary Herald (18 June 2003), E1, LexisNexis Academic. 
 
21 Fritz, “Game Biz Cools.” 
 
22 Fritz, “Action Traction,” Variety, 3 May 2006.  
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to scale back its own licensing efforts following 2012’s disappointing 007 Legends.23 In 2010, 

EA Games President Frank Gibeau disclosed that the company had “dumped” the Bond license 

to invest in original IP: “The guys [sic] who made James Bond games for us, well yeah, they 

went on and made (2008 survivor-horror title) Dead Space. And look where we are now; what 

would you rather publish, retail and play – the latest James Bond or Dead Space 2?”24 Alongside 

original IP (e.g., Battlefield [2002-Present]) and sports titles (e.g., FIFA [1993-Present]), Star 

Wars represents the only media license that EA has released for consoles since 2011. Activision, 

meanwhile, has minimized its licensed console content to a selection of low-budget games like 

2012’s MIB: Alien Crisis and 2016’s Ghostbusters while focusing on homegrown properties like 

Call of Duty and Overwatch (2016-Present). Though less drastically, Ubisoft also has reduced its 

number of tie-ins after having announced in 2006 that they would comprise 25% of its portfolio 

but found lackluster results three years later with James Cameron’s Avatar: The Game.25  

At the same time, all three publishers have invested in turning their IP into media 

franchises themselves.26 In 2015, Activision parent Activision Blizzard set up a film and TV 

production branch, with the animated series Skylanders Academy (Netflix, 2016-2019) its only 

                                                
 
23 Totilo, “Activision Lays Off About 30 People, Saying there Will Be Fewer Licensed Games this Year,” 

Kotaku, 19 February 2013. For an analysis of 007 Legends and the fate of the James Bond gaming license, see 
Fleury, “‘Sometimes the Old Ways Are the Best’: Ret-Conning in James Bond Video Games,” in James Bond and 
Popular Culture: Essays on the Influence of the Fictional Superspy, ed. Michele Brittany (Jefferson, NC: 
McFarland, 2014), 247-266. 

 
24 Rob Crossley, “A Frank Discussion With EA,” Develop, 29 November 2010. 
 
25 “Ubisoft Seeks Movie Licenses,” Eurogamer, 17 January 2006; and Martin, “Ubisoft Shying Away from 

Licensed Product,” GamesIndustry.biz, 18 January 2010. The Tom Clancy license, which uses the author’s name as 
a brand in front of game titles, has proven especially lucrative for Ubisoft—having inspired such franchises as Tom 
Clancy’s Ghost Recon (2001-Present) and Tom Clancy’s The Division (2016-Present). See Takahashi, “Tom Clancy 
Provided the Imagination for a Generation of Video Games,” VentureBeat, 3 October 2013. 

 
26 As noted in the Introduction, Sony in 2019 established PlayStation Productions to produce film and TV 

content based on Sony Interactive Entertainment’s video game brands, with distribution from Sony Pictures. See 
Shanley, “Sony Interactive.” 
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release so far.27 Both EA and Ubisoft have produced one film each: Need for Speed (Scott 

Waugh, 2014) and Assassin’s Creed (Justin Kurzel, 2016), respectively. Although both failed 

with critics and audiences, they functioned as loss leaders. During post-production, Ubisoft 

Creative Director Alain Corre disclosed that, while the company expected Assassin’s Creed to 

lose money, the “feature” would serve as “marketing” by spreading awareness of the franchise to 

new audiences: “It is a lot more of a marketing thing, (and) it is also good for the image of the 

brand.”28 These publishers’ efforts reflect a trend of consumer products companies (e.g., Hasbro 

and Mattel) moving into production after having served as licensees on behalf of media brands.29 

While video game firms had earlier participated in film production (e.g., Sega underwrote New 

Line Cinema’s Surf Ninjas [Neal Israel, 1993]), the more recent efforts at Activision, EA, and 

Ubisoft seek to take more control over the paratextual extension of their in-house IP.30 After 

having spawned animated TV series (e.g., Pac-Man [ABC, 1982-1983]) and an obscure anime 

feature (Super Mario Bros.: The Great Mission to Rescue Princess Peach! [Masami Hata, 

1986]), the gaming medium since the 1990s has achieved enough cultural legitimacy that 

American film studios have continued to bid for the rights to popular titles.31 Nonetheless, few 

                                                
 
27 Littleton, “Activision Blizzard Launches Production Arm for Video Game-Based Film, TV Projects,” 

Variety, 6 November 2015. 
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30 Brodie and Marx, “Pix Go Interactive,” 74. 
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video game-based films have achieved critical or commercial success, and many remain mired in 

development.32 By working on their own franchises, game companies can generate their own 

licensing income. Overall, the examples of Activision, EA, and Ubisoft suggest a sense of 

anxiety among video game firms about the risks of working on in-house franchises versus 

contributing to Hollywood franchises. 

Second, media-licensing fees have compounded escalating development and marketing 

expenditures. Back in 1995, “AAA” titles carried an average cost of $2-3 million; this amount 

climbed to $10 million by 2004 and then $15 million by 2006, due to the introduction of high-

definition consoles.33 Marketing costs also skyrocketed, as they can represent double or triple the 

amount spent on development.34 Game creation has become so expensive that few can meet 

internal sales projections (e.g., Square Enix expressed disappointment over its 2013 Tomb Raider 

reboot selling 3.4 million copies).35 Licensing fees also have grown exponentially since the 

                                                                                                                                                       
government oversight, with the Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of America forming in 1922, followed by 
the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences in 1927, the Academy Awards in 1929, and the Motion Picture 
Production Code in 1930. See Donovan, Replay, 225-236; and Matthew Bernstein, “Introduction,” in Controlling 
Hollywood: Censorship and Regulation in the Studio Era, ed. Matthew Bernstein (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
University Press, 1999), 4-5.  

 
32 See Brian Crecente and Ricardo Lopez, “Can Studios Crack the Code for a Video Game Movie Breakout 

in the U.S.?,” Variety, 6 June 2018; and Rebecca Rubin, “How ‘Detective Pikachu’ Beat the Video Game 
Adaptation Curse,” Variety, 13 May 2019. After Super Mario Bros. (Rocky Morton and Annabel Jankel, 1993) 
became the first major release based on a video game, only four game-films have earned over $100 million during 
their domestic theatrical run: Lara Croft: Tomb Raider (Simon West, 2001), The Angry Birds Movie (Clay Kaytis 
and Fergal Reilly, 2016), Rampage (Brad Peyton, 2018), and Pokémon Detective Pikachu (Rob Letterman, 2019). 
While not domestic box-office hits, the Resident Evil films (Paul W.S. Anderson et al., 2002-2016) have performed 
well internationally.  

 
33 Gillen, “Enter Active Games,” 69, ProQuest; Fritz, “Stars Study Rules of the Game,” Variety, 16 

February 2004; and Levine,“Video Games Struggle to Find the Next Level,” The New York Times, 8 May 2006. 
Development costs tend to double with the introduction of a new console generation. See Mike Musgrove, “An 
Industry Off Its Game,” The Washington Post, 23 February 2006. 

 
34 Fritz and Graser, “Is the Game Getting Lame?,” Variety (10-16 May 2004), 1, 69, LexisNexis Academic; 

and Superannuation. 
 
35 Shonte Daniels, “Big Budget Games Are A Dying Breed,” Vice Motherboard, 10 March 2015. 
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1990s; according to Thompson, “In 1995 a game firm might have paid a few hundred thousand 

dollars for a minor title and $2 or $3 million for a major one. By early in the new century, the 

game rights for big franchises like ‘James Bond’ and ‘Harry Potter’ were reportedly going for 

more than $10 million.”36 Licensors not only receive a guaranteed minimum payment but also a 

percentage of net sales, as much as 10-15%. This diverts resources needed for development, 

increasing the risk of a poor-quality product.37 As one respondent noted, these fees tended to 

have a negative effect that would pass along to the consumer: “There used to be bidding wars on 

film rights, and a company would spend millions and millions on trying to get these licenses, and 

then they don’t have enough money for development, and it becomes a problem that translates 

onto the screen.” Rising budgets and licensing fees have resulted in lower profit margins and 

encouraged publishers to focus on internal franchise management. As EA’s Gibeau noted in 

2010, “Considering the total amount of money we have to spend on those types of James Bond 

games, and the total amount of man-hours we had to put into them, we thought; hell, let’s work 

on our own IP.”38 This rise in production costs underscores how the video game industry has 

followed in the footsteps of Hollywood.  

In the 1990s, American film studios found themselves needing to release enough product 

to stay profitable in the face of escalating budgets. To compensate, they began stratifying their 

development slates between low-budget festival acquisitions through their specialty divisions 

and mass-appeal blockbusters, particularly those designed for synergy. Twentieth Century-Fox 

                                                
 
36 Thompson, The Frodo Franchise, 228. 
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Chairman Bill Mechanic—who developed this strategy along with his predecessor Peter 

Chernin—said in 1997, “We basically got out of the ‘middle-class’ picture … The movie that 

costs twenty-five to forty million dollars to produce, that has a middle-range star and a middle-

range idea—that is the most difficult to make work.”39 As release schedules grew more crowded, 

studios turned away from mid-budget projects to blockbusters in order to stand out.40  

The bifurcation of the film market unites two, seemingly incompatible economic 

perspectives. On the one hand, Anita Elberse has argued that a blockbuster-exclusive strategy 

guarantees the highest, and fastest, rate of return; on the other hand, Chris Anderson’s long-tail 

theory holds that niche content stands to generate more income over time.41 As Kelefa Sanneh 

writes in The New Yorker, “The disappearance of the middle is the possibility that unites 

Anderson and Elberse, suggesting that the blockbuster era and the long-tail era are perfectly 

compatible. In financial terms, ‘mid-level’ acts are by definition mediocre, and mediocrity is 

what a dynamic, low-friction marketplace is supposed to drive out.”42 Indeed, Time Warner CEO 

Jeff Bewkes noted in 2009 that small- and large-scale films each generated profits: “Both the hits 

and the tail are doing well.”43 However, as independent features became increasingly expensive 

                                                
 
39 John Cassidy, “Chaos in Hollywood,” The New Yorker (31 March 1997), 41.  
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due to acquisition and marketing costs, studios started to shutter their speciality divisions; for 

instance, Warner Bros. closed both Warner Independent Pictures and Picturehouse in 2008.44  

Then, in 2017, when Toby Emmerich took over the studio, Warner Bros. signaled that it 

would cut costs by prioritizing its three main franchises (which it calls “silos”)—Lego, 

Wizarding World (i.e., Harry Potter), and DC—and a small number of less expensive films.45 

Instead of standalone projects like The Judge (David Dobkin, 2014), these mid-range films have 

included franchise extensions (e.g., Ocean’s Eight [Gary Ross, 2018]), franchise starters (e.g., 

Crazy Rich Asians [Jon M. Chu, 2018]), award-season hopefuls (e.g., A Star Is Born [Bradley 

Cooper, 2018]), and works from artists with a legacy at the studio (e.g., The Mule [Clint 

Eastwood, 2018]). In all of these cases, Warner’s recent mid-budget films have functioned 

according to Anderson’s long-tail theory, by targeting niche demographics rather than a four-

quadrant, “mass” audience.46 As subscription video on demand (e.g., Netflix) and the “peak TV” 

era have encouraged audiences to fragment and consume media at home or on mobile devices, 

studios have doubled-down on blockbusters that generate relatively long theatrical runs and, 

even in instances of box-office disappointment, support ancillary markets (e.g., The Lego 

Batman Movie [Chris McKay, 2017]).47 
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The industrial logic of the video game industry has come to resemble that of Hollywood 

and likewise unite Elberse and Anderson’s models. This started as far back as the 1990s, when 

publishers had begun relocating to Southern California (as noted in the previous chapter). As 

Activision Chairman Robert Kotick expressed in 1994, game companies were moving toward the 

type of franchise-focused, AAA titles that now dominate sales charts: “In my mind, we have to 

take a cue from the traditional linear media business. … Our strategy is to do 10 of the biggest-

budget, highest production value games, and market the crap out of them.”48 The push toward a 

blockbuster strategy at this time may have reflected anxiety, or even resentment, over Hollywood 

(re)invading the gaming space through their interactive divisions. Across several contemporary 

trade articles regarding the new era of convergence, games industry insiders voiced a mix of fear 

(Gilman Louie of developer-publisher Spectrum HoloByte, in 1993: “I don't think the best-

quality licenses are going to be available to the video game companies.”) and skepticism (EA’s 

Bing Gordon in 1994: “Just because a bunch of Hollywood guys show up with ‘interactive’ on 

their business cards doesn't mean they're going to be successful.”).49  

Since the 1990s, the games business has grown more hit-driven and risk-averse, as 

companies have gone public and become responsible to investors.50 At first, mid-budget tie-ins 

persisted alongside blockbusters. Then, in the 2000s, ever-larger hard drives and high-speed 

internet access enabled the digital distribution of video games, whose files typically are much 
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larger than other media.51 In the intervening years, the gaming market has become bifurcated by 

massive AAA experiences (e.g., the $500-million Destiny [Activision, 2014]) and low-budget 

independent projects (e.g., the single-person-developed Stardew Valley [Chucklefish, 2016]).52 

The advent of selling games online has lowered the bar to entry for indie developers—such as by 

eliminating packaging and shipping costs—and also allowed for storefronts (e.g., Steam) and 

subscription services (e.g., Xbox Game Pass) that carry a range of titles at a low cost.53 For 

instance, when it launched in June 2017, Game Pass featured not only indies like Lumo (Rising 

Star Games, 2016) but also AAA games like Halo 5: Guardians (Microsoft Studios, 2015). As 

Joynt puts it, “[I]f you can just hop on Steam and find exactly the kind of video game you want 

for $4, or you can buy Call of Duty and get the full blowout AAA experience, there’s really no 

reason to buy (a) Green Lantern (game) just so you have something to play anymore.”54 As a 

result of the gaming industry’s structural shift, the mid-budget console software market for tie-

ins has contracted.55 

Instead, dedicated, media-licensed games for modern consoles (i.e., Microsoft Xbox One, 

Sony PlayStation 4, and Nintendo Switch) tend to receive either low-budget or AAA treatments. 

The former can take several forms (see Figure 38). 
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Low-Budget Category Example 

Children’s Hotel Transylvania 3: Monsters Overboard 
(Outright Games, 2018) 

App-based Power Rangers: Battle for the Grid (nWay, 
2019) 

Major publisher Godzilla (Bandai Namco Games, 2014) 

Indie The Mummy Demastered (WayForward 
Technologies, 2017) 

Figure 38: Low-budget tie-in categories for modern consoles (i.e., Microsoft Xbox One, 
Nintendo Switch, Sony PlayStation 4), as of May 2019. 

 
A major publisher may take a small-team approach to a license (e.g., Teenage Mutant Ninja 

Turtles: Mutants in Manhattan [Activision, 2016]).56 Companies large and small have also 

released budget-priced games (retailing around $20) that take inspiration from mobile genres 

(e.g., the “endless runner” Tron RUN/r [Disney Interactive, 2016]) or port a mobile game to 

consoles (e.g., Angry Birds Star Wars [Activision, 2013]). Indie companies, in fact, have taken 

on several licenses (e.g., The Huntsman: Winter’s Curse [Desert Owl Games, 2016]). For 

independent firms that lack the resources of major publishers, licenses continue to provide a 

means of capturing consumer attention; as developer Saber Interactive CEO Matt Karch told 

VentureBeat regarding the budget-priced World War Z (Focus Home Interactive, 2019)—a co-

operative shooter set in the universe of the 2013 Marc Forster film that also adapts elements from 

Max Brooks’s original novel of the same name: 

We’re an independent developer, right? We’re fairly large for an independent, with about 
450 developers in our two primary core studios, but we still don’t have the budgets of an 
EA or an Activision to go out there and market a new title, a new brand, and bring 
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awareness of something that doesn’t already have recognizable staying power. … From 
our perspective, grabbing a license, especially one that fits the game we wanted to create, 
was the perfect way to get that awareness without having to spend tens of millions of 
dollars to make our potential audience aware of the franchise.57 
 

While Karch describes the continued attraction of licenses for independent developers, the case 

of Telltale Games suggests the risks involved with working on behalf of a Hollywood IP at the 

expense of cultivating one’s own. 

Formed in 2004 by ex-employees of Lucasfilm’s now-defunct LucasArts gaming 

division, Telltale specialized in action-adventure stories told episodically (an approach that keeps 

budgets low).58 At first, the company worked on a combination of original content (e.g., Nelson 

Tethers: Puzzle Agent [2010]) and niche licenses (e.g., games based on the indie comic Sam and 

Max). As their unique style of game design attracted attention, Telltale gained access to more 

mainstream, and more expensive, licenses. According to Ryan Kaufmann, Telltale’s Director of 

Narrative Design, this access sometimes came from “someone in the studio suggest[ing] a 

license they’re [sic] passionate about, and we contact[ed] the license holders/creators;” other 

times, he says, the company was “approached by someone who want[ed] us to make a game 

based on their [sic] property.” In both scenarios, Telltale focused on “licenses that mesh[ed] well 

with our story-driven approach.” Along with the occasional project based on a film “with a 

strong story basis” (e.g., 2010-2011’s Back to the Future: The Game), the episodic method 

particularly suited comic- and TV-based games (e.g., 2012’s The Walking Dead and 2014-2015’s 

Game of Thrones). In 2015, the company continued to innovate its media-convergence practices, 
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as it partnered with Lionsgate on an ambitious “Super Show” concept that was to center on 

original IP. As Kauffman describes the concept, a game and episodic show would have released 

simultaneously, with the player able to “interact and affect moments in the show by playing the 

game.”59 Besides its “Super Show” not materializing, Telltale began to acquire so many licenses 

that “crunch” working conditions (e.g., long hours) became pervasive and resources became 

unavailable to upgrade its game engine.60 This led to releases that critically and commercially 

underperformed (e.g., 2016’s Batman: The Telltale Series) before Telltale closed in 2018.61 

In addition to low-budget examples, various types of AAA licensed games still appear on 

consoles (see Figure 39). 

AAA Category Example 

Lego-branded direct adaptation Lego The Incredibles (Warner Bros. 
Interactive Entertainment, 2018) 

Transmedia extension Alien: Isolation (Sega, 2014) 

Light narrative Dragon Ball FighterZ (Bandai Namco 
Entertainment, 2018) 

New version Marvel’s Spider-Man (Sony Interactive 
Entertainment, 2018) 

Figure 39: AAA tie-in categories for modern consoles, as of May 2019. 
 

                                                
 
59 Ryan Kaufman, email message to the author, 18 February 2016; and Jonathon Dornbush, “Telltale 

Games CEO Discusses New Venture The Super Show,” Entertainment Weekly, 24 February 2015. 
 
60 As discussed in Chapter 2, John Vanderhoef and Michael Curtin have referred to crunch as “the period 

leading up to the launch of a video game when workers were expected to put in twelve-to-eighteen-hour days, 
completing artwork, fixing game bugs, and making sure the final build was polished and ready for the heavily 
promoted launch date.” See Vanderhoef and Curtin, 196. 

 
61 Mike Williams, “The Rise and Fall of Telltale Games,” USGamer, 25 September 2018; and Mike Futter, 

“Telltale Games Is Closing, Liquidation Underway and Some Games Being Removed from Steam,” Game Daily, 14 
November 2018. 



 
 
 

 398 

Straightforward adaptations have so far appeared only in Lego-branded titles (e.g., Lego Star 

Wars: The Force Awakens [WBIE, 2016]) whereas other AAA uses of media licenses take an 

indirect approach. The transmedia extension remains viable because it offers scheduling 

flexibility for ongoing TV series (e.g., South Park: The Fractured But Whole [Ubisoft, 2017]) 

and film franchises (e.g., Planet of the Apes: Last Frontier [The Imaginarium, 2017]). 

Increasingly, however, video game companies have taken less connected approaches, such as 

featuring a light narrative (e.g., Fantasia: Music Evolved [Disney Interactive, 2014]) or 

presenting a new version of an IP (e.g., Mad Max [WBIE, 2015]).62 Doing so provides both 

scheduling and creative freedom. 

Third, console games have shifted from single- to multiplayer experiences that tend to 

discourage dedicated tie-ins. Internet-ready consoles have driven this shift, as have higher 

development and marketing costs. Even as these costs and inflation have climbed, however, 

consumer expectation has kept retail prices for individual games around $60 for the past decade. 

To compensate, publishers will expand a product’s life cycle through paid downloadable content 

(DLC).63 While DLC allows for games to receive additional story and cosmetic content, single-

player experiences tend to have a shorter period of player adoption; for franchises based in one-

player modes, this means that publishers continually need to deliver new installments (e.g., 

Ubisoft has released annual Assassin’s Creed entries since 2007). As campaigns have grown 
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larger (especially in open-world games), few players tend to actually complete them—meaning 

that much of developers’ work goes unnoticed outside of Twitch streams.64 

In contrast, games that feature online, multiplayer modes can cultivate a fan community 

and thereby retain a player base for a longer period of time through the “network effect.” This 

economic theory refers to the “bandwagon” tendency of consumers taking part in something 

because of its popularity.65 For video games in the era of social media, live-streaming (e.g., 

Twitch) and esports, the network effect encourages players to participate in the games with the 

highest user-count; this accounts for the meteoric rise of titles like Fortnite and Apex Legends 

(EA, 2019).66 Social games provide publishers several revenue streams: the base retail price, 

subscriptions (e.g., season passes), and microtransactions (e.g., “loot boxes”).67 The gaming 

industry uses the term “games-as-a-service” to describe the concept of individual games as 

ongoing platforms.  

The shift from standalone products to platforms began by the end of the 2000s, when the 

mobile market emerged as a serious threat to consoles. David Turner, Digital Brand Marketing at 

WBIE, explains that the games-as-a-service approach “certainly comes from the mobile and free-

to-play acquisition model, where you’re not trying to sell [consumers] on just the creative of the 

game; you’re trying to sell them on a year’s worth of behavior.” He distinguishes this approach 
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from “the old model” of video game marketing that involved launching a single-player game to 

“[find] the largest audience possible,” similar to the opening weekend for a film.68 Speaking with 

the Los Angeles Times in 2011, EA executive Peter Moore said, “Three or four years ago, we’d 

build the game, launch it and go take a break on the beach. … Today, it’s a 24-hour live 

operation.”69 As this suggests, targeting players of the same game over an extended period of 

time has had implications for how games are marketed as well as how they are made. Based on 

interviews with members of the global games industry, Kerr argues that the games-as-a-service 

model has created “new production and circulation challenges” for developers and publishers.70 

Recent reporting has shown that workers involved in a number of games (e.g., Fortnite and 

Anthem [EA, 2019]) have endured crunch conditions both before and after launch.71 Therefore, 

while games-as-a-service provides companies with a dependable revenue stream, it has affected 

not only the market for licensed games but also creative labor throughout the video game 

industry. 

Games-as-a-service provides particular advantages for certain industry stakeholders. The 

model works to sustain the lifespan of consoles, whose manufacturers have started delivering 

iterative redesigns, rather than total replacements, in order to avoid the costly introduction of a 

new “console generation.”72 Furthermore, because it extends the product life cycle of hardware, 
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games-as-a-service helps publishers guard against the video game “trade-in” market. At some 

retailers (e.g., GameStop), consumers can sell their games, consoles, or accessories in exchange 

for store credit; the retailer then sells these “used” products at a price lower than new copies. 

With trade-ins, only the retailer—and not the publisher—profits. By providing ongoing support, 

games-as-a-service works to discourage players from trading-in their games.73 

Besides multiple revenue options, the platform approach helps companies save on 

development costs, cultivate brand loyalty, and attract continuous press coverage. As a 

demonstration of the value of games-as-a-service over single-player experiences, Call of Duty: 

Black Ops 4 (Activision, 2018) became the first entry in its franchise to eschew a single-player 

campaign (i.e., story mode) in favor of non-narrative, online, multiplayer options like “Zombies” 

and “Blackout” (i.e., battle royale). Developer Treyarch explained that the removal of a 

traditional campaign reflected “changes in the industry around us” that have made the Call of 

Duty franchise “more and more experienced as a social thing.”74 With the transition from single-

player experiences, games have become less dependent on story.  

This has left even less room for tie-ins on consoles. As Kevin Chou of mobile publisher 

Kabam said in 2013, “If you think about movies, they tend to focus on telling a story,” so media 

licenses have historically led to “single-player experiences that are more exploratory.”75 Most 

film brands lack storyworlds expansive enough to meet the demands of games-as-a-service. 

Henry Jenkins has explained how Star Wars, for instance, can be read “as a world, in which 
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many different parts can be explored, and in which background details can be as rich and 

meaningful as anything that goes on in the lives of the protagonists.”76 Even before the rise of the 

games-as-a-service model, game companies had sought media franchises that like Star Wars, 

according to Variety, “have a potential life beyond that of a film release.”77 In other words, they 

sought IP that could extend across multiple video games without directly relating to a film. Even 

such evergreen franchises, however, have found the platform approach difficult to navigate. In 

2015, EA’s Star Wars Battlefront received criticism for its shallow offline offerings and absence 

of a campaign; unsurprisingly, the development team later disclosed that a rush to meet the 

theatrical release of Star Wars: The Force Awakens had led to the elimination of a story.78 While 

2017’s Star Wars: Battlefront II added a campaign, critics and players found it too short and took 

issue with the game’s reliance on loot boxes in its online modes.79  

Cost-cutting measures throughout the industry have created a conflict between releasing 

more, smaller games or investing in fewer, bigger projects.80 Both approaches have involved 

shifting away from the limitations of standalone, single-player games to those that function as 

ongoing platforms—whether through DLC, online multiplayer, or esports. In between the 

completion of Battlefront II and the 2019 release of the single-player Star Wars Jedi: Fallen 

Order, EA cancelled development on two Star Wars console titles—one a linear story and the 
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other an open-world concept. Announcing the end of the former, the company said that the 

project did not suit the industry’s shift toward platformization: “It has become clear that to 

deliver an experience that players will want to come back to and enjoy for a long time to come, 

we needed to pivot the design.”81 With even Star Wars struggling to adjust to a games-as-a-

service economy, Hollywood has opted to promote theatrical and home video releases by 

partnering with existing platform-games (e.g., the Avengers: Infinity War-Fortnite crossover). 

For game companies, a service approach to media IP can be risky if licensing issues arise; for 

instance, in June 2018, due to an ownership fight over the Friday the 13th films, indie publisher 

Gun Media lost the franchise license and therefore could no longer provide new content for its 

Friday the 13th: The Game.82 As the cases of Star Wars and Friday the 13th suggest, the games-

as-a-service concept has brought additional challenges to licensed console development and, in 

doing so, has encouraged tie-ins to move to mobile platforms.  

At the same time that consoles introduced more challenges for tie-ins in the late-2000s, 

mobile devices became viable gaming platforms. In 2008, for instance, the launch of both 

Apple’s App Store and Google’s Android Market (later renamed Google Play) provided 

marketplaces for third-party apps. According to Matthew Panzarino of TechCrunch, the Apple 

iPhone especially “popularized the (concept of) the mobile app in a major way.” In the eyes of 

consumers, apps transformed cellular phones into smartphones; no longer just portable 

telephones with the ability to send text messages, these multipurpose devices could also function 
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as platforms for media consumption and, as Mia Consalvo has noted, “put a gaming platform in 

the hands of millions of people who had never considered (and likely will never consider) 

themselves gamers.”83 This all took place alongside other changes in media consumption, such 

as the use of smartphones for watching video and the sharing of short-form content on social 

media. These changes created a favorable economic and cultural context for mobile devices to 

emerge as gaming platforms. Although licensed “wireless” games had existed previously (e.g., in 

2001, Riot-E released text- and graphic-based games supporting The Lord of the Rings: The 

Fellowship of the Ring [Peter Jackson, 2001]), the arrival of mobile storefronts encouraged 

them.84  

With app stores, developers soon learned that marketing mattered as much as game 

design. Licensing a familiar IP became, and remains, a popular strategy to drive discoverability 

(i.e., visibility among consumers), inspire installs, and acquire users.85 The digital distribution of 

app stores lowers the barrier to entry not only for developers but also for consumers as well, as 

apps either carry a relatively low flat fee (e.g., $10 for the “premium” Super Mario Run 

[Nintendo, 2016]) or a “free-to-play” (F2P) model in which additional content can be purchased 

(e.g., levels, characters, and outfits). Combined with low upfront costs, mobile apps allow for tie-

in content to be delivered to a platform that consumers already own instead of an expensive 

game system.86  

                                                
 
83 Matthew Panzarino, “Foursquare’s Swarm and the Rise of the Invisible App,” TechCrunch, 15 May 

2014; and Mia Consalvo, “Slingshot to Victory: Games, Play, and the iPhone,” in Moving Data: The iPhone and the 
Future of Media, eds. Pelle Snickars and Patrick Vonderau (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013), 184.  

 
84 “Lord of the Rings Goes Mobile,” BBC News, 18 July 2001. 
 
85 Matt Suckley, “What’s the Value of a Movie License for a Free-to-Play Mobile Game?,” Pocket Gamer, 

26 October 2016.  
 



 
 
 

 405 

Mobile demographic data demonstrates why Hollywood firms have reduced their console 

efforts. As Chris Kohler explained to me at a 2016 book signing, media-licensed content has 

shifted to smartphones and tablets because children and casual, older audiences—the very 

demographic to which tie-ins have long appealed—have adopted mobile platforms as their 

preferred means of gaming.87 In general, this has led to fewer children and casual games on 

consoles. Even as overall console software sales have increased, the number of games rated “E” 

(“Everyone”) and console players twelve and under have both dropped since 2013.88 Despite 

early advertisements positioning video games and their consoles as family products, the medium 

developed a reputation for appealing most to dedicated, “hardcore” players.89 This perception 

held especially true for home consoles; by contrast, portable systems like Nintendo’s Game Boy 

attracted a more diverse demographic. Compared to casual gamers, the hardcore audience tends 

to read product reviews and therefore are less likely to purchase games based on the familiarity 

of a license.90 
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Although Jesper Juul argues that hardcore and casual players actually share similar habits 

(e.g., length of gameplay), the perceived gap between them became evident after the tile-

matching game Bejeweled (PopCap Games, 2001) popularized the concept of casual games 

distributed online by browser or download.91 Soon after, the casual console market grew with the 

introduction of what Juul calls “mimetic interfaces,” in which on-screen action matches a 

player’s own.92 Examples included instrument-based software like Guitar Hero (RedOctane, 

2005) and Rock Band (MTV Games, 2007) as well as motion-controlled hardware like the 

Nintendo Wii and the Microsoft Kinect. Concurrent with the spread of smartphones and app 

stores, problems mounted in the casual console space: few games continued to break out for the 

Wii (whose successor, the Wii U, also struggled), the Guitar Hero and Rock Band franchises 

suffered from overexposure, and consumers rejected the Kinect.93 The exception remained 

Nintendo’s line of DS and 3DS handhelds, but even they could not prevent casual players from 

moving onto social games (e.g., Farmville [Zynga, 2009]) and mobile apps.94 For Ian Bogost, 

casual games refer to those “that players use and toss aside, one-play stands, serendipitous 

encounters, never to be seen again.”95 Casual games, then, tend to be impulse purchases—which 
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also describes consumer behavior associated with licensed products.96 Back in 2006, Jason Hall 

had said, “I’ve always been surprised that movie theaters don’t sell movie videogames [sic].”97 

Mobile tie-ins fulfill this potential. With the ability to impulsively download in one click after—

or even while—watching a film in theaters (or on an app), licensed mobile games are more 

directly tied to the consumption experience. 

While young and casual players do account for the majority of mobile game users, so-

called “core” gamers also have expanded beyond consoles.98 Market-research firm Newzoo 

found that mobile games collected $63 billion in 2018. This represented 47% of total games 

industry revenues, while console software accounted for 28%.99 Though these figures underscore 

the persistence of consoles and dispel previous predictions of their imminent demise, they 

nonetheless speak to the power of the mobile-app market.100 According to former Vivendi 

Universal Interactive CEO Jim Wilson, “Whether movie games are reaching console players or 

mobile players, studios are focused on pushing the movie message. Console games can reach 10-

20M players if it’s a hit while mobile games can reach 100M.”101 For licensors, then, mobile 

platforms present a potentially lucrative market.  
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 In contrast to the increasing challenges of creating tie-ins for consoles, mobile devices 

offer licensors several advantages. Not only has the target audience moved away from home 

consoles, but apps offer a cheaper, faster, and more versatile alternative. Compared to console 

games, mobile apps represent a far less expensive and time-intensive investment.102 This makes 

mobile a more suitable platform for tie-ins and better able to meet the “crunch” production 

demands of a day-and-date release strategy mentioned in Chapter 3. 

Moreover, app updates allow developers to engage audiences for months or even years, 

address gameplay and presentation criticisms, and add new content. With this ongoing support, a 

single app can promote multiple seasons of a TV series (e.g., Game of Thrones: Conquest 

[WBIE, 2017]) or, in the case of a film franchise, the theatrical and home video “windows” of 

several installments (e.g., The Hobbit: Kingdoms of Middle Earth [WBIE, 2012]).103 These 

games also can inexpensively keep franchises in the public consciousness in between film 

releases (e.g., Terminator Genisys: Future War [Plarium, 2017] and Harry Potter: Wizards Unite 

[Niantic, 2019]).104 This versatility reduces the risk of saturating the licensed software market. 

Compared to the licensed-cartridge saturation that contributed to the North American video game 

industry crash of the early 1980s (see Chapter 2), apps tied to media franchises can leverage the 

long-tail theory by generating revenue over time. In other words, despite often arriving day-and-
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date with a film or season of a TV series, tie-in apps can continually attract audiences with the 

arrival of new franchise installments. 

While tie-ins on consoles have struggled to adapt to a games-as-a-service model, licensed 

mobile apps can function as their own cross-marketing platform. Fast & Furious 6: The Game 

(Kabam, 2013), for example, connected users to online ticketing vendors, the film’s soundtrack 

through the iTunes Store, and the YouTube channel for the Fast and the Furious franchise (Rob 

Cohen et al., 2001-Present).105 Similarly, Angry Birds Action (Rovio Entertainment, 2016) used 

QR codes to promote the larger Angry Birds brand, including its twelve preceding games as well 

as The Angry Birds Movie (Clay Kaytis and Fergal Reilly, 2016) and its merchandise.106 Faster 

development times, smaller budgets, updates, and versatility make mobile tie-ins, in the words of 

one mobile developer, “the ultimate marketing tool.”107  

Despite these advantages, mobile development remains problematic. On the one hand, the 

mobile market features its own, unique issues. Even though licenses bring visibility, 

discoverability remains an issue due to so many apps debuting each day (see Figure 40).108  
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Figure 40: Licensed mobile tie-ins compete for consumer attention against unlicensed apps 

with similar titles. On the left is Glu Mobile’s official tie-in app to Mission: Impossible - 
Rogue Nation (Christopher McQuarrie, 2015), and on the right is the unrelated, and 

unlicensed, puzzle game Impossible Mission: Round the Balls (Zhong Chen, n.d.) (composite 
by the author). 

 
Kerr observes that “the number of companies and individuals publishing content on [mobile] 

platforms ha[s] led to problems of discoverability for game makers and raised the importance of 

circulation related activities.”109 Among these activities, companies turned to the F2P (or 

“freemium”) model. To encourage downloads once users have discovered an app, F2P—which 

spread in the wake of 2009’s Farmville—encouraged mobile game publishers to rely on in-app 

purchases (IAP) instead of an upfront fee. Gameloft, for instance, adopted this model for 2013’s 
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Thor: The Dark World after having charged $5 for tie-ins like 2012’s The Dark Knight Rises.110 

For publishers, the problem rests in converting downloads into paid transactions; in fact, fewer 

than 0.2% of players account for half of IAP revenue.111 While the mobile gaming community 

refers to this high-spending group as “whales” (a term derived from casinos), children have also 

unknowingly fallen victim to the F2P model; for example, in 2011, The Washington Post 

reported that an eight-year-old had charged $1,400 to her mother’s credit card from IAP in 

Smurfs’ Village (Capcom, 2010).112 To generate further revenue, companies have embraced in-

app advertising.113 Based on these monetization practices, hardcore gamers tend to regard mobile 

apps as lower in subcultural status than console games.114 In 2018 and 2019, this prompted 

vitriolic responses to the announcements that the latest entry in the Diablo gaming series 

(Blizzard Entertainment et al., 1996-Present) and the newest game in the Alien media franchise 

(Ridley Scott et al., 1979-Present) would both appear only on mobile.115  

                                                
 
110 Brian X. Chen, “Playing at No Cost, Right Into the Hands of Mobile Game Makers,” The New York 

Times, 18 March 2012; and Sinclair, “Gameloft Pushing Quality over Quantity,” GamesIndustry.biz, 10 July 2014.  
 
111 Nathan McAlone, “Just 0.19% of Gamers Drives Half the Revenue for Mobile Games that Try to Lure 

You into In-App Purchases,” Business Insider, 28 March 2016.  
 
112 Paul Tassi, “Why It’s Scary When 0.15% Mobile Gamers Bring in 50% of the Revenue,” Forbes, 1 

March 2014; and Cecilia Kang, “In-App Purchases in iPad, iPhone, iPod Kids’ Games Touch Off Parental 
Firestorm,” The Washington Post, 8 February 2011. 

 
113 Takahashi, “DeltaDNA: In-Game Advertising Becomes Viable Alternative to In-App Purchases,” 

VentureBeat, 15 December 2018. 
 
114 See, for instance, Monetizr, “Mobile Games Ad Struggle Is Real, but There’s a Solution,” Medium, 27 

March 2018; Marc LaGace, “Mobile Gaming Has an Advertising Problem that Needs to Be Addressed,” Android 
Central, 21 February 2018; and Stuart Dredge, “Kabam Talks Free-to-Play, King IPO and What Mobile Games Can 
Learn from Game of Thrones,” The Guardian, 23 October 2013.  

 
115 McWhertor, “Blizzard Responds to Diablo: Immortal Backlash,” Polygon, 3 November 2018; and Adam 

Bankhurst, “The Internet Isn’t Happy that Alien: Blackout Is a Mobile Game,” IGN, 8 January 2019. These 
complaints concerned Diablo Immortal (Blizzard Entertainment, 2019) and Alien: Blackout (D3 GO!, 2019). 



 
 
 

 412 

Criticism among hardcore gamers indicates other mobile market issues. From one 

perspective, it reflects the gaming industry’s own positioning of mobile platforms, with major 

publishers releasing not so much isolated experiences as “companion apps” to console games. 

These companion apps sometimes offer unique gameplay (e.g., Uncharted: Fortune Hunter 

[Sony Interactive Entertainment, 2016]) but typically just function as an enhanced manual (e.g., 

Red Dead Redemption 2: Companion [Rockstar Games, 2018]), all while delivering user data to 

the game companies.116 Similarly, Nintendo has said that it has entered the mobile software 

space to drive consumers to its console products.117 Starting with 2013’s Injustice: Gods Among 

Us, WBIE has published companion apps to several console titles. The open-world Batman: 

Arkham Origins (WBIE, 2013), for example, received a fighting-based app that reused the 

engine of the Injustice companion and whose development, according to one respondent, did not 

begin until three months before the console title arrived at retail. This compressed production 

schedule leveraged the fast turnaround time of mobile development, but it also underscores how 

mobile apps tend to work in service of console games. As a different interviewee explained, 

WBIE originally saw the mobile version of Injustice “as just a marketing tool,” but its 

unexpected success “changed the game” and inspired a similar strategy for subsequent projects 

like 2015’s Mortal Kombat X and 2017’s Injustice 2. 
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From another perspective, hardcore gamer criticism extends from the inherent challenges 

of using a smartphone as a gaming device. Although home consoles have become multimedia 

platforms themselves, gaming represents just one function of smartphones and therefore does not 

solely drive hardware design. Because of this, without accessories, smartphones lack both 

traditional control inputs (e.g., buttons and thumbsticks) and the ability to allow for extended 

gameplay without draining resources (e.g., battery life)—especially when it comes to graphically 

intense software. To appeal to hardcore players, mobile publishers have experimented with what 

they call “midcore” games that offer console-quality gaming experiences in short play sessions 

(e.g., WBIE’s Game of Thrones Conquest).118  

On the other hand, the mobile market also carries over some of the same issues from 

consoles. Adapting a film or TV series remains challenging. Even with their faster pace of 

development, mobile apps—because of their late starts—continue to struggle with day-and-date 

releases; furthermore, to support subsequent franchise installments and to extend a product’s life 

cycle, developers tend to avoid hewing too closely to the narrative of an individual film or TV 

series arc.119 To avoid these challenges, mobile developers tend to downplay story by either 

presenting narrative events through gameplay instructions (e.g., Jurassic World: The Game 

[Ludia, 2015]) or a non-narrative gameplay format (e.g., Zynga’s upcoming Harry Potter 
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119 Suckley. According to mobile developer Nicolas Godement-Berline, “As IP deals can be long to 

negotiate, a straight-up movie tie-in oftens ends up in a situation where development started too late but the release 
date can't be pushed back if you're going to have to hit a same-day release. … [I]f you really are going to make a 
same day release movie tie-in, trying to fit too closely to the movie's storyline is usually a recipe for disaster. … 
Ideally, you'd want to create a game based on an ongoing movie franchise, or a reboot. This way, the IP stays 
current for several years and each movie release gives a nice burst in awareness contributing to expanding the 
fanbase.” 
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“match-three” puzzle game).120 According to Travis Marshall, mobile game storytelling takes a 

“light narrative” approach, given that players “mainly want to consume the content” and “don’t 

care as much about the narrative.” He adds that, in a successful F2P mobile app, “[t]he narrative 

is mostly telling the player what to do to keep playing the game rather than an intense narrative 

like we see on consoles.” Furthermore, he explains, “Light narrative is also employed regularly 

in mobile free-to-play apps as a great way to put an interesting marketing message behind 

content updates.”121 For mobile developers, these narrative approaches perform a similar 

function as minigames in console tie-ins; as M.J. Clarke has put it, minigames “may be 

considered a textual solution to the difficulties born of licensed game production.” In some cases, 

a lighter narrative design can help artists avoid the need for story or actor-likeness approval. 

Clarke summarizes, “[I]ncluding minigames is a technique to flesh and fill out licensed games 

while avoiding all the organizational problems associated with them.”122 Deemphasizing 

narrative also can sustain a licensed app’s shelf-life. Consumer demand for paratexts that retell a 

film’s narrative—such as a direct tie-in or novelization—has diminished in line with the 

collapsing of the theatrical and home video windows.123 Shifting away from story, however, has 

attracted criticism that mobile games tend to prioritize monetization techniques over quality 

content.124 

                                                
 
120 Takahashi, “Zynga Announces.” 
 
121 Marshall, interview with the author, 2 November 2013. 
 
122 Clarke, n.p. 
 
123 Despite exhibitor resistance, studios continue to pursue a shorter period between releasing a film in 

theaters and home video. See Brent Lang, “Studios Expected to Push for Early Home Video Release in 2019,” 
Variety, 16 November 2018. 

 
124 See, for example, Barry Meade, “Mobile Is Burning, and Free-to-Play Binds the Hands of Devs Who 
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 Licensed mobile games especially receive criticism for their general lack of innovation. 

As Jonathan Gray has observed (and as discussed in the previous chapters), tie-in developers 

tend to adopt proven gameplay elements to mitigate risk and to conserve resources in light of 

these projects’ protracted development schedules and relatively low budgets.125 These elements 

can refer to both genres or mechanics featured in previous, hit games. Just as console licensed 

games have followed familiar genres (e.g., the side-scroller in the late 1980s and early 1990s), 

many mobile tie-ins will apply licensed iconography (e.g., characters, settings, and typeface) to a 

pre-existing gameplay concept (see Figure 41).126 

Mobile Genre Licensed App Originating App 

Endless runner Batman v Superman: Who 
Will Win? (WBIE, 2016) 

Temple Run (Imangi Studios, 
2011) 

Match-three Beauty and the Beast: Perfect 
Match (Disney Games, 2017) 

Candy Crush Saga (King, 
2012) 

Shooter  Mission: Impossible - Rogue 
Nation (Glu Mobile, 2015)  

Contract Killer (Glu Mobile, 
2011) 

Simulation Westworld (WBIE, 2018) Fallout Shelter (Bethesda 
Softworks, 2015) 

Strategy Game of Thrones: Conquest 
(WBIE, 2017) 

Clash of Clans (Supercell, 
2012) 

Figure 41: Mobile tie-in game genres and examples, as of May 2019. 

 In marketing terms, this practice of being second to market but capitalizing on an innovator’s 

success is known as “fast following.”127 This can even take place within a single company; Glu 

Mobile, for instance, has repurposed its 2011 shooter app Contract Killer to rollout promotional 
                                                

 
125 Gray, “In the Game,” 66. 
 
126 Suckley. 
 
127 Sam Wiley and Adam Falconer, “Licensing and IP Issues for Mobile and Social Game Developers,” 

IPStrategy.com, 13 June 2013. 
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games for RoboCop (José Padilla, 2014), Terminator Genisys (Alan Taylor, 2015), and Mission: 

Impossible - Fallout (Christopher McQuarrie, 2015).128 This approach has generated negative 

feedback, such as comparisons on social media of Alien: Blackout (D3Go!, 2019) to survival 

horror game Five Nights at Freddy’s (Scott Cawthon, 2014).129 It also has prompted legal action; 

for example, in 2018, Bethesda Softworks sued WBIE and developer Behaviour Interactive over 

a Westworld (HBO, 2016-Present) mobile tie-in. Bethesda claimed that the game represented a 

“blatant rip-off” of their 2015 app Fallout Shelter (which Behaviour had co-created) by featuring 

“the same or highly similar game design, art style, animations, features and other gameplay 

elements.” The parties ultimately settled the suit, with WBIE ordered to withdraw their tie-in 

from app stores (see Figure 42).130 

  

                                                
 
128 Motek Moyen, “Glu: ‘Terminator Genisys: Revolution’ Game Might Get A Boost From The Movie,” 

Seeking Alpha, 18 June 2015. However, even repurposing Contract Killer has not prevented Glu from struggling in 
the mobile marketplace, however. For 2019, the company announced that it would reduce its number of licensed 
efforts to professional sports and Disney/Pixar brands. See “Glu Mobile Minimum Guarantees Decline as License 
Assortment Narrows,” International Licensing Industry Merchandisers Association, n.d.  

 
129 Bankhurst. As IGN summarized, users described the game as “a Five Nights at Freddies [sic] clone” and 

renamed it “Five Nights at Ripley’s” (a reference to Sigourney Weaver’s character in the Alien films). 
 
130 McWhertor, “Bethesda Sues Warner Bros, Calls its Westworld Game ‘Blatant Rip-Off’ of Fallout 

Shelter,” Polygon, 22 June 2018; and Julia Alexander, “Westworld Mobile Game Is Shutting Down Following 
Lawsuit Settlement,” The Verge, 16 January 2019. 
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Figure 42: Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment had to remove its 2018 Westworld 

mobile tie-in, left, from app stores because of its shared visual and gameplay elements with 
Fallout Shelter (Bethesda Softworks, 2015), right (composite by the author).131 

 
Alternatively, some tie-ins arrive in the form of content added to an existing mobile app. 

For example, Warner Bros. has partnered with game-creation app Roblox (Roblox Corporation, 

2006) to promote Ready Player One (Steven Spielberg, 2018), Fantastic Beasts and the Crimes 

of Grindelwald (David Yates, 2018), and Aquaman (James Wan, 2018).132 Publishers have 

found, however, that mobile apps work better for TV tie-ins than films (e.g., Hungry Shark 

Evolution [Ubisoft, 2015] has featured content promoting Discovery Channel’s “Shark Week”); 

as EA Mobile Vice President and General Manager Bill Mooney said in 2015, TV complements 

the episodic nature of mobile app updates and “maps fairly nicely to the relatively shorter 

extended periods of time play on mobile.” By contrast, he noted that film-based apps “haven’t 

shown that same lasting power.”133 As the mobile market consolidates, several tie-in efforts have 

                                                
 
131 Edited screenshot of DarthShadie, “Fallout Shelter vs Westworld (Side by Side Comparison and 

Review,” YouTube, 12 July 2018.  
 
132 Crecente, “How Warner Bros. Uses a Video Game to Fuel Interest in Its Movies,” Variety, 21 December 

2018.  
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VentureBeat, 22 June 2015. 
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started taking the add-on approach over having their own dedicated app. The Mission: 

Impossible franchise (Brian de Palma et al., 1996-Present) demonstrates this, as its 2015 

installment Mission: Impossible - Rogue Nation received a standalone mobile game whereas the 

follow-up—2018’s Mission: Impossible - Fallout—appeared only as a thirty-day event within 

the battle royale app PlayerUnknown’s Battlegrounds Mobile (Tencent Games, 2018).134 For 

licensors, this allows for an app to promote the most important weekends of a film’s theatrical 

run;135 for vendors, this removes the need to dedicate resources to a separate app and also likely 

carries a lower licensing fee. At the same time, the derivative, add-on approach underscores that 

film and TV studios continue to regard newer platforms, like mobile, as in service to traditional 

media.  

Mobile tie-ins point to unresolved adaptation and production culture issues. In addition to 

those unique to the mobile platform, these issues derive in part from media industry stakeholders 

continuing to perceive games as marketing tools. Mobile designer Oscar Clark has said, “In 

general, film tie-ins work best when the game production is valued [by] the IP owner as a 

medium in itself. Too often games are seen as secondary projects, marketing vehicles or just 

ways to raise fast cash through the licence.”136 Developer Neil Young has similarly commented 

that this marketing positioning has driven the mobile migration of tie-ins, as “film companies 

                                                
 
134 Stefanie Fogel, “‘PUBG Mobile’ Is Getting a Month-Long ‘Mission: Impossible’ Crossover,” Variety, 2 

August 2018. 
 
135 Andrew Wallenstein and Ramin Setoodeh, “The Movie Deal Netflix Wants to Make - And It’s Not Day-
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of theatrical box office for wide release films this year has come from the first six weeks (or 42 days) of a movie’s 
wide release, up from 93.9% in 2006.” Then, in 2017, analyst Jeff Bock claimed that “after four to five weeks in 
theaters, even the biggest blockbusters have played out and made most of their box-office revenue.” 
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tend to treat tie in [sic] games as being part of a film’s marketing, which fits much better with a 

quickly developed F2P mobile title than a big budget [sic] AAA game.”137 That licensed mobile 

apps carry over some of the issues that have characterized the creation of tie-ins for home 

consoles suggests that these issues come part-and-parcel with the creation of tie-ins for any 

gaming platform. As Ryan Kaufman told me,  

Licensed games have proven to be a lucrative part of the marketing for movies and TV, 
and I don’t think they’re going anywhere any time soon. I also don’t envisage a massive 
improvement in the way licensed games are created, because the gaming market has 
shown a tolerance for mediocre licensed product. As long as that remains true, someone 
somewhere will have a financial reason to ship mediocre licensed games.138  
 

Regardless of the problems that have plagued both the console and mobile markets, WBIE has 

navigated changes in the gaming space and persisted where interactive divisions at rival media 

conglomerates had failed. 

WBIE’S BIFURCATED STRATEGY OF CORE AND KIDS/CASUAL 

In speaking with respondents from WBIE, I learned that it has adopted a dual 

demographic-targeting strategy of “core” (i.e., hardcore gamers) and “kids/casual.” Employee 

LinkedIn profiles and job postings also indicate that the division follows this strategy.139 Other 

publishers have used similar approaches. For instance, THQ—before closing in 2013—

categorized between “core” and “kids, family, and casual.”140 Also, an executive at Ubisoft has 

explained, “In our industry, product development is expensive, which means that along with big 

                                                
 
137 Neil Young, comment for Fahey, “Games Have Left the Shadow of the Movie Business.” 

GamesIndustry.biz, 13 May, 2016. 
 
138 Kaufman, email message to the author. 
 
139 See “Retail Specialist Job: Warner Bros.,” Lensa, 7 November 2018. According to this job posting, 
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140 Tracey Lien, “The Fall of THQ,” Polygon, 9 December 2014.  
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opportunities there are significant industrial risks ... World-famous and high-potential IPs aimed 

at dedicated targets (kids, young male adults, etc.) usually allow a minimisation [sic] of these 

risks.”141 For WBIE, then, targeting either a “core” or “kids/casual” demographic guards against 

the volatility of the video game market.  

This strategy leverages WBIE’s access to a diverse portfolio of brands from Warner Bros. 

(e.g., Harry Potter), DC Comics (e.g., Batman), and developers (i.e., Midway’s Mortal Kombat). 

According to former Associate Manager of Content Marketing Irene Chan, “the age and content” 

differentiates these categories (see Figure 43).142  

Title Category Platform(s) 

Scribblenauts Showdown Kids/casual Nintendo Switch (NS), Sony 
PlayStation 4 (PS4), 

Microsoft Xbox One (Xbone) 

Harry Potter: Hogwarts 
Mystery 

Kids/casual Mobile 

Westworld Core Mobile 

Lego DC Supervillains Kids/casual NS, PS4, Xbone 

Lego Harry Potter Collection Kids/casual NS, Xbone 

Hitman 2 Core PS4, Xbone, PC  

Figure 43: WBIE games published in 2018 demonstrate a mix of “core” and “kids/casual.” 

Certain brands can be interpreted for either or both (e.g., Batman has appeared in the “core” 

Batman: Arkham games [Eidos Interactive/WBIE, 2009-2016] as well as the kids/casual Lego 

Batman series [WBIE, 2008-Present]) (see Figure 44). 
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Figure 44: Batman: Arkham Asylum (Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment, 2009), top, 

and Lego Batman 3: Beyond Gotham (Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment, 2014), 
bottom, represent the “core” and “kids/casual” categories, respectively, of Warner Bros. 

Interactive Entertainment (composite by the author).143 
 

Since the 1980s when widely diversified conglomerates like WCI consolidated to become media-

focused empires like Time Warner, Hollywood has prioritized this exact type of brand that 

Thomas Schatz has referred to as “strategically ‘open’ to multiple meanings and multiple 

reiteration.”144 Because of this openness and adaptability, sectors of the Warner conglomerate 

over time have been able to interpret the Batman IP in different ways (e.g., in 2017, Warner 

Bros. released both the PG-13 Justice League and the lighter, PG-rated The Lego Batman 

                                                
 
143 Top screenshot of RabidRetrospectGames, “Batman Arkham Asylum Full Game Walkthrough - No 

Commentary,” YouTube, 23 July 2018; and bottom screenshot of Blitzwinger, “Lego Batman 3 - Beyond Gotham - 
Part 1 - We Are Back! (HD),” YouTube, 10 November 2014. 
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Movie). Besides carrying on the conglomerate’s legacy of diversifying a single IP, WBIE also 

has maintained divisions between its units. As one respondent noted, “[T]here’s not much cross-

communication between the Kids/Casual and the Core side just because we don’t hit the same 

audiences.” Even though Batman and other IP have extended across demographic categories, the 

teams are kept separate so as to not mix their marketing messages. 

 WBIE’s bifurcated core and kids/casual strategy emerged over time. Public statements 

referring to a range of demographics have appeared since at least 2009, when President Martin 

Tremblay said in a press statement that the division would use its newly acquired license to the 

Lord of the Rings literary and film interactive rights to “[create] new experiences in the game 

space design to appeal to a wide array of consumer tastes from core to casual.”145 Based on these 

rights, WBIE has gone on to extend the Lord of the Rings IP across core titles (e.g., 2014’s 

Middle-earth: Shadow of Mordor) and kids/casual games (e.g., 2014’s Lego The Hobbit).  

At first, however, the distinction between the categories had been less clear. As late as 

2011, Warner Bros. continued to collaborate on console tie-ins that either told a straightforward 

adaptation (EA’s Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, Part II and WBIE’s Happy Feet Two: 

The Videogame) or a transmedia extension (WBIE’s Green Lantern: Rise of the Manhunters). 

Despite directly-related tie-ins tending to appeal to a casual audience, the Harry Potter and 

Green Lantern titles carried more restrictive, and core-appropriate, ratings (“T” [teen] in North 

America and “12” in Europe). With tie-ins increasingly moving at the time from consoles to 

mobile platforms, all three games sold poorly.146  
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In response, WBIE committed to a more indirect approach for its console products based 

on Warner IP as the discrepancy between its direct tie-ins and more general licensed games 

became more apparent. As the Los Angeles Times reported in 2010, Batman: Arkham Asylum 

(Eidos Interactive/WBIE, 2009) vastly outsold the Avatar tie-in (Ubisoft, 2009), which released 

alongside the film that set the record for highest global box-office gross.147 Then, in 2011, 

Tremblay announced, “The movie-based games business is broken, and for teen-targeted titles, 

we're going to try and distance ourselves from the movies so the game stands by itself.”148 That 

year, not only did the Harry Potter, Happy Feet Two, and Green Lantern tie-ins all underperform 

but also Batman: Arkham City (WBIE, 2011)—the sequel to Arkham Asylum—achieved even 

higher sales and more critical acclaim than its predecessor.149 Warner Bros. used these games to 

build out the so-called Arkhamverse (see Figure 45). 

                                                                                                                                                       
146 Fritz, “Warner’s Approach,”; and Fritz, “Warner Bros. Wants to Reinvent the Movie-Based Video 

Game,” Los Angeles Times, 6 June 2012. Other underperforming tie-ins around this time included the licensed 
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(WBIE, 2009). See Dave Rudden, “A New Age of Movie Games,” GamePro, 12 August 2010.  

 
147 Fritz, “Video Games Based.”  
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Figure 45: The Arkhamverse transmedia franchise comprises multiple texts, including the 

video games shown here (photo by the author). 
 

This transmedia franchise—within what Justin Mack has termed the Batman “meta-franchise”—

has comprised video games, mobile apps, comic books, a virtual reality experience, and a direct-

to-video animated film.150 The Arkham games, that is, have become “mothership” transmedia 

texts that have spawned their own paratexts. According to Henry Jenkins, the “mothership” 

model of transmedia focuses “on one core property that may be extended into other platforms.” 

This model contrasts the less hierarchical form of storytelling that the Matrix franchise had 

                                                
 
150 Justin Mack, “The Dark Knight Levels Up: Batman: Arkham Asylum and the Convergent Superhero 
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employed by making all texts necessary for narrative comprehension.151 As the mothership of the 

Arkhamverse, the games represent the central text and not an ancillary like a traditional tie-in. 

In further contrast to film adaptations like Batman Begins (EA, 2005) or the comic book-

based Batman: Dark Tomorrow (Kemco, 2003), the Arkham titles tell original stories set in a 

“generic” version of the Batman universe that consolidates the brand’s transmedia sprawl.152 

With WBIE possessing the rights to all Batman media, the Arkham games have been able to 

integrate otherwise unrelated material, including talent from Batman: The Animated Series, a 

tone reflecting the Dark Knight film trilogy, and a roster of characters and locations derived from 

the comics. The Arkhamverse, in other words, operates according to the logic of multiplicity—

the idea that all versions of a character can coexist. In their analysis of Batman as a “floating 

signifier,” William Uricchio and Roberta E. Pearson argue, “Unlike some fictional characters, 

the Batman has no primary urtext set in a specific period, but has rather existed in a plethora of 

equally valid texts.”153 Speaking more holistically about WBIE’s IP approach, Senior Vice 

President of Digital Gaming Glen Ballard claims that part of what distinguishes Warner 

properties is that the brands “transcend” individual films, such that games featuring a particular 

IP do not necessarily have to adapt another text.154  

 For WBIE, then, the Arkham franchise has demonstrated that licensed video games can 

achieve success without explicit textual connections. Just as Hall’s licensing penalty had helped 
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legitimize WBIE through exclusion, so has the decision to position its licensed games as distinct 

from other media. Beyond legitimization, the generic adaptation approach complements the 

open, synergistic IP that media conglomerates favor and, as such, can adaptably promote 

multiple franchise texts. Batman: Arkham Knight (WBIE, 2015), for instance, features content 

related to TV series (e.g., Batman [ABC, 1966-1969]), comic book arcs (e.g., Batman: Under the 

Red Hood [2004-2006]), and films (e.g., 2016’s Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice).155 

Reiterating Tremblay’s 2011 statement, WBIE Vice President of Production and Development 

Peter Wyse acknowledged in 2015 that Arkham Asylum had influenced the division’s core game 

strategy: “It’s a lesson we’ve taken to heart at Warner Bros. We don’t build games that are based 

on movies.”156 Senior Vice President of International Games Olivier Wolff has referred to 

software like Arkham as “a gaming expression of an IP which stands by itself.”157 

WBIE has applied this general-expression strategy to other core products. Middle-earth: 

Shadow of Mordor told an original story set in the Lord of the Rings universe while appearing 

shortly before The Hobbit: Battle of the Five Armies (Peter Jackson, 2014) opened in theaters. 

Similarly, 2015 saw the releases of both a Mad Max video game and a Mad Max film that, on the 

surface, bear no relation. Emil Kraftling of WBIE developer Avalanche Studios said that the 

team opted for “a standalone experience” for Mad Max (WBIE, 2015) “because movie tie-in 

games tend to be quite bad … and we want core gamers to be able to enjoy this game.”158 
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Originally planned to release in advance of the long-gestating Mad Max: Fury Road (George 

Miller, 2015), production delays on both the film and the game pushed back its release to 

September 1, 2015—the same day that Fury Road appeared on home video.159 An interviewee 

said that this timing represented a “problem” for the gaming division, even though it might have 

benefitted Warner Bros. in terms of promoting the film: “We didn’t want people to think that this 

was a Mad Max: Fury Road video game because that has a stigma of being a shitty movie-

game.” Rather than being associated with any other media release, this employee says, “We 

(WBIE) want to be separate. We don’t want to look like a movie-video game.” In a promotional 

interview, Wyse likewise positioned the game as independent from the film, noting, “We haven’t 

really followed their schedule. … The game took as long as it took until we were happy with 

it.”160 Both Wyse and the employee I interviewed emphasize that a generic approach can reduce 

what they perceive as problems associated with tie-ins, namely a negative connotation among 

hardcore gamers and awaiting film asset access and stakeholder approval while trying to meet a 

day-and-date release. With their more flexible development cycles, these games tend to result in 

a strong product both critically and commercially.161  

Those associated with WBIE have expressed ambivalence about the use of Warner 

brands in their products. In 2012, the Los Angeles Times reported that Tremblay “wants to find a 

way to capitalize on the heightened attention and massive marketing campaigns surrounding 
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161 As of May 2019, the 2014 multi-console title Batman: Arkham Origins Blackgate - Deluxe Edition (a 

port of a Nintendo 3DS game) represents WBIE’s lowest-scoring console-based, generic-licensed title, with a 
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high-profile movie releases while distinguishing the work his unit does creatively.”162 While 

Tremblay may have wanted to link the unit’s products to those from Warner Bros., since 2011—

as it has gained legitimacy in the eyes of its conglomerate and the gaming community—WBIE 

has worked to position its products as independent. A respondent implied that the general 

approach for core games has encouraged WBIE’s employees to regard their work as original IP 

for both non-licensed (e.g., Mortal Kombat) and licensed products, even those that appear to 

promote a film: “There’s kind of a thing in the video game industry where you come in with a 

game. We call it a new IP; it’s something no one’s ever heard of. While people have heard of 

Lord of the Rings, they haven’t heard of Shadow of Mordor.” Similarly, Executive Vice 

President and General Manager David Haddad said in July 2015, “I think the notion that because 

we're a movie studio and we have a games publishing business, we think about movies and then 

make games. That's not the way we think about it.”163 Rather than conflicted feelings, these more 

recent statements suggest that WBIE has internally shifted its focus, and self-positioning, since 

Tremblay’s tenure ended in February 2015.164  

While Shadow of Mordor and Mad Max both promoted films through the sharing of a 

brand, other titles have functioned more independently while still performing a branding 

function. Beyond generating their own revenues and paratexts, the Arkham and Middle-earth 

games have helped maintain brand awareness in years without film or TV installments and 

thereby stimulate sales of previous franchise texts and paratexts. That is, the generic approach 

provides these game a more timeless quality that can benefit from, but not entirely depend on, 
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the marketing hype for another, related product like a theatrical film release. Other licensors have 

adopted this approach; for Sony and Marvel, the PlayStation 4-exclusive Marvel’s Spider-Man 

(Sony Interactive Entertainment, 2018) does not directly adapt any pre-existing Spider-Man text 

but instead integrates elements from several of the character’s media. As such, it worked to keep 

the character in the public consciousness in advance of his next film appearance while also 

driving audiences to other texts. General expressions like these contrast early media-licensed 

games from the Atari VCS/2600 era, when limited technology meant providing a small narrative 

around gameplay. Today, the open-world Arkham series and Marvel’s Spider-Man demonstrate 

that contemporary media-licensed software tend to place gameplay over an expansive, multi-

story narrative.  

Besides growing out of the commercial and critical success of the Arkham franchise, 

WBIE’s general-expression approach reflects larger changes throughout the American film 

industry. By the 2000s, efforts toward vertical integration and synergy had failed. Douglas 

Gomery points to Viacom’s acquisition of video rental chain Blockbuster, whose inability to 

integrate into the corporate structure led to it being sold in 1997 after only four years.165 Even 

though vertical integration would seem to encourage the sharing of assets between different 

conglomerate divisions, this proved especially difficult for Warner. By 2006, the collapse of the 

AOL-Time Warner deal led to a divestment of money-losing divisions (e.g., recorded music and 

book publishing) and encouraged a shift from synergy to adjacency.166 According to J.D. 

Connor, “Where synergy in its ideal form flowed through a company, drawing every part closer, 
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making each part a potential emblem of the whole, saturating it, adjacency looked 

‘opportunistically’ to spaces between and alongside units.”167 Then, in 2008, Jeff Bewkes, the 

former HBO executive who—as noted in Chapter 3—had criticized AOL’s synergy efforts as 

“bullshit,” took over as Time Warner CEO. Whereas his predecessor Richard Parsons had strove 

for cooperation between divisions, Bewkes returned to WCI CEO Steve Ross’s management of 

inner-corporate competition.168 This has resulted in a discouraging of synergy and less 

collaboration between WBIE and its sibling film studio.  

Along with less synergy and the challenges of contemporary tie-in video game 

development, the American film industry has recently turned from an actor- to character-based 

economy. Marc Bernardin in the Los Angeles Times writes, “The actor at the top of the credit 

block has come to matter less than the name of the character or the franchise in the title.”169 

From Ben Fritz’s perspective, this has marked a return to the Classical Hollywood studio era, 

except that “[o]nly now the major entertainment companies don’t own the most important 

talent—they own the most important cinematic brands.”170 With audiences increasingly drawn to 

characters rather than stars, games tied to specific interpretations of characters have become less 

of a priority. Even so, through the central control afforded by studio ownership, WBIE has 
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168 Szalai, “Bewkes: New Course for Time Warner Ship, ” The Hollywood Reporter, 5 November 2007. At 
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followed a strategy by which it generally avoids direct tie-ins for consoles while still exploiting 

IP to create brand awareness around the studio’s films.171  

Whereas its core games have taken a general-expression approach, WBIE has continued 

to release direct adaptations for the kids/casual audience. Back in 2011, Fritz reported that Green 

Lantern: Rise of the Manhunters “may be the last (tie-in) the studio releases alongside one of its 

films, save for kids’ titles.”172 Even as console titles transitioned toward transmedia and indirect 

adaptations in the 2000s, children’s films have continued to receive either direct adaptations or 

non-narrative tie-ins. For publishers, these films provide a longer development period, lower 

production costs (such as not needing to pay for actor likenesses), and tend to be designed as 

franchises.173 Disney’s Cars films (John Lasseter et al., 2006-2017), for instance, have all 

received console tie-ins—the first two from Disney Interactive and the third, 2017’s Cars 3: 

Driven to Win, from WBIE. Back in 1999, J.C. Herz suggested why children’s games, in contrast 

to core games, tend to receive direct adaptations. Referring to Disney Interactive’s tie-in to A 

Bug’s Life (John Lasseter, 1998), Herz writes that “the intended audience—children 8 to 12 years 

old—has sky-high standards for video games” because “they will have seen [the film] over and 

over on video” and “don't want anything incongruous in [the] game.”174 In other words, because 

children tend to re-watch films so many times, they expect the tie-in game to adhere closely to 

their expectations and to re-enact their viewing experience by participating within the narrative. 

                                                
 
171 For instance, in addition to Kabam’s 2013 Man of Steel mobile tie-in, Injustice: God’s Among Us, which 

features Superman on its cover art, released in time for Man of Steel (Zack Snyder, 2013).  
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Therefore, it is not surprising that games industry stakeholders have noted that, while gameplay 

matters most to older players, licenses take priority with the youth audience.175  

WBIE has produced original kids/casual video games (e.g., the Scribblenauts series 

[2009-Present]), but their licensed titles have tended to fall under the Lego brand. In 2007, as 

part of the five-year expansion plan mentioned in the previous chapter, WBIE bought Britain-

based, Lego games developer Traveller’s Tales (TT) at a cost of $200 million.176 The high cost 

reflects the deep history of Lego video games, which began in the 1990s, when the brand’s 

owner, the Lego Group, turned to games in the face of declining sales.177 Around the same time, 

the company started licensing media franchises, starting with Star Wars in 1999.178 Fans and 

Lego Group board members initially resisted the idea, feeling that kits based on pre-existing 

concepts would stifle Lego’s association with creativity.179 Despite this resistance, media-

licensed sets underscored a newfound corporate focus on play-as-storytelling.180 

The Lego Group’s embrace of storytelling led to video games that adapted films. 

Whereas the earliest games (e.g., Lego Island [Mindscape, 1997]) featured original stories and 

characters that merely highlighted the Lego brand itself, licensed games would serve a broader 
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purpose.181 In 2005, the TT-developed Lego Star Wars: The Video Game (Eidos Interactive and 

Giant Interactive Entertainment, 2005) simultaneously cross-promoted the Lego brand, the line 

of Star Wars-themed Lego sets, the Star Wars media franchise, and the theatrical release of Star 

Wars: Episode III - Revenge of the Sith (George Lucas, 2005)— which appeared just weeks after 

the game’s hit store shelves. Uniquely, TT approached the Star Wars franchise from a humorous 

perspective while still directly adapting its films’ storylines.  

 Due to the commercial success of Lego Star Wars and its 2006 sequel, WBIE acquired 

TT. Now under the ownership of a Hollywood studio, the developer had access to a stable of IP 

like Batman, Harry Potter, and Lord of the Rings. TT also has remained autonomous enough to 

work with not just Warner IP but also brands licensed from outside parties as well, including 

Marvel and Star Wars.182 This autonomy stems from a combination of factors, including TT’s 

consistent profitability as well as its distance from WBIE’s Burbank headquarters.183 Also likely 

contributing to WBIE’s willingness to grant such freedom was the fact that, during the period 

between Hall’s departure and the announcement of Tremblay as his permanent successor, TT had 

established an autonomous management structure outside the responsibilities of interim WBIE 

leaders Samantha Ryan and Debra Baker.184 Furthemore, TT’s freedom reflects Warner’s 
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tendency to encourage separation between its units, especially after Bewkes took over as CEO in 

2008. In the time since TT’s acquisition, the developer has worked on dozens of Lego titles. The 

ability to reuse assets, including character designs and mechanics, has enabled TT to create at 

least two Lego games per year since 2008, with several arriving day-and-date with a film release 

(e.g., 2018’s Lego The Incredibles debuted the same day as The Incredibles 2 [Brad Bird, 2018]).  

Franchise fatigue, however, soon set in. In its review of Lego Batman 3: Beyond Gotham 

(WBIE, 2014), IGN noted that the game “hews close to the series’ formula.”185 Specifically, the 

formula for media-licensed Lego games involves a narrative that adapts cinematic events, spaces, 

and characters, but with a self-aware tone that simultaneously celebrates and pokes fun at the 

source material. This approach provides comic relief while also revising intense narrative 

moments for a family audience. In the early Lego games, which feature no voice-acting, the 

characters communicate through pantomime; for example, in Lego Star Wars II: The Original 

Trilogy (LucasArts, 2006), Darth Vader tells Luke Skywalker that he is his father by showing off 

family photos. In terms of gameplay, players advance from area to area—where they must defeat 

an army of enemies while also solving puzzles—by either choosing a character with the required 

ability or by breaking objects that contain the right Lego piece needed to open a door or activate 

a machine. Reviewing Lego Lord of the Rings (WBIE, 2012), IGN felt that the addition of voice-

acting failed to compensate for the familiar gameplay: “It was a good start when LEGO Star 

Wars first hit [back in 2005], but this approach to puzzle solving has gotten old and stale. It isn't 

to say the puzzles are poorly designed or anything, just that they feel rote by now, as does the 
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entire formula.”186 To reinvigorate the formula, TT introduced the innovative Lego Dimensions 

(WBIE, 2015). 

At the center of its innovations lay the convergence of established Lego video game 

mechanics with actual Lego toys. Beyond building upon gameplay and narrative concepts 

established in earlier Lego software, Dimensions provided a platform that brings together 

multiple media franchises from Warner and elsewhere (see Figure 46).  

 
Figure 46: Lego Dimensions (Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment, 2015) brings 

together multiple media franchises (photo by the author).  
 

Its gameplay involves building actual Lego minifigures and vehicles; players then place these 

toys onto a USB toy pad that connects to a gaming console. The pad reads a microchip on the 

bottom of the figure or vehicle and then “transports” the toy into the game on screen.  
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This style of gameplay is not exclusive to Lego Dimensions; instead, TT built upon a 

concept called “toys-to-life.” While introduced in earlier products, toys-to-life became popular 

after Activision’s Skylanders: Spyro’s Adventure debuted in 2011.187 Spawning several sequels 

and even an animated series (i.e., Netflix’s Skylanders Academy), Skylanders established a 

format in which game completion requires buying separately sold toys. While the basic retail 

version of Skylanders includes a set of figures, players need to acquire additional figures to 

access all areas of the game. Toys-to-life, then, complements the games industry’s embrace of 

games-as-a-service, given that the release of new figures extends a product’s shelf-life by turning 

the game into a platform for ongoing content. At the same time, the toys-to-life format resembles 

the F2P economic model of mobile games in which gameplay becomes more enjoyable with the 

spending of more money.  

In 2013, Disney Interactive refined toys-to-life when it introduced Disney Infinity as a 

platform for promoting the studio’s franchises. The base game came packaged with a USB 

gamepad and three characters: Sully from Monsters Inc. (Pete Docter and Dan Scanlon, 2001-

2013), Jack Sparrow from Pirates of the Caribbean (Gore Verbinski et al., 2003-Present), and 

Mr. Incredible from The Incredibles (Brad Bird, 2004-2018). Even though Infinity lacks an 

overarching narrative campaign that brings together multiple IP, the game does include a “Toy 

Box” mode in which players can create their own scenarios. Each character also can access a set 

of levels that adapts one of their respective films. To fully explore these levels, more figures 

need to be purchased. Borrowing the idea of these F2P barriers from Skylanders, Infinity 

demonstrated how the toys-to-life format could be used as a marketing vehicle with additional 
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story content adapting new films. In this way, it functioned as a platform for releasing short-form 

tie-ins that could promote films deemed unfit for a longer-form, standalone game—such as The 

Lone Ranger (Gore Verbinski, 2013) and Inside Out (Pete Docter, 2015). 

From an adaptation perspective, the toys-to-life format of Lego Dimensions adds another 

layer of complexity to the process of translating films into video games. Because of their 

convergence with physical products, both Infinity and Dimensions required that characters from 

drastically distinct visual styles be adapted into figures with a unifying aesthetic. While the 

figures in Infinity all carry a cartoonish look, those in Dimensions are presented as standard Lego 

minifigures that stand atop a base containing a microchip. Referring to The Lego Movie (Phil 

Lord and Christopher Miller et al., 2014-Present), Mark J.P. Wolf has argued that because the 

film’s characters are based on franchised Lego toys, they represent “adaptations distinct and 

different from their source material.”188 Lego Dimensions further complicates this adaptation 

process due to its convergence of the digital and the physical, with the game itself adapting 

franchise narratives and settings whereas the toys adapt characters and props.189  

Although Dimensions superficially resembles Infinity, it further innovated the toys-to-life 

genre. Like Infinity, its base retail unit, called a “Starter Pack,” includes the game disc along with 

a USB toy pad and three minifigures based on different franchise characters: Batman, Gandalf 

from Lord of the Rings, and Wildstyle from The Lego Movie. A key difference between Infinity 

and Dimensions lies in the roster of characters that appear. Whereas Infinity features characters 
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only from Disney franchises, Dimensions includes not only Warner characters (e.g., Superman 

and Harry Potter) but also licensed characters (e.g., E.T. from Universal and the Ghostbusters 

from Sony). Although some franchises previously had received physical Lego tie-ins (e.g., 

WBIE published a pair of Lego Harry Potter titles in 2010 and 2011), for others, Dimensions 

represented their Lego debut. In contrast to Lego games that center on a single franchise, 

Dimensions brings together a collection of internal and licensed franchises to create a mashup 

that parallels the type of crossover play in which Lego users naturally engage.190  

Also, unlike in Infinity, Dimensions features an original narrative that brings together 

characters, props, and locations from multiple media franchises. As Wolf reminds us of the Lego 

brand, “LEGO isn’t just transmedial, it’s also transfranchisal.”191 The hyper-mélange, 

transfranchisal campaign of Dimensions takes place in the Lego Multiverse, a setting introduced 

in Warner Bros.’s The Lego Movie. The story involves an original character named Lord Vortech 

seeking to gain control of the multiverse by traveling to different media franchise worlds and 

retrieving twelve “Foundation Elements,” such as the ruby slippers from The Wizard of Oz 

(Victor Fleming, 1939) and the One Ring from The Lord of the Rings. When Lord Vortech opens 

up a portal to travel between these worlds, their inhabitants become displaced. To protect the 

Foundation Elements and thwart Lord Vortech’s plan, players take control of these characters 

and venture across the Lego Multiverse. As in previous Lego games, players must select specific 

characters to access certain areas; however, instead of just choosing the right digital character 
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within the game, players now needed to buy a physical minifigure of this character to be scanned 

into the game.  

In addition to the main campaign in the “Starter Pack” (i.e., the basic retail version), 

separately sold “Level Packs” offer additional, standalone adaptations of films and TV series 

(e.g., Gremlins [Joe Dante, 1984] and Mission: Impossible [Brian de Palma, 1996]). As add-on 

products, these Level Packs speak to the modularity of the Dimensions platform. According to 

TT Games Associate Producer Mark Warburton, Level Packs allow for TT to provide a Lego 

video game adaptation of films that would not justify a full-fledged game.192 For a decades-old 

IP like Back to the Future (Robert Zemeckis, 1985), Level Packs helped Dimensions appeal to a 

multigenerational audience comprised of children and their parents. As the game’s director 

Arthur Parsons put it, “Gremlins might not be something eight-year-old kids know, but their 

parents will, and they can experience that with their kids through Lego Dimensions.”193 To 

appeal to this broad audience, Dimensions combines adaptation strategies derived from console 

and mobile tie-ins.  

The Back to the Future Level Pack significantly simplifies and compresses its cinematic 

source material. Whereas standard console tie-ins—even Lego games—typically extend a two-

hour film into a ten-to-twenty-hour narrative through new scenes and minigames, the Back to the 

Future Level Pack condenses the film’s running time down to just twenty minutes. Eschewing a 

direct adaptation approach, the game focuses on a selection of set pieces, thereby transforming 
                                                

 
192 Takahashi, “Warner’s Lego Dimensions Team Worked 8 Years on Latest Toy-Game Hybrid,” 

VentureBeat, 2 June 2015.  
 
193 Takahashi, “Warner Bros. Doubles Down on Toys-to-Life with Second Year of Lego Dimensions,” 
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the film, as Robert Buerkle has noted of the Lego Star Wars games, into “an abstract series of 

episodes.”194 The condensed story of the Level Pack centers on Marty McFly’s accidental time 

travel from 1985 to 1955, where he and a younger version of his mentor, Doc Brown, attempt to 

bring Marty back to the future. On the surface, this would seem to mirror the structure of the 

film, but though the game includes brief non-interactive cutscenes to bridge playable sequences, 

it eliminates enough narrative material that the story skips straight from Marty’s meeting the 

1955 version of Doc to the two characters harnessing a bolt of lightning to generate the 1.21 

gigawatts of electricity needed to power the time machine. This means that the game omits 

Marty’s conflict with Biff and his oedipal relationship with his parents—since those characters 

do not appear in the game. Although this abstraction robs the game of the film’s themes and 

subtext, it does make a decades-old film more palatable to young gamers.  

In addition to changing the film’s narrative, the Back to the Future Level Pack also 

makes tonal changes to appeal to a multigenerational audience. For example, the game removes 

the film’s violence. After Doc introduces Marty to the plutonium-powered time machine, a group 

of Libyans violently shoot Doc to death. In the game, however, Doc makes no mention of 

stealing or of plutonium and instead explains only that he has “borrowed something from” the 

Libyans. Then, when the Libyans find Doc, he manages to dance around their gunfire, which 

leads them to use an assortment of weapons (including a kitchen sink) before resorting to a 

baseball that strikes Doc in the stomach and kills him (see Figure 47). 
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Figure 47: Tonal changes help Lego Dimensions (Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment, 
2015) adapt older texts like Back to the Future (Robert Zemeckis, 1985) for a contemporary 

youth audience (composite by the author).195 
 

 These tonal changes lend Dimensions much of its cross-generational appeal. Buerkle has 

described the tonal approach of the Lego Star Wars games as “fan parody,” meaning that the 

parody celebrates rather than deconstructs.196 Like Lego Star Wars, the Back to the Future Level 

Pack presents an intricate recreation of its source material but with the addition of sight gags and 

humorous dialogue. The Level Pack, for example, includes not only detailed film locations like 

the Twin Pines Mall but also new voiceovers from actors Michael J. Fox and Christopher Lloyd. 

At the same time, the humor that TT has added subverts any such claims to adaptation 

authenticity.197 Like other Lego tie-in games, the Back to the Future Level Pack does not attempt 

to directly adapt its source text. Jessica Aldred has argued that video game avatars based on film 

characters “function as ‘doubled avatars’” that must strike “a difficult balance between being 
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effective player surrogates, as well as accurate stand-ins for their cinematic source material.”198 

Presenting film characters as Lego minifigures alleviates this “doubled avatariality,” given that 

the avatars in Dimensions represent minifigures rather than film characters. Because avatars in 

Lego video games do not represent film characters, the narratives have the freedom to deviate 

from source material. This is all to say that, despite featuring narratives based on films, 

Dimensions distances itself from adaptation authenticity, given that it presents Lego versions of 

film characters, settings, and stories. Although tie-ins that authentically, or directly, adapt films 

have largely moved from home consoles to mobile, the Back to the Future Level Pack and other 

Lego games demonstrate the potential for tie-ins to adapt their cinematic source material in a 

subversive or otherwise indirect manner that addresses both a young and older audience.  

Originally, WBIE and TT had announced an ambitious plan to deliver new content to the 

platform for three years; however, development ceased in 2017, after two years at retail and nine 

waves of content.199 In addition to demonstrating the complex adaptation strategies of 

Dimensions, the Back to the Future Level Pack also suggests reasons behind the game’s 

cancellation. Although the Lego video game series had adopted the toys-to-life model to 

reinvigorate a familiar formula, the market for toys-to-life—like the plastic instrument game fad 

before it—had started to fade not long after Dimensions released in September 2015. In 2016, 

Disney Interactive stopped supporting Disney Infinity (and left console development altogether), 

while Activision has not released a new Skylanders game since that same year.200 By the time 

Lego entered the market, Nintendo already had introduced its own line of figures, called 
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amiibo.201 With the arrival of Dimensions, the toys-to-life market became even more saturated. 

Challenges in the toy retail industry, such as low sales of licensed products as well as the 

eventual bankruptcy of Toys “R” Us, also contributed to the fall of Dimensions.202 Once a highly 

profitable concept, toys-to-life today is limited mostly to amiibo, after the failed experiment of 

Starlink: Battle for Atlas (Ubisoft, 2018) (see Figure 48).203  
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Figure 48: A Target “clearance” endcap, in September 2018, displays discounted toys-to-

life products (photo by the author). 
 

Furthermore, even though the Dimensions platform would seem to eliminate the need for 

standalone Lego tie-in games, this turned out not be the case, when Lego Star Wars: The Force 

Awakens arrived in June 2016—nine months after the launch of Dimensions.204 Not only did this 
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tie-in present a more varied and expansive gameplay experience, but it also featured a transmedia 

narrative that enriched fans’ understanding of its source film.205 Ironically, TT had positioned 

Dimensions as a platform to showcase not high-profile franchises like Star Wars but rather IP 

deemed inappropriate for dedicated tie-ins. Some of these (e.g., Back to the Future) carried 

obvious multigenerational appeal, but others (e.g., The A-Team [NBC, 1983-1987]) did not. This 

reflects that the game may have tried appealing to too many demographics.206  

Finally, Lego Dimensions was an extreme undertaking for both its developer and 

consumers. The logistics of the project—in terms of budget, technology, and licensing—all 

added up to an eight-year development cycle even before the Starter Pack launched in 2015.207 

The diversity of licenses proved difficult to wrangle. According to one interviewee, WBIE had to 

dedicate extensive personnel resources to manage the licenses. At the time, Peter Wyse oversaw 

the company’s non-DC games, with the assistance of two executive producers—“one of whom is 

focused on all the other games he’s responsible for and one of whom is focused entirely on 

LEGO Dimensions.” Overall, this interviewee says of the licensing work on Dimensions, “a 

tremendous, tremendous amount of energy went into that.” A respondent from TT justifies that 

IP represent such a valuable commodity to licensors that “when you’re licensing something, 

                                                                                                                                                       
words, standalone Lego games are reserved for longstanding, cross-generational franchises whereas Dimensions 
content was meant for less expansive experiences.  
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characters as well as building and rebuilding (of physical, real-world LEGO). … how do you get a toy to appear in a 
video game? How do you make it cost-effective? How do you make it fun?” 
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you’re asking a company to give you their golden goose.” Even being part of the Warner 

conglomerate did not obviate the challenges of licensing for TT—a similar situation that had 

occurred with Disney Interactive on Disney Infinity.208 As this respondent explains, “[W]hen we 

do Superman or Batman, it’s not just Warner Bros. (that TT communicates with), it’s DC 

Comics, it’s Theatrical, it’s Marketing. Everyone has a buy-in with what’s going on: what kind 

of music, what kind of look, is it going to be the new stuff, is it going to be the old stuff?” Still, 

the interviewee admits, that Warner Bros. can take advantage of “inter-company licensing,” 

which “allows them to be able to share different resources and tasks and be able to open things 

up that wouldn’t ordinarily be open to them. Things like The LEGO Movie, we get access to 

things a lot earlier than anyone else would’ve done.” Beyond sharing assets between 

departments, one WBIE employee I spoke with says that revenue sharing becomes “less 

problematic” between different Warner divisions “than a true license would.” Conglomeration, 

then, aids in the sharing of IP but does not necessarily eliminate the process of licensing and its 

inherent issues.  

Besides spending eight years in development, production of the bricks and minifigures 

proved more expensive than the Skylanders and Disney Infinity toys.209 Expenses included the 

expected high cost of producing standard Lego components, but also the array of new franchises 

introduced in Dimensions called for specialized pieces.210 This was passed on to consumers, with 

the Starter Pack originally retailing for $100 and Level Packs selling for $30. According to a 

respondent, conveying the game’s worth to consumers presented a challenge: “Price point was a 
                                                

 
208 See Fleury, “Playing in the Corporate Toybox: The Multiple Levels of Adaptation in Disney Infinity,” 

South Atlantic Review 80.3-4 (2015): 118-135. 
 
209 Takahashi, “Warner’s Lego Dimensions Team.” 
 
210 Daniel Becker, “The Quiet Cancellation Of LEGO Dimensions,” Bricks to Life, 15 March 2017. 
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huge point of contention. … because you have to communicate the value of the game, but you 

also have to communicate the many functionalities of the game.” Lastly, the need to provide 

ongoing support created an unsustainable workload, with TT’s developers needing to 

simultaneously produce dozens of expansion packs for multiple consoles. Unsurprisingly, 

players encountered glitches in many of the Level Packs from the second year.211 

Lego Dimensions foretells an ambiguous future for film-licensed video games on home 

consoles. On the one hand, its integration of abstraction and fan parody remind us that tie-ins still 

can adapt films without needing to strive for authenticity. Along with WBIE’s general 

expressions for its core games, Dimensions and other Lego software suggest that loose, rather 

than direct, adaptations may be the key to preserving a market for console licensed games. More 

broadly, general expressions and the playfulness of the Lego brand suggest that re-interpretation 

can help sustain the viability of venerable media franchises. On the other hand, the decision to 

end support for Dimensions after only two years emphasizes how the tie-in audience has 

migrated to mobile platforms. In addition, the rapid box-office decline of the Lego film franchise 

could mean fewer Lego-themed video games going forward.212 This all calls into question both 

the general state of tie-ins today and also the viability of WBIE continuing to bring kids/casual 

products to consoles. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Even with the successes it achieved in 2015 (discussed in Chapter 3), WBIE continues to 

face some of the same hierarchies and challenges that Atari faced under Warner 
                                                

 
211 Phillips. 
 
212 Palmeri, “‘Lego’ Sequel’s Weekend Win Falls a Few Bricks Short of Forecast,” Bloomberg, 10 

February 2019. When The Lego Movie 2: The Second Part (Mike Mitchell, 2019) opened below expectations, it 
continued the declining box office of The Lego Batman Movie and The Lego Ninjago Movie (Charlie Bean et al., 
2017) after The Lego Movie became a surprise commercial hit. 



 
 
 

 448 

Communications. Due to a perception of industrial differences between old and new media, the 

film and video game units of Time Warner—and now AT&T—continue to be in competition as 

often as in cooperation.213 WBIE, like Atari, occupies a relatively low rung on the corporate 

ladder. One respondent I spoke with felt that others in the conglomerate view WBIE as “kind of 

the red-headed step-child.” Another said that the nature of a diversified media conglomerate 

means that an interactive division like WBIE will always be perceived as smaller, and therefore 

less powerful, than a dedicated video game company. While executives at WBIE have 

emphasized its independence from Warner Bros., films and film stakeholders nonetheless do 

exert some control over their gaming paratexts, however loose their association.214  

In some cases, films have dictated the release dates of films carrying the same brand. 

Referring to the delayed Mad Max, one interviewee involved in the game says that releasing day-

and-date with Mad Max: Fury Road on home video “was not our intention.” This person adds, 

“But that’s kind of the issue with dealing with movie properties, is we work at a movie studio, 

and they still have a lot of power over stuff.” Also, development on the licensed tie-in app Man 

of Steel (Phosphor Games, 2013) did not begin until after its designers had watched a final cut of 

Zack Snyder’s 2013 film of the same name; according to the game’s producer Ed Boon, this 

meant the tie-in would “have an authentic game experience.”215 While Boon positively spins this 

hierarchical treatment, the notion that development commenced so near the end of the film’s 

                                                
 
213 Hall, interview with the author. As Hall describes the difference between the film and video game 

industries, “[I]t’s just two different cultures. The culture of Hollywood is the culture of the individual—this is a 
Clint Eastwood movie, this is Zack Snyder’s Man of Steel—whereas the video game industry is team-oriented.”  

 
214 See Palmeri. David Haddad, for instance, has noted in interviews that WBIE’s development studios do 

not need to adhere to film scripts.  
 
215 Gaudiosi, “Man Of Steel Flies To $196.7 Million With Only A Warner Bros. Mobile Game Tie-In,” 

Forbes, 16 June 2013. 
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production demonstrates M.J. Clarke’s observation that in the “asynchronous production cycles” 

of tie-in games, “video-game work is commissioned at the end of eventual decision chains, 

eating away at possible lead time on the part of video-game producers.”216  

Multiple respondents mentioned instances in which Warner’s film and TV units 

outranked WBIE. In one interview, I learned that WBIE and developer Avalanche Studios 

disagreed with Fury Road director George Miller over the direction of the Mad Max video 

game—even though its general use of the IP has no relation to the film.217 According to another 

employee, Snyder specified that the Man of Steel tie-in could not spoil the film’s plot. To 

accommodate this, WBIE coordinated with licensed developer Phosphor Games to create a 

fighting game that only loosely translated its narrative. Furthermore, development on the 

multiplatform fighting title Injustice: Gods Among Us likewise faced restrictions, particularly in 

terms of character designs, given that it released two months before Snyder’s film. As one 

interviewee noted about the relationship between Injustice and Man of Steel, “[T]here were 

sensitivities around that because anything Theatrical wanted obviously trumped what we wanted 

to do.” The use of the word “obviously” implies that employees take as a given that WBIE must 

defer to the Warner Bros. Theatrical group. These issues with Man of Steel recall Kristin 

Thompson’s description of the Lord of the Rings tie-in games needing to avoid film spoilers.218 

As such, even with WBIE’s basis inside the studio, Warner Bros. has, at times, imposed 

restrictions typically placed on external vendors.  
                                                

 
216 Clarke, n.p.  
 
217 Media reports reveal that Miller had been involved with the Mad Max video game early on (back in 

2008), but the subsequent level of his involvement remains unclear. See, for instance, GamesRadar, “George Miller 
Involved ‘Super Early On’ in the Mad Max Game,” GamesRadar, 26 May 2015.  

 
218 Thompson, The Frodo Franchise, 240. The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers (EA, 2002), for 
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The continued centrality of Warner Bros.’s films in relation to WBIE’s games reflects a 

larger power dynamic in the American media industries. The tendency for studios to respond to 

competition from the video game industry by using games as subservient promotional vehicles 

implies an attempt to control the medium. Jason Hall understands this relationship to stem from 

filmmakers wanting to protect their legacy and vision: “There’s a lot of anxiety in Hollywood 

because if everything’s a cult of personality and you’re that personality, well, you’re trying to 

protect that, always.”219 J.D. Connor has observed that, even in the post-Classical Hollywood 

era, CEOs of diversified media conglomerates still frame films as the corporate centerpiece.220 

As Thomas Schatz has noted, in 2008, films accounted for “less than one-tenth of Time Warner’s 

$35 billion in revenues but attracted excessive attention—and criticism—from stockholders, 

Wall Street, and the press.”221 For Schatz and Jennifer Holt, films remain dominant because box-

office performance tends to drive ancillary markets.222  

With studios increasingly adopting a franchise mentality, this belief has held firm. 

Pushing back against the idea of earlier home video releases, Warner Bros. head Kevin Tsujihara 

in 2015 reiterated that the theatrical window “does set up a lot of the value for [DC superhero] 

movies.”223 The welcome message from Chairman and CEO Jeff Bewkes in Time Warner’s 2016 

Annual Report similarly privileges film—and the theatrical opening—over other, ancillary, 
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markets: “Last month, we debuted Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice, a prime example of a 

strategy that has made intellectual property from DC Entertainment a cornerstone of our efforts 

across film, TV, digital, videogames [sic], consumer products (and yes, comic books).”224 While 

Bewkes’s message lists video games alongside other media, it is a film that opens the message 

and organizes this list. At Warner, although Atari and WBIE have at different times represented 

the best-performing division, some games have still needed to defer to an associated film. As I 

discuss in the Conclusion, the centrality of film within Warner could be changing, as criticism 

mounted even before AT&T acquired Time Warner in 2016. 

Other hierarchies have developed within WBIE itself. While WBIE has focused on core 

general expressions and kids/casual Lego adaptations, Warner Bros. has still contracted with 

external vendors to publish mobile tie-ins to films deemed unsuitable for either of WBIE’s two 

specialties. These have included both straightforward adaptations (e.g., The Dark Knight Rises 

[Gameloft, 2012]) and more non-narrative experiences (e.g., the puzzle-based Geostorm [Sticky 

Studios, 2017]).225 In other instances, licensed mobile developers have worked on apps that 

WBIE has published (e.g., 2018’s Harry Potter: Hogwarts Mystery from Jam City).226 WBIE has 

balanced these licensing partnerships with its own internal mobile development teams, including 

TT, Turbine, NetherRealm and a dedicated studio at WB Games San Francisco.227 Like it had 
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early on in the console space, Warner Bros. has leveraged licensing to build out a presence in the 

mobile market. 

Although mobile may one day occupy an equal seat at the table alongside console games, 

signs suggest that WBIE regards mobile as a lesser platform. As companion apps, some mobile 

games have merely supported their console counterparts rather than stand as unique experiences. 

The multiplatform Batman: Arkham Origins, for instance, included a mobile app that added little 

to the larger Origins transmedia narrative. Even with what WBIE calls “cross-connectivity”—by 

which playing both the console and mobile versions unlocks content in both—WBIE 

subordinated the mobile app. This subordination extends from the game’s narrative to the 

development process, as the NetherRealm mobile app repurposes assets from the WB Games 

Montréal console version. From the opening cinematic borrowed from the console title, it 

becomes clear that the mobile Origins is more recursive than revolutionary.  

Furthermore, while WBIE has shifted away from console tie-ins outside of the Lego 

brand, it has published several explicitly promotional mobile apps. This discrepancy comes 

through the games’ press releases, as general expressions on consoles tend to be announced a 

year or more in advance (e.g., Batman: Arkham Knight, which debuted in June 2015, received a 

March 2014 press release) whereas mobile tie-ins often are announced only a few weeks before 

appearing in app stores (e.g., 2016’s Fantastic Beasts: Cases from the Wizarding World).228 

Furthermore, the ongoing use of licensees suggests a lack of confidence in the mobile space; as 

David Haddad said in 2016, “As we look around at our industry peers, the biggest games, the 

most admired games, the games that get played the most are built and managed by ... internal 

                                                
 
228 “Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment Announces Batman™: Arkham Knight,” DC Comics, 4 March 

2014; and “Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment Announces Fantastic Beasts™: Cases From The Wizarding 
World for Mobile Devices,” BusinessWire, 17 October 2016. 
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teams.”229 Finally, WBIE has only recently brought the same range of core and kids/casual 

software to mobile.230 For WBIE, this all suggests mobile stands as more of an experimental, 

marketing-focused platform.  

 Why do these challenges and hierarchies remain at the Warner conglomerate? First, after 

selling AOL in 2009, Time Warner stayed as a conglomerate of siloed-off companies in part 

because of Bewkes’s belief in a decentralized organization, with relative autonomy granted to the 

heads of divisions.231 Eventually, he looked to rectify this. The 2013 promotion of Tsujihara 

represented an effort to unify the divisions; as Bewkes said a year later, “I don’t want people 

sitting with their egos in their fiefdoms. … Collaboration will only make us stronger.”232 

Nonetheless, inner-corporate conflicts appear to be unavoidable in contemporary media 

conglomerates. Ben Fritz has noted, for instance, that WB’s combination of film and TV within a 

single unit has amplified the conflicts that have arisen from TV’s recent economic and cultural 

ascendence over film.233 At the time of Tsujihara’s promotion, Cynthia Littleton of Variety 

explained that Warner’s legacy of fiefdoms would leave the company unable to meet the 

challenges of a shifting entertainment landscape, as “the business of exploiting intellectual 

property is moving into the age of transmedia, which means that stewards of film, TV, 

videogames and digital content production, not to mention consumer products and marketing 
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mavens, have to work together more often.”234 Several respondents I spoke with from WBIE 

noted, however, that transmedia has been harder to achieve than it might appear.  

 Even with Warner Bros.’s involvement in the Matrix transmedia franchise back in the 

early 2000s, coordinating transmedia projects presents significant challenges. According to Hall, 

the Wachowskis, rather than Warner itself, had driven the Matrix transmedia campaign.235 With 

this in mind, it becomes clear that Warner Bros., as a talent-centric studio, merely facilitated an 

artistic vision and did not embrace transmedia storytelling as a corporate strategy. Despite 

subsequent experiments, the idea of transmedia has failed to take hold within the conglomerate.  

 In 2013, WBIE positioned its Batman: Arkham Origins console and PC game as the 

mothership of a transmedia narrative set within the larger Arkhamverse. The narrative begins 

with the eight-issue Batman: Arkham Origins (2013-2014) digital comic series, which leads into 

the console game, and concludes with the Batman: Arkham Origins Blackgate (WBIE, 2013) 

handheld title for Nintendo 3DS and Sony PlayStation Vita (and later ported to home consoles 

and PC). Also within this experience is the mobile companion app (titled Batman: Arkham 

Asylum), which retells the story of the console version. As complex as this set of transmedia texts 

appears, when I asked an interviewee if they knew who was in charge of coordinating the 

Arkham Origins narrative campaign, they professed, “There’s no transmedia ‘story-guy’ who sits 

there and makes sure it works between all the games.” In contrast to The Matrix, then, Arkham 

Origins lacked a driving force like the Wachowskis. 
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Stakeholders associated with WBIE told me and have said in published interviews that 

transmedia storytelling has been difficult for WBIE to implement. Glen Ballard claims, while 

WBIE is “very intrigued” with the concept of transmedia because of the division’s corporate 

proximity to the Warner Bros. film studio, “The biggest challenge is that this is one of those 

concepts that’s a lot easier to talk about than it is to do.”236 David Turner mirrors Ballard’s 

thoughts. He explains that “[t]ransmedia remains this kind of mythical, Holy Grail for all 

entertainment companies” but thinks “there are almost impossible odds against it.” He points to 

increasingly long development schedules that render cross-media synchronization difficult.237 

According to former Disney Interactive Senior Vice President of Global Marketing Craig 

Relyea, the nature of conglomeration makes it difficult to create a transmedia storytelling 

experience: “It’s difficult to have one creative voice across all of these business units and media 

extensions of the company control, in part, because each extension has its own business goals 

and its own objectives and properties that work best for its areas and its own kind of creative 

leaders for each division.” He says that it often is easier to create a trans-merchandising effort 

than one focused on storytelling.238 Based on interviews I conducted, cross-corporate 

coordination—at not just Disney or Warner but at other media companies as well—tends to be 

understood from more of a marketing, rather than storytelling, perspective. As one WBIE 

employee responded when I asked about transmedia, “We do that with comic books and 

consumer products. We do work with DC on comics if applicable, if it makes sense. We do a lot 
                                                

 
236 Takahashi, “Ahoy, Transmedia.”  
 
237 Turner, interview with the author. 
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of consumer products as well. They’ll make hats, and calendars, and whatnot for us.” Some 

respondents even said that transmedia has not been discussed at WBIE; for example, a former 

employee told me, “I don’t think there’s a real push for transmedia at this point. There certainly 

wasn’t when I was there.” These responses suggest that Warner’s longtime culture of 

independence has discouraged cooperation between departments.  

 Second, issues from the Atari era persist for WBIE in part because of a sense of corporate 

ahistoricism (which I also discuss in the Introduction and Chapter 3). Executives and employees 

who I spoke with tended not to acknowledge a pre-WBIE legacy of video games at the Warner 

conglomerate. When I asked if she considers Atari to be part of WBIE’s history, Chan replied, “I 

don’t hear anybody talk about that, ever. In my mind, 2004-ish is when WBIE was started.”239 

Another interviewee likewise says that, while Atari’s legacy is “not really discussed,” Midway’s 

is; as this employee puts it, “Midway is the furthest we go for identifying history.” If Midway 

represents Warner Bros.’s gaming history, then Atari—due to Midway having owned the assets 

of Atari Games—also does as well (see Figure 29 in Chapter 3). Still, Joynt argues, “When you 

start going on far enough back to the Atari era, you’re looking at an entirely different group of 

creative and business people.”240 In fact, both Joynt and Turner believe that WBIE’s history 

begins, at least symbolically, in 2009. Joynt explains that he considers the release of Batman: 

Arkham Asylum that year to have initiated “the modern incarnation of WBIE,” given that 

“Warner Bros. really went from making video games to being a globally competitive video game 

publisher.”241 Turner adds that WBIE’s series of acquisitions, namely purchasing Midway in 
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2009, changed the perception of the company: “[A]ll of a sudden, Warner Bros. went from being 

a logo on a box to producing multiple games where you realized it wasn’t a Warner Bros. 

product, it was a Warner Bros. game.”242 

In spite of these challenges, several factors indicate why WBIE has survived as the only 

studio-based video game company. First, being part of a media conglomerate has given it access 

to a steady revenue stream and cross-promotional opportunities.243 Second, this has also granted 

WBIE access to valuable IP. Olivier Wolff explains that one of the “many” advantages of 

belonging to a media conglomerate includes the opportunity to work with what he refers to as 

“global IP,” those developed outside of WBIE, and “local IP,” those developed by WBIE.244 

Likewise, Marshall says that fandom can be a powerful recruitment tool for a film studio’s game 

division: “I really like Warner. I like Lord of the Rings. I love DC, Batman, Superman, Harry 

Potter. … A lot of people work [at WBIE] because they love DC Comics and Warner Bros.”245 

Multiple employee reviews on Glassdoor also mention “great IP” as a benefit to working at 

WBIE.246 Indeed, during two walkthroughs of the WBIE head office in Burbank, I observed a 

                                                                                                                                                       
241 Joynt, interview with the author. 
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strong level of fandom for in-house brands. Posters of the group’s products adorned the walls, 

and cubicles featured Warner Bros. paraphernalia (e.g., WBIE games and DC comic books). 

Beyond fandom, IP has helped WBIE stand out from competitors; as one respondent describes, 

“[H]aving known intellectual properties … saves us the expense of having to show someone that 

an IP is cool instead of them actually thinking an IP is cool. Like, we don’t have to show people 

why Batman’s awesome. People already think Batman’s awesome.” Although Disney tends to 

receive credit as the only contemporary film studio with an identifiable brand, this statement 

suggests that, through mergers and acquisitions like those of Midway and DC Comics, Warner 

has cultivated brands that, while perhaps not carrying the same level of relative aesthetic and 

tonal uniformity as Disney’s, are still familiar to some audiences.247  

Third, WBIE has endured in large part because of the foundation that WBIE set during 

and immediately after Hall’s tenure. The royalty policy created stronger convergence in terms of 

licensed software while WBIE expanded into development and publishing. With Hall’s guidance 

as an industry insider, Warner came to see the value in bringing the game production cycle in-

house. By acquiring developers under the subsequent leadership of games industry veterans like 

Samantha Ryan, WBIE expanded its industry presence; rather than encourage risk-aversion, this 

expansion enabled WBIE to function like a startup within a conglomerate. Unlike rival 

Hollywood studios that closed their interactive divisions, WBIE has been able to pivot quickly in 

response to trends.248 As its developers have supported WBIE’s dual content strategy of core and 
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kids/casual, they have retained a strong degree of independence. A source from TT, for example, 

says, “One of the cool things about Warner Bros. is that they allow their studios a sense of 

autonomy. We can pretty much do what we think is best for ourselves.” This autonomy has 

inspired a sense of ownership among the developers, such as Monolith Productions, who, 

according to a respondent, “do not consider Shadow of Mordor a Warner thing. They consider it 

a Monolith thing.” Along with original gaming brands like Mortal Kombat and Scribblenauts, 

general expressions—rather than direct adaptations—of shared Warner properties have 

encouraged similar feelings of ownership within WBIE as a larger unit; Turner, for example, 

says, “With Arkham, we took somebody else’s IP and made it our own version.”249 Unlike WCI 

having perceived Atari’s creators as “towel designers,” the subsequent Warner conglomerates 

have regarded WBIE’s employees as artists. Haddad has said, “We have focused on being 

creator-friendly. We’re a place where, just like in movies and TV, great game-makers want to 

build content for us.”250 This all underscores the notion within WBIE that, despite a legacy of 

hierarchies from the Atari era, the positioning of video games within the Warner conglomerate 

has changed. As Hall puts it, “You go to Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment, and it will feel 

like a legitimate video game entity.”251 In contrast to other Hollywood studios that struggled with 

convergence after invading the video game space, Warner has succeeded by treating games as an 

artform in their own right.  
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Conclusion 

 
“I can think of several game-movie collaborations that have been quite satisfying. I 

actually think that in the world of VR, it’s going to accelerate.” — Nolan Bushnell, co-

founder and CEO, Atari (1972-1978)1 

 
 Here I respond to research questions presented in the Introduction. In doing so, I reflect 

on what we can learn from the video game industry involvement of Warner Bros. and its 

conglomerate owners (i.e., Warner Communications, Inc. [WCI]; Time Warner; AOL Time 

Warner; and AT&T)—and why it matters. In particular, this Conclusion explores recent, 

significant developments in the fourth “generation” of film and video game industrial 

convergence. While the previous chapter examined how mobile devices (i.e., smartphones and 

tablets) have affected the market for tie-in video games (i.e., those that promote other media, 

such as a film), here I look at the effects of “newer” media, namely virtual reality (VR) and 

augmented reality (AR). I also explore the implications of Silicon Valley technology-media 

hybrids (e.g., the so-called “FAANG” group of Facebook, Apple, Amazon, Netflix, and Google) 

expanding into the video game industry.  

Overall, I argue that, although several shifts (or what Thomas Schatz, as noted in Chapter 

1, has called “revolutions”)2 define this history, its recurring trends—lessons lost on 

management—suggest that Hollywood conglomerates will keep approaching the implementation 

of media convergence as an industrial ideal without regard for its practical effects on creative 

workers. I contend that Hollywood will continue to converge with emerging media by primarily 

                                                
1 Bushnell, interview with the author. 
 
2 Schatz, “The Studio System and Conglomerate Hollywood,” 13-14.  
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using its technology in support of existing media and intellectual property (IP) prior to 

experimenting with original content. However, as the history of Hollywood’s invasion of the 

video game space demonstrates, unless care is taken to subvert the hierarchy of old-media 

stakeholders over those in new media, efforts to converge will continue to breed more failures 

than successes. Below, I respond to my opening four research questions before reflecting more 

broadly on this project and its stakes.  

What organizational continuities does the history of Warner’s video game practices reveal 

in terms of cross- and transmedia creative production?  

 First, Hollywood tends to enter a “new-media” market once it perceives a threat to its IP-

centric economy rooted in film and TV (e.g., American media conglomerates and studios have 

entered the video game industry when its profits appear to outpace those of the domestic box 

office). Second, studios typically approach these new-media markets from a derivative, 

marketing perspective to support older-media interests and IP (e.g., tie-in video games intended 

to promote feature film releases). Third, tensions usually arise when conglomerates attempt to 

actually implement the convergence of old- and new-media cultures (e.g., Atari and WCI, AOL 

and Time Warner, film and video game production teams). Fourth, studios tend to exit a given 

new-media market and cede control to startups, which can pivot more nimbly in response to 

changes, and firms focused on that market (e.g., the closure of in-house video game development 

publishing divisions in favor of licensing contracts with outside vendors). Fifth, continued 

involvement in a given new-media market depends on adopting the independent outlook of a 

startup—which allows for more immediate, and better informed, reactions to market changes—

while simultaneously seeking to overcome hierarchies that tend to form between old- and new-

media stakeholders within a conglomerate, especially in corporate efforts toward convergence 
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(e.g., the persistence of Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment [WBIE] in the video game 

industry).  

How have industrial, technological, and sociocultural changes affected film and video game 

convergence, particularly in terms of specific games and their creators? 

 Throughout this project, I have demonstrated how the “generations” of film and video 

game convergence generally have occurred in tandem not only with the introduction of new 

gaming hardware but also with “waves” of conglomerate ownership in Hollywood (see Figures 6 

and 11 in Chapter 1). The first generation (1973-1984) saw early experiments in creating models 

for tie-in video games, with Superman (Atari, 1978) (profiled in Chapter 1) and Star Wars: The 

Empire Strikes Back (Parker Brothers, 1982) presenting abstract adaptations of their cinematic 

source material; this period also introduced exploitative labor conditions to tie-in production 

(e.g., the rushed development of E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial [Atari, 1982], examined in Chapter 2, 

prefigured the contemporary issue of “crunch” in which longer work hours become expected 

leading up to a game’s release). After limiting their involvement to licensing during the second 

generation (1985-1987), Hollywood firms re-entered the games industry throughout the late 

1980s, 1990s, and early 2000s (see Chapter 3). While technological advancements enabled tie-

ins to more faithfully adapt films (e.g., longer narratives and photorealistic visuals), they also 

created difficult work conditions (e.g., due to longer development schedules, “day-and-date” 

releases became untenable throughout the 2000s) and encouraged Hollywood companies to once 

again reduce their involvement. More recently, in the fourth generation of film and video game 

convergence, tie-ins largely have shifted from home consoles (i.e., game-playing devices that 

connect to a TV) to mobile platforms. As detailed in Chapter 4, the mobile market allows for 
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faster and cheaper development while also presenting its own unique challenges (e.g., visibility 

and revenue).  

As the example of tie-ins moving to mobile devices demonstrates, studio owners in the 

current wave of Hollywood conglomeration have continued to enter emerging markets to support 

their existing holdings. This fourth wave began in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, as 

existing conglomerates shed their underperforming assets (e.g., Time Warner’s divestments of 

AOL and Time Inc. in 2009 and 2014, respectively, as discussed in Chapter 3) and low stock 

prices turned them into targets for new ownership. For example, after an attempted hostile 

takeover of WCI in 1984 (as noted in the second chapter), Rupert Murdoch in 2014 once again 

tried to gain control of Time Warner.3 Despite Murdoch’s latest failure, Time Warner remained 

susceptible to additional offers and takeovers, particularly because it represented more of a 

public company compared to the less-direct management control at other Hollywood 

conglomerates; therefore, Time Warner depended on the demands of its shareholders to a greater 

extent than its rivals.4  

Furthermore, the rise of direct-to-consumer streaming video (e.g., Netflix and YouTube) 

and “cord-cutting” have led to lost cable subscription and broadcast advertising revenue.5 With 

relaxed regulation encouraging firms in other industries to pursue vertical integration (e.g., the 

2018 merger of pharmacy chain CVS with insurance provider Aetna), consolidation in 

Hollywood has included not just combined media giants (e.g., The Walt Disney Company’s 2019 
                                                

 
3 Lang and Rebecca Rubin, “Recession Fears Grip Hollywood: Can the Movie Biz Survive a Downturn?,” 

Variety, 2 January 2019.  
 
4 Wolff. 
 
5 Littleton and Spangler, “Merger Mayhem: Media Companies Scramble to Bulk Up in Order to Survive,” 

Variety, 24 April 2018; and Barnes, “Disney Moves from Behemoth to Colossus with Closing of Fox Deal,” The 
New York Times, 20 March 2019. 
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acquisition of 21st Century Fox) but also telecommunications companies buying media firms—

with Comcast acquiring NBCUniversal from General Electric and AT&T purchasing Time 

Warner.6 NBCUniversal and Time Warner provide Comcast and AT&T, respectively, the 

opportunity to combine distribution (e.g., satellite and cable TV as well as wireless networks) 

with films and TV series. This combination serves to cross-promote distribution and content 

(e.g., using AT&T stores and platforms to advertise a film release) and charge rival distributors 

higher content-licensing fees or even withhold certain content altogether (e.g., exclusive 

programming available only for AT&T wireless subscribers).7 For all of these media companies, 

mergers and acquisitions provide a means to accumulate content at scale.8  

The latest round of Hollywood conglomeration represents a response to the expansion of 

Silicon Valley technology companies into multiple cultural industries. Although this is certainly 

not the first time that firms from the technology sector have joined with those in film and TV 

(e.g., the ownership of Atari under WCI), it is notable that the latter now sees the former as more 

powerful. FAANG have moved from distributing content into also producing it (e.g., films, TV, 

and video games). They have done so as film and TV content owners either have demanded 

increasingly high licensing fees or opted not to renew their licensing terms in favor of 

establishing proprietary subscription video on demand (SVOD) services,9 which can provide 

                                                
 
6 Kang, Barnes, and Michael J. de la Merced, “AT&T-Time Warner Deal Has Dealmakers Bracing,” The 

New York Times, 10 June 2018. 
 
7 Spangler, “AT&T Cranks Up Promo Engine for ‘Fantastic Beasts: The Crimes of Grindelwald,’” Variety, 

17 October 2018; and Hesmondhalgh, 248. 
 
8 Dawn Chmielewski, “Hollywood’s Merger Mania: Inside the Studios’ ‘Size Anxiety,’ Scramble to Match 

Silicon Valley,” The Hollywood Reporter, 11 January 2017. 
 
9 Edmund Lee, “Netflix Is Raising Prices Again. Here’s Why,” The New York Times, 15 January 2019. 

Despite Netflix’s plan to invest nearly $19 billion on original content, as of late 2018, licensed content still 
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consumer data capable of informing production, distribution and marketing decisions.10 As 

David Hesmondhalgh reminds us, the entrance of these tech-media hybrids into Hollywood does 

not represent “a case of boring old ‘legacy’ media companies giving way to a smart, dynamic 

tech-driven sector that will give the world better television.”11 Instead, established Hollywood 

firms have taken different strategies to compete with the global scale of these upstarts—

including mergers and acquisitions as well as mimicry, such as creating exclusive content for 

SVOD services to simultaneously attract subscribers and support broader IP initiatives (e.g., 

Disney’s Disney+ and AT&T’s DC Universe). Still, FAANG represent such a threat to the 

Hollywood establishment that media industry trade publication Variety has referred to the 

group’s members as “the five horsemen of the digital apocalypse.”12  

 Besides affecting film and TV industrial practices (e.g., collapsing the theatrical and 

home “windows”),13 FAANG also have entered the video game business (see Figure 49). 

  

                                                                                                                                                       
remained, in the U.S. at least, the most-viewed on the platform. See Spangler, “Netflix Original Series Viewing 
Climbs, but Licensed Content Remains Majority of Total U.S. Streams,” Variety, 10 December 2018. 

 
10 For instance, Netflix chief content officer Ted Sarandos has described his company’s decision-making as 

“70 percent gut and 30 percent data.” See Josef Adalian, “Inside the Binge Factory,” Vulture, 10 June 2018. 
 
11 Hesmondhalgh, 288. 
 
12 Littleton and Spangler. 
 
13 Lang, “Studios Expected to Push for Early Home Release in 2019 ,” Variety, 16 November 2018. 
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Tech-Media Hybrid Video Game Industry 
Involvement 

Year Started 

Amazon Amazon Game Studios / 
Twitch (acquisition)  

2012 / 2014 

Apple Apple Arcade 2019 

Facebook Social games / Instant Games 2007 / 2016 

Google  Google Stadia Games and 
Entertainment 

2019 

Netflix Interactive programming 2017 
Figure 49: Video game industry involvement of FAANG (Facebook, Apple, Amazon, 

Netflix, and Google), as of May 2019. 
 

Even before expanding into direct games industry involvement (e.g., development and/or 

publishing), Google, Facebook, and Apple had functioned as what Aphra Kerr describes as 

“platform intermediaries … occupying key brokering roles and establishing new technical and 

business barriers to market.”14 More specifically, Facebook has experimented as a platform for 

casual, social games for its website (e.g., the browser-based Farmville [Zynga, 2009]) and 

Messenger app (e.g., in 2017, Facebook launched its “Instant Games” initiative).15 Amazon has 

taken a diverse approach to the industry, through in-house development and publishing (i.e., 

Amazon Game Studios), live-streaming video (i.e., Twitch), and ecommerce (e.g., until August 

2018, Amazon offered a 20% discount on game pre-orders).16 With this approach, as I have 

analyzed elsewhere, Amazon seeks to support its core ecommerce business.17  

                                                
 
14 Kerr, Global Games, n.p. 
 
15 Takahashi, “Zynga Launches Words With Friends for Instant Games on Facebook Messenger,” 

VentureBeat, 2 May 2017. 
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Meanwhile, Netflix in January 2019 acknowledged to investors that mobile games 

represent a more significant threat than any rival media company: “We compete with (and lose 

to) Fortnite more than HBO.”18 While Netflix has not yet launched its own mobile games, some 

of its original media IP have attracted licensed tie-ins—such as Narcos (Netflix, 2016-Present) 

receiving both a mobile app (Narcos: Cartel Wars [FTX Games, 2016]) and a subsequent PC 

and console strategy game from Curve Digital.19 Since 2017, it also has experimented with 

interactive content, including choose-your-adventure titles for children (e.g., “Puss in Book: 

Trapped in an Epic Tale” [Roy Burdine and Johnny Castuciano, 2017]) and adults (e.g., Black 

Mirror: Bandersnatch [David Slade, 2018]).20 

More recently, Google has announced Stadia, a subscription service that will allow users 

to stream, rather than purchase, games playable across multiple devices (e.g., smartphones, 

tablets, computers, and TV via Google Chromecast) without the need for a dedicated console. 

Apple also will release its own streaming service, called Apple Arcade, that will present a 

curated selection of gaming apps for iPhones, iPad, and Apple TV. In both cases, developers—

especially those behind independent games—fear that these services could replace the market for 

paid games and apps and lead to the type of wealth disparities present on music streaming 

                                                                                                                                                       
16 Nick Staat, “Amazon Is Ending its 20 Percent Prime Discount on Video Game Preorders,” The Verge, 20 

August 2018.  
 
17 Fleury, “Amazon’s Prime Initiative: The Ecommerce Alignment of Amazon Studios and Twitch,” in 

Content Wars: Tech Empires vs. Media Empires, ed. Denise Mann (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 
forthcoming). 

 
18 Spangler, “Netflix Claims ‘Fortnite’ Is a Bigger Competitor than HBO,” Variety, 17 January 2019. 
 
19 Spangler, “‘Narcos’ Mobile Game Based on Netflix Show Will Let You Run Your Own Drug Cartel,” 

Variety, 26 July 2016; and Fogel, “Take a Peek at the ‘Narcos’ Video Game Coming in 2019,” Variety, 15 
November 2018. 

 
20 Fogel, “Telltale Games’s ‘Minecraft: Story Mode’ Now on Netflix,” Variety, 27 November 2018;  
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platforms (e.g., Spotify), in which a small group of artists garner the overwhelming majority of 

streams, and income.21 

With video games—whether through in-house development and publishing, subscription 

services, or interactive programming—the members of FAANG seek to attract and sustain users 

for the purposes of data-mining and supporting an array of other businesses. In fact, FAANG 

have continued to expand into multiple cultural industries to build out their respective platforms, 

or corporate ecosystems that can rapidly scale, adapt, and implement additional “planks” (i.e., 

features).22 This allows tech-media hybrids to meet new market demands with the pace and 

openness of more a Silicon Valley startup than a Hollywood conglomerate.  

 Ideally, the entrance of firms like FAANG that are Silicon Valley first and Hollywood 

second could help erode, or even reverse, the hierarchy between stakeholders in the video game 

industry and those in more established, older media cultures like film. In 2017, following that 

year’s Game Awards (in which, as noted in the Introduction, developer Josef Fares, declared, 

“Fuck the Oscars!”), Patrick Shanley of The Hollywood Reporter wrote an editorial titled “Why 

Aren’t Video Games as Respected as Movies?” In it, Shanley notes that, despite its commercial 

dominance over the American film business (e.g., in 2018, U.S. film revenues totaled $11.9 

billion, while games generated $43.4 billion), the video game sector has persistently lacked the 

same cultural and cross-industrial respect: “There is a sense of a ‘cool kids vs. nerds’ mentality 

between the two industries, with the haute couture lifestyle of Hollywood in direct contrast to the 

                                                
 
21 Jill Grodt, “Indie Developers React to Google Stadia,” Destructoid, 23 March 2019; Andrew Webster, 

“Apple Arcade Has Game Developers Excited, but Questions Remain,” The Verge, 26 March 2019; and Ben Sisario, 
“After Driving Streaming Music’s Rise, Spotify Aims to Cash In,” The New York Times, 31 March 2018.  

 
22 Phil Simon, The Age of the Platform: How Amazon, Apple, Facebook, and Google Have Redefined 

Business (Las Vegas: Motion Publishing, 2011), Kindle file, n.p. 
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much less refined sensibilities of the gaming world.”23 Reports of worker exploitation at 

Amazon’s Seattle headquarters (e.g., encouraging intense competition among employees), 

precarious labor conditions at Amazon Game Studios (e.g., cancelled projects and layoffs), 

however, cast doubt on the ability for FAANG to improve relations between stakeholders across 

different media production cultures.24 Furthermore, tech-media hybrids tend to depend on a 

work-for-hire model (e.g., Netflix paying large upfront sums to creators but denying profit 

participation).25 For licensed video game vendors, whose livelihoods decades of media 

consolidation have affected, this model presents particular risk as FAANG continue to expand 

their presence in multiple cultural industries.  

While it remains to be seen how other tech-media hybrids will use video games to 

support their old-media holdings and IP, Amazon already is experimenting with tie-in 

experiences that leverage planks across its platform. For example, in 2019, Amazon Game 

Studios released a tie-in to the Amazon Studios TV series The Grand Tour (2016-Present) that 

provides in-game content based on TV episodes in tandem with their debut on the Amazon 

Video streaming service.26 In the process, Amazon is demonstrating the potential for FAANG to 

                                                
 
23 Shanley, “Why Aren’t Video Games as Respected as Movies?,” The Hollywood Reporter, 14 December 

2017; McClintock, “2018 Box Office Revenue Soars to Record $11.9B in the U.S., Hits $42B Globally,” The 
Hollywood Reporter, 2 January 2019; and “U.S. Video Game Sales Reach Record-Breaking $43.4 Billion in 2018,” 
Entertainment Software Association, 22 January 2019.  

 
24 See Jodi Kantor and David Streitfeld, “Inside Amazon: Wrestling Big Ideas in a Bruising Workplace,” 

The New York Times, 15 August 2015; Eric Van Allen, “Sources: Amazon’s Breakaway Is Basically Cancelled,” 
Kotaku, 26 October 2017; and “Amazon Games Studios Is Not a Good Place for Artists or Creating Games,” 
Glassdoor: Amazon, 12 February 2018.  

 
25 Bryn Elise Sandberg, “TV’s New Math: What if $100M Netflix Deals Actually Shortchange Creators?,” 

The Hollywood Reporter, 25 April 2019. 
 
26 Seth Barton, “The Grand Tour Game: How Amazon Is Making the First Game Ever to Release 

Alongside a Weekly TV Show,” MCV, 6 December 2018.  
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achieve successful convergence in the video game space—and perhaps beat Hollywood at its 

own game. 

What structural issues promote or prevent the leveraging of IP across media divisions 

within a single conglomerate? 

The generations of film and video game convergence that have taken place amid waves 

of Hollywood conglomeration have brought together, at different times, the unique work cultures 

of dissimilar media industries. As detailed in Chapters 1 and 2, WCI’s 1976 entrance into the 

video game market and subsequent corporate efforts at convergence (e.g., the early “synergy” 

push for Superman: The Movie [Richard Donner, 1978]) created tension, as the East Coast 

traditions of WCI clashed with the West Coast counterculture of Atari. In Chapter 3, I examined 

how the AOL Time Warner merger failed to create the anticipated “synergy” (i.e., using different 

corporate holdings to support a “product,” such as a film) due to conflicts between the “New 

Economy” of AOL and representatives of Time Warner. The in-house WBIE video game 

division, though, has gone on to achieve critical and commercial success with a startup mentality 

that encourages a faster response to games industry changes, such as embracing the mobile 

market (see Chapters 3 and 4). In addition, WBIE has found success with a bifurcated approach 

to using Warner IP—by targeting an older, “core” demographic with original concepts like 

Batman: Arkham Asylum (Eidos Interactive/WBIE, 2009) while also appealing to a “kids/casual” 

audience with direct adaptations through Lego games (Eidos Interactive et al., 2005-Present) (as 

discussed in Chapter 4). Overall, these efforts at implementing convergence as a corporate 

practice at the Warner conglomerates suggest that doing so tends to result in failure unless efforts 

are taken to overcome a hierarchy between old- and new-media stakeholders in which the latter 

group asserts control.  
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Nonetheless, hierarchies within the conglomerate persist. Announced in 2016 but not 

finalized until 2018, AT&T’s acquisition of Time Warner represents the latest in a line of culture 

clashes. Initially, AT&T appeared to be protecting the Hollywood culture of Time Warner and its 

subsidiaries from conflicting with the telecommunications industry culture of AT&T, such as by 

preserving Time Warner as its own group—now known as WarnerMedia. In February 2019, 

AT&T Senior Executive Vice President and Chief Financial Officer John Stephens publicly 

assured:  

We’ve been really careful to set up a separate operating unit that looks a lot like Time 
Warner … We wanted to protect the culture. A finance bean-counter from a telephone 
company doesn’t want to go in and spoil what is a tremendously good asset. … We’re 
going to continue to be very respectful of the fact that it’s a different industry, a different 
culture, a different set of operations.27  
 

Previously, representatives of both Warner and AT&T had made similar statements. Back in 

2016, shortly after the deal’s announcement, then-Warner Bros. CEO Kevin Tsujihara said that 

he would “protect the culture” of Warner Bros. under the ownership of AT&T, whose CEO 

Randall Stephenson—according to The Hollywood Reporter—had “acknowledged that Warner 

Bros. should be staffed by entertainment executives, as it is now, rather than by 

telecommunication experts.”28 Even before the deal closed, however, then-Time Warner CEO 

Jeff Bewkes had implied that disagreements could arise if AT&T approached programming 

based on data rather than on human intuition.29 With AT&T’s John Stankey—whom The 

                                                
 
27 Hayes, “AT&T CFO John Stephens Says WarnerMedia Culture Will Be Shielded From ‘A Finance Bean 

Counter From A Telephone Company,’” Deadline, 27 February 2019.  
 
28 Paul Bond, “Warner Bros. CEO Vows to ‘Protect the Culture’ of Film Studio After AT&T Acquisition,” 

The Hollywood Reporter, 29 November 2016. 
 
29 Lieberman, “Jeff Bewkes Defends Professional Programmers Vs. Data-Driven TV,” Deadline, 7 March 

2017. At the March 2017 Deutsche Bank Media & Telecom Conference emphasized the value of human curation 
over data-driven decision-making: “Are the consumers by their habits programming the show itself, or are you 
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Hollywood Reporter has called “a Hollywood outsider”—replacing Bewkes in June 2018, the 

foundation was laid for disagreements to indeed arise.30  

Despite assurances to the contrary, sweeping changes have occurred at WarnerMedia and 

tensions have emerged between the two groups. For example, because AT&T intends to increase 

HBO’s content output, the Los Angeles Times reported in April 2019 a sense of anxiety that 

quantity would come to matter more than quality going forward: “There are concerns among 

some within the company that HBO will no longer be a crown jewel but a chief supplier for 

WarnerMedia’s planned video streaming service.”31 In addition, a number of Warner executives 

have left (either through resignations or layoffs), restructuring has taken place, AT&T has 

acknowledged a desire to break down Warner’s legacy of “fiefdoms” among its divisions, and—

by prioritizing HBO over Warner Bros.—AT&T has destabilized the film group’s long-held 

dominance in the conglomerate.32 With these changes, AT&T has not so much eliminated 

hierarchies at Warner as reconfigured them. The tendency for inner-conglomerate hierarchies to 

hinder convergence efforts supports criticisms of synergy in general and of management theory 

more broadly.33 Furthermore, the persistence of these hierarchies and fiefdoms across the various 

configurations of the Warner conglomerates over several decades underscores the difficulty of 

                                                                                                                                                       
programming? … [I]f you don’t like it, we’re sorry. But that’s how we get big breakthroughs. If you ask creators 
what they want, most of them go with that.” 

 
30 Masters, “Meet Time Warner's New Boss: A Hollywood Outsider With a Grand Plan,” The Hollywood 

Reporter, 9 August 2017. 
 
31 Meg James and Stephen Battaglio, “‘Game of Thrones’ Series Finale Is Approaching. How Will HBO 

Survive After It?,” Los Angeles Times, 14 April 2019.  
 
32 Hayes, “WarnerMedia Exec Reshuffling Amps Up Culture Clash With AT&T, Analyst Says: ‘We’ve 

Seen This Movie Before,’” Deadline, 4 March 2019; Flint; and Barnes, “Warner Bros., Quietly Thriving, Recasts Its 
Own Story,” The New York Times, 7 November 2016. 

 
33 See, for instance, Matthew Stewart, “The Management Myth,” The Atlantic, June 2006; and Todd 

Zenger, “Do M&A Deals Ever Really Create Synergies?,” Harvard Business Review, 6 July 2016.  
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overcoming them and spells an uncertain future for WBIE, regardless of its past critical and 

commercial success. In sum, their persistence suggests that conglomerates are not as monolithic 

as political economists have argued.34 Although the consolidation of any industry limits 

consumer choice and can create precarious work conditions, Warner’s video game history and 

range of failed convergence efforts suggest the practical challenges of achieving cross-corporate 

cooperation. 

What does the history of film and video games suggest about the future of Hollywood’s 

convergence with emerging media platforms? 

 As detailed in Chapters 3 and 4, most Hollywood conglomerates aside from Warner have 

gradually retrenched from direct involvement in the video game industry. However, despite its 

strong commercial performance in 2015 (see the end of Chapter 3), WBIE has scaled back its 

efforts and released fewer games annually since 2015 (see Figure 50). 

  

                                                
 
34 See, for example, Meehan; Vincent Mosco, The Political Economy of Communications 2nd ed. (Los 

Angeles: SAGE, 2009); and Wasko. 
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Year Amount of Original Console Games 
Published 

2015 8 

2016 4 (plus 2 re-releases) 

2017  7 

2018 4 (plus 1 re-release) 

Figure 50: The amount of Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment original game releases 
for home consoles, 2015-2018. 

 
Furthermore, even though WBIE continues to release tie-ins across both console and mobile 

platforms, its efforts on console have become noticeably lower-profile (or at least lower-budget). 

For example, to promote Fantastic Beasts and Where to Find Them (David Yates, 2016), WBIE 

released a Sony PlayStation 4-exclusive “remastered” package combining Lego Harry Potter 

Years 1-4 (WBIE, 2010) and Lego Harry Potter Years 5-7 (WBIE, 2011). Years earlier, these 

games originally had cross-promoted Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows — Part I (David 

Yates, 2010) and Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows — Part II (David Yates, 2011), 

respectively. Then in 2018, to promote the sequel Fantastic Beasts and the Crimes of 

Grindelwald (David Yates, 2018), WBIE released the same package for Microsoft Xbox One 

and Nintendo Switch but now included a code for $7 toward a movie ticket—which represents 

its only explicit tie-in to the new film (see Figure 51). Instead of tie-ins or generic adaptations 

like the Batman: Arkham games (as discussed in the previous chapter), WBIE lately has focused 

on distributing third-party titles (i.e., games from external developers) like Hitman 2 (WBIE, 

2018) and original franchises like Mortal Kombat (1992-Present). 
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Figure 51: Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment supported Fantastic Beasts and the 

Crimes of Grindelwald (David Yates, 2018) with a re-release of the “remastered” package of 
Lego Harry Potter Years 1-4 (WBIE, 2010) and Lego Harry Potter Years 5-7 (WBIE, 2011). 
The sticker promoting a code for $7 off a movie ticket represents the only explicit tie-in to 

the new film (photo by the author). 
 

At the same time that Hollywood has become less directly involved in the games 

industry, tie-ins primarily have moved from home consoles to mobile devices as well as VR and 

AR platforms. Mobile presents studios with an especially ideal market for tie-ins because of the 

anticipated, continued growth of game app revenue (from $63.2 billion in 2018 to a projected 

$81.3 billion by 2020) and because it offers a flexible release strategy that accommodates the 

unpredictability of contemporary franchise filmmaking.35 Even with HBO seemingly overtaking 
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Warner Bros. as the main media profit center within AT&T, the theatrical release of “tentpole” 

films continues to drive conglomerate-wide, cross-promotion initiatives that affect stock prices. 

In light of the disappointing box-office revenues of Fantastic Beasts and the Crimes of 

Grindelwald, Warner Bros. has shifted from a franchise management strategy of rushing 

production to meet specific release dates (e.g., Justice League [Zack Snyder, 2017]) to one in 

which production will commence when ready (e.g., the upcoming third Fantastic Beasts film).36 

However, the continued existence of in-house mobile divisions throughout Hollywood (e.g., 

Lionsgate Interactive Ventures and Games) remains in question, given recent consolidation in 

the mobile gaming space.37 Furthermore, across the wider video game industry, uncertainties 

over new technology (e.g., streaming services) and overinvestment in certain areas (e.g., esports) 

have led companies to either institute layoffs (e.g., ArenaNet and Activision Blizzard) or close 

altogether (e.g., Carbine Studios and Telltale Games, profiled in the previous chapter).38  

In addition to volatility and consolidation in mobile, Hollywood has gradually moved 

into VR and AR to stay relevant in the face of competition from FAANG. As I have detailed 

elsewhere, VR tie-ins have appeared in three forms: “experiential (i.e., free content that allows 

                                                                                                                                                       
35 Jonathan Schieber, “Consolidation Is Coming to Gaming, and Jam City Raises $145 million to Capitalize 

on It,” TechCrunch, 16 January 2019. 
 
36 Umberto Gonzalez and Tim Molloy, “How ‘Justice League’ Became a ‘Frankenstein,’” The Wrap, 29 

November 2017; Joanna Robinson, “Is Warner Bros. Really Burying the Justice League?,” Vanity Fair, 16 October 
2018; and Anthony D’Alessandro, “‘Fantastic Beasts 3’ Pushes Production Start To Late Fall,” Deadline, 18 
January 2019. 

 
37 Schieber. As early as 2014, the mobile market already had begun to mimic the home console space by 

consolidating around “AAA,” blockbuster titles. Gameloft, for instance, had been working to adjust its typical 
development cycle per game from twelve-to-eighteen months to eighteen-to-twenty-four months. The move to 
longer development came from profitable games that could justify larger investments as well as higher gameplay 
and visual quality to distinguish products in a crowded marketplace and the fact that the “free-to-play” business 
model had extended the life of individual hit games, leading to higher returns. See Sinclair, “Gameloft Pushing 
Quality over Quantity,” GamesIndustry.biz, 10 July 2014. 

 
38 Michael Futter, “Game Industry Layoffs Driven by Past Mistakes, Uncertain Future,” Variety, 26 March 

2019. 
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users to inhabit diegetic spaces, usually with little control over the experience), consumer (i.e., 

fee-based VR that typically employs video game-like interactivity), and location-based (i.e., 

premium, social experiences available only at specific venues and which, like experiential VR, 

cannot be replicated at home).”39 While studios have worked on VR tie-ins in-house (e.g., in 

2016, WBIE published Batman Arkham VR from developer Rocksteady Studios) as well as 

through licensing (e.g., Warner Bros. collaborated with digital studio Framestore on an 

experiential VR tie-in to Interstellar [Christopher Nolan, 2014]), the viability of the technology 

remains in question due to a lack of consumer interest so far (e.g., after only two years, IMAX 

closed its VR Centers in 2019).40 Studios have taken a similar approach to AR, with WBIE co-

developing 2019’s Harry Potter: Wizards Unite while the Warner Bros. film studio licensed out 

development of the mobile app Rampage: AR Unleashed (a tie-in to Rampage [Brad Peyton, 

2018]).41 Also, like that of VR, the long-term market potential of AR is currently unclear (e.g., 

despite hype-filled press coverage and investment from Warner Bros. and Legendary 

Entertainment, AR hardware company Magic Leap has yet to demonstrate its potential).42  

With VR and AR, studios so far have taken the same path as they have for decades with 

video games: using the technologies to support existing media interests and IP before moving 

into original content. The shift to original content is only now beginning to take place, with the 

                                                
 
39 Fleury, “Hollywood’s VR Vision: New Frontier or Virtually the Same Thing?,” in The Franchise Era, 

277-299. 
 
40 Janko Roettgers, “Imax Is Shutting Down Its VR Business, Closing Remaining Three VR Centers in 

Q1,” Variety, 13 December 2018. 
 
41 Spangler, “‘Harry Potter: Wizards Unite’ Augmented-Reality Game to Launch in 2019,” Variety, 14 

November 2018; and Robert Williams, “Warner Bros. Readies ‘Rampage’ Debut with AR Game,” Mobile Marketer, 
21 March 2018.  
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establishment of studio “innovation labs” focused on developing and implementing new 

technologies. For instance, the WarnerMedia Innovation Lab announced in 2019 will combine 

“immersive content” based on Warner IP with VR and AR as well as AT&T’s developments in 

technologies like the Internet of Things, artificial intelligence, and self-driving vehicles.43 

Judging by the range of media convergence effects at the Warner conglomerates of the past, the 

synthesis of Warner content and AT&T technologies could repeat the failure of the AOL Time 

Warner merger or the success of WBIE, or fall somewhere in between.44  

 Whether through consoles, mobile, VR, AR, or some as-yet-unknown platform, 

Hollywood inevitably will continue to invade the video game space—despite a history marked 

by varying degrees of failed convergence. After all, as Hesmondhalgh reminds us, the 

conglomerate economic model thrives on expansion, given that “the lobbying power of 

corporations … grows as they increasingly operate in a number of different sectors.”45 As I have 

charted throughout this project, failures to implement convergence reflect the slow pace at which 

media conglomerates adapt to trends. In a 2017 story on the struggles of American film industry 

incumbents against the movement of FAANG into Hollywood, Brent Lang of Variety wrote, 

“Structurally, these studios and the agencies and exhibitors that orbit them are too sprawling, too 

slow-moving, and too entangled in a dizzying web of antiquated business practices and 

associations to respond effectively to the digital era.”46 While Lang is correct that studios remain 
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rooted in traditions that make them slow to embrace change, the endurance of Warner Bros. in 

spite of so many conglomerate owners, media industry “revolutions,” and broader societal and 

technological changes nonetheless speaks to the strength of slowly embracing change as a 

business strategy.  

With Silicon Valley technology companies now having the upper-hand (unlike in the era 

of Atari under WCI), Hollywood conglomerates will need to balance tradition with knowing 

when to move faster. On the one hand, untethered risk-taking and a lack of oversight at tech 

firms like Facebook have led to a host of controversies (e.g., misleading uses of consumer data 

and failing to report evidence of election meddling);47 on the other hand, an unwillingness to 

change has created a precarious future for film exhibitors. As the example of WBIE 

demonstrates, one method toward this balance of risk and tradition lies in combining the strength 

of IP and existing assets with management that understand the unique creative labor challenges 

of converging a particular new-media technology and its culture with those of older media. 

Reflecting on the history of video games at Warner Bros. and its conglomerate owners suggests 

that similar convergence trends likely will continue into the future unless Hollywood, perhaps 

once remapped by Silicon Valley, approaches new media as unique and not in service to older 

media.  

  

                                                                                                                                                       
46 Lang, “The Reckoning: Why the Movie Business Is in Big Trouble,” Variety, 27 March 2017. 
 
47 See, for instance, Sheera Frenkel, Nicholas Confessore, Cecilia Kang, Matthew Rosenberg, and Jack 

Nicas, “Delay, Deny and Deflect: How Facebook’s Leaders Fought Through Crisis,” The New York Times, 14 
November 2018; and Swisher, “Who Will Teach Silicon Valley to Be Ethical?,” The New York Times, 21 October 
2018. 



 
 
 

 480 

Bibliography 
 
Adalian, Josef. “Inside the Binge Factory.” Vulture, 10 June 2018. 
 
Adamo, Sue. “Hollywood Is Game.” Film Comment 19.1 (January/February 1983): 40-41.  
 
Alexander, Leigh. “Q&A: Warner Bros’ Ryan Talks Expansion, Acquisition, Superheroes.” 
 Gamasutra, 19 October 2007. 
 
“AGH Atari 2600 Review -- Alien, by Fox Video Games.” Atari Gaming Headquarters, n.d. 
 
Aldred, Jessica. “Characters.” In The Routledge Companion to Video Game Studies, edited by 
 Mark J.P. Wolf and Bernard Perron, New York: Routledge, 2014.  
 
---. “A Question of Character: Transmediation, Abstraction, and Identification In Early Games 
 Licensed from Movies.” In Before the Crash: Early Video Game History, edited by Mark 
 J.P. Wolf, 90-104. Detroit: Wayne State Press, 2012.  
 
---. “(Un)Blocking the Transmedial Character: Digital Abstraction as Franchise Strategy in 
 Travellers Tales’ LEGO Games.” In LEGO Studies: Examining the Building Blocks of a 
 Transmedial Phenomenon, edited by Mark J.P. Wolf, 105-117. New York: Routledge, 
 2014.  
 
“The Amazing Spider-Man (2012).” VGChartz, 16 March 2018. 
 
“The Amazing Spider-Man 2 (2014).” VGChartz, 2 January 2019.  
 
“Amazon Games Studios Is Not a Good Place for Artists or Creating Games.” Glassdoor: 
 Amazon, 12 February 2018.  
 
Anderson, Chris. The Long Tail: Why the Future of Business Is Selling Less of More. New York: 
 Hyperion, 2006. 
 
Anderson, Christopher. “Hollywood in the Home.” In Modernity and Mass Culture, edited by 
 James Naremore and Patrick Brantlinger, 80-102. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 
 Press, 1991. 
 
Arango, Tim. “How the AOL-Time Warner Merger Went So Wrong.” The New York Times, 10 
 January 2010. 
 
Arel, Nate. “How Movies Helped to Make Slot Machines Popular Again.” ScreenGeek, 3 July 
 2018. 
 
Arsenault, Amelia H., and Manuel Castells. “The Structure and Dynamics of Global Multi-
 Media Business Networks.” International Journal of Communication 2 (2008): 707-749. 



 
 
 

 481 

 
Arsenault, Dominic. Super Power, Spoony Bards, and Silver: The Super Nintendo Entertainment 
 System. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2017. 
 
Associated Press, The. “Movie Tie-In Games Don’t Suck So Badly Anymore.” Fox News. 13 
 April 2009. 
 
Astle, Randy. “Beyond: Two Souls at the Tribeca Film Festival.” Filmmaker Magazine, 2 May 
 2013. 
 
“Atari and Activision Bury Hatchet.” Electronic Games (June 1982): 9. 
 
“Atari and Lucasfilm Plan Joint Venture in Video Products.” The Wall Street Journal, 7 June 
 1982.  
 
Atari Book: 40th Anniversary Special, The. Bournemouth, Dorset, United Kingdom: Imagine 
 Publishing, 2012.  
 
Atari: Game Over, dir. Zak Penn, Xbox Entertainment Studios, 2014. 
 
Atari Inc. Atari ‘81 1.1 (December 1980). International Center for the History of Electronic  
 Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
“Atari Parts Are Dumped.” The New York Times, 28 September 1983, D4. LexisNexis 
 Academic. 
 
“Atari Relieves Executive of Duties.” The New York Times, 9 December 1982, D1. LexisNexis 
 Academic. 
 
“Atari—The Warner Connection: New Cal. HQ; Maybe a Pin for MOA?” RePlay Magazine 2.2 
 (30 October 1976): 10. 
 
“Atari Turns 25.” RePlay Magazine (July 1997): Atari 7-36. 
 
“Awful Lord of the Flies/ Ultimate Survivor Work Environment: Warner Bros. Interactive 
 Entertainment - Reviews.” Glassdoor, 31 March 2018. 
 
Bailey, Jason M. “A Video Game ‘Loot Box’ Offers Coveted Rewards, But Is It Gambling?” The 
 New York Times, 24 April 2018. 
 
Backe, Hans-Joachim. “Between ‘One for All’ and ‘Free for All’: Transmedia Storytelling.” In 
 Films and Games: Interactions, edited by Deutsches Filmmuseum, Eva Lenhart, and 
 Andreas Rauscher, 90-94. Berlin: Bertz + Fischer, 2015. 
 
Backiel, Al. “DP Interviews… Alan Miller.” Digital Press, n.d.  



 
 
 

 482 

 
Baer, Ralph. Videogames In the Beginning. Springfield, NJ: Rolenta Press, 2005.  
 
Baker, Chris. “How One Man Invented the Console Adventure Game.” Wired, 13 March 2015.  
 
Baker, Debra. “Debra Baker, Strategic Development, Strategic Partnerships and Fundraising.” 
 LinkedIn, n.d. 
 
Balio, Tino. Hollywood in the New Millennium. London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013. 
 
---. “A Major Presence in All of the World’s Important Markets: The Globalization of 
 Hollywood in the 1990s.” In Contemporary Hollywood Cinema, edited by Steve Neale 
 and Murray Smith, 58-73. New York: Routledge, 2002.  
 
Ball, Matthew. “Fortnite Is the Future, but Probably Not for the Reasons You Think.” ReDef, 5 
 February 2019. 
 
Bankhurst, Adam. “The Internet Isn’t Happy that Alien: Blackout Is a Mobile Game.” IGN, 8 
 January 2019.  
 
Barnes, Brooks. “Disney Moves from Behemoth to Colossus with Closing of Fox Deal.” The 
 New York Times, 20 March 2019. 
 
---. “Tsujihara to Succeed Meyer as Head of Warner Brothers.” The New York Times, 28 January 
 2013. 
 
---. “Warner Bros., Quietly Thriving, Recasts Its Own Story.” The New York Times, 7 November 
 2016. 
  
---. “Warner’s C.E.O. Is Bullish on the Big Screen.” The New York Times, 29 March 2014.  
 
Bart, Peter. “No ‘Deadpool’ Frivolity Here; Warner Bros Hopes Retro ‘Batman V Superman’ 
 Becomes Growth Engine.” Deadline, 24 March 2016.  
 
---. “Tech Takeover Makes Hollywood Execs Cower, With No Swagger In Sight.” Deadline, 27 
 July 2018. 
 
Barton, Matt. Honoring the Code: Conversations with Great Game Designers. Boca Raton, FL: 
 CRC Press, 2013. 
 
Barton, Seth. “The Grand Tour Game: How Amazon Is Making the First Game Ever to Release 
 Alongside a Weekly TV Show.” MCV, 6 December 2018. 
 
Batchelor, James. “GamesIndustry.biz Presents... The Year In Numbers 2018.” 
 GamesIndustry.biz, 17 December 2018.  



 
 
 

 483 

 
---. “Harry Potter and the Publisher’s Casual Vacancy.” GamesIndustry.biz, 12 December 2017.  
 
---. “How THQ Nordic Will Build a Successful Brand Out of a Failed One.” GamesIndustry.biz, 
 5 July 2017. 
 
---. “Ubisoft: Strong Licences Need Strong Concepts.” MCV, 20 December 2012. 
 
“Batman: Arkham Asylum (PC).” Metacritic, n.d. 
 
“Batman: Arkham Asylum (PlayStation 3).” Metacritic, n.d. 
 
“Batman: Arkham Asylum (Xbox 360).” Metacritic, n.d. 
 
“Batman: Arkham Origins Blackgate - Deluxe Edition (PS3).” Metacritic, n.d.  
 
“Batman Begins.” How Long to Beat, n.d. 
 
“Batman Begins: Fear Is an Excellent Motivator.” Game Informer 140 (December 2004): 66-75. 
 
“Batman Begins: Making the Game, Part 2: The Filmmakers.” Batman Begins. Nintendo 
 GameCube. Developed by Eurocom. Redwood City, CA: Electronic Arts/Burbank, CA: 
 Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment, 2005. 
 
“Batman Begins: Making the Game, Part 5: Warner Bros Interactive Entertainment.” Batman 
 Begins. Nintendo GameCube. Developed by Eurocom. Redwood City, CA: Electronic 
 Arts/Burbank, CA: Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment, 2005. 
 
“Batman: Dark Tomorrow.” Metacritic, n.d. 
 
“Batman Forever Reviews.” GameSpot, n.d. 
 
Becker, Daniel. “The Quiet Cancellation Of LEGO Dimensions.” Bricks to Life, 15 March 2017. 
 
Becker, Howard S. “The Epistemology of Qualitative Research.” In Essays on Ethnography and 
 Human Development, edited by Richard Jessor, Anne Colby, and Richard Shweder, 53-
 71. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996. 
 
Bender, Marylin. “From Caskets to Cable.” The New York Times, 13 August 1972. 
 
Bennett, James, Andrea Medrado, and Niki Strange. “A Moral Economy of Independent Work? : 
 Creative Freedom and Public Service in UK Digital Agencies.” In Media Independence: 
 Working with Freedom or Working for Free, edited by James Bennett and Niki Strange, 
 139-158. New York: Routledge, 2014.  
 



 
 
 

 484 

Bennett, W. Lance. “Global Media and Politics: Transnational Communication Regimes and 
 Civic Cultures.” Annual Review of Political Science 7.1 (2004): 125-148. 
 
Berghammer, Billy. “Interview With Jason Hall, Senior VP Of WBIE.” Game Informer, 14 
 January 2004.  
 
Berlin, Leslie. Troublemakers: Silicon Valley’s Coming of Age. New York: Simon & Schuster, 
 2017.  
 
Bernardin, Marc. “Marvel, ‘Star Wars,’ ‘Harry Potter’ and More: Why the Movie Star No 
 Longer Shines as Bright as the Franchise.” Los Angeles Times, 17 June 2016.  
 
Bernstein, Matthew. “Introduction.” In Controlling Hollywood: Censorship and Regulation in 
 the Studio Era, edited by Matthew Bernstein, 1-15. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
 University Press, 1999.  
 
Bevans, Allen. “Who Plays Mobile Games?” Medium, 14 June 2017. 
 
Bing, Jonathan, and Cathy Dunkley. “Warners: Reloaded.” Variety (22-28 Sept. 2003): 1, 72. 
 ProQuest. 
 
Birkner, Christine. “From Monopoly to Exploding Kittens, Board Games Are Making a 
 Comeback.” AdWeek, 3 April 2017. 
 
Bishop, Bryan. “How Escape Rooms Became the Future of Advertising.” The Verge, 18 March 
 2017.  
 
Bison, Giselle. “Atari: From Starting Block to Auction Block.” InfoWorld (6 August 1984): 52. 
 LexisNexis Academic. 
 
Bitmob, “EGM #150—A Gamer’s Holy Book.” VentureBeat, 11 June 2009.  
 
Blanchet, Alexis. “A Statistical Analysis of the Adaptation of Films into Video Games.” 
 Translated by Christopher Edwards. INA Global, 11 December 2011. 
 
Bloom, David. “Viv U Fine-Tunes Its Playbook.” Variety, 19 May 2002.  
 
Bloom, Steve. “From Cutoffs to Pinstripes.” Video Games (December 1982): 37-50, 80. 
 
---. “Parker Brothers Strikes Back.” Video Games (January 1983): 50-56. 
 
---. Video Invaders. New York: Arco Publishing, 1982.  
 
Boasberg, Louis. “Flippers and Show Business (Part II).” RePlay Magazine 1.36 (July 1976): 6.  
 



 
 
 

 485 

Bogost, Ian. “The First Film License.” Kotaku, 13 November 2007.  
 
---. How to Do Things with Video Games. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2011.  
 
---. Persuasive Games: The Expressive Power of Videogames. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
 2007. 
 
---. Unit Operations: An Approach to Videogame Criticism. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
 2006.  
 
Boland, Ed, Jr., “F.Y.I.” The New York Times, 2 June 2002.  
 
Bond, Paul. “Warner Bros. CEO Vows to ‘Protect the Culture’ of Film Studio After AT&T 
 Acquisition.” The Hollywood Reporter, 29 November 2016. 
 
Boxer, Steve. “‘Technology and Games Are a Big Part of Life.’” The Guardian, 5 February 
 2009.  
 
Brandt, Richard, and Neil Gross. “Sega!” Bloomberg, 20 February 1994.  
 
Brevet, Brett. “Gary Oldman Joins the Cast of Batman Begins.” ComingSoon.net, 3 March 2004. 
 
---. “The New Batmobile Revealed!!” ComingSoon.net, 31 March 2004. 
 
Brodie, John, and Andy Marx. “Pix Go Interactive at Earlier Stages.” Variety (27 December 
 1993): 74. ProQuest. 
 
---. “Two Can Play This Game.” Variety (27 December 1993): 1, 74. ProQuest. 
 
Brookey, Robert Alan. “Convergence.” In The Routledge Companion to Video Game Studies, 
 edited by Mark J.P. Wolf and Bernard Perron, 285-292. New York: Routledge, 2014.  
 
---. Hollywood Gamers: Digital Convergence in the Film and Video Game Industries. 
 Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010. 
 
---, and Paul Booth. “Restricted Play: Synergy and the Limits of Interactivity in The Lord of the 
 Rings: The Return of the King Video Game.” Games and Culture 1.3 (July 2006): 214-
 230.  
 
Bruck, Connie. “Deal of the Year.” The New Yorker (8 January 1990): 66-89. 
 
---. Master of the Game: How Steve Ross Rode the Light Fantastic from Undertaker to Creator 
 of the Largest Media Conglomerate in the World. New York: Simon & Schuster, 1994. 
 



 
 
 

 486 

Bryant, Jacob. “‘Angry Birds Action’ Game Uses Augmented Reality to Promote Movie, Brand 
 Tie-Ins.” Variety, 27 April 2016. 
 
Buerkle, Robert. “Playset Nostalgia: LEGO Star Wars: The Video Game and the 
 Transgenerational Appeal of the Lego Video Game Franchise.” In LEGO Studies: 
 Examining the Building Blocks of a Transmedial Phenomenon, edited by Mark J.P. Wolf, 
 118-152. New York: Routledge, 2014. 
 
Bushnell, Nolan (nolanbushnell). “I Am Nolan Bushnell, Founder of Atari, Chuck E. Cheese, 
 and Most Recently, BrainRush! Former Boss & Mentor to Steve Jobs, Father of 8. 
 AMA!” Reddit, 21 August 2014.  
 
Bushnell, Nolan. Interview with the author, 12 December 2016.  
 
Butcher, Linda. Memo to Distribution. “Star Wars Focus Group Results.” 31 January 1983. 
 Series I, Box 4, Folder 35. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
 International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Butts, Steve. “LEGO Batman 3 Beyond Gotham Review.” IGN, 21 November 2014.  
 
Caldwell, John Thornton. “Para-Industry, Shadow Academy.” Cultural Studies 28.4 (14 March 
 2014): 720-740. 
 
---. Production Culture: Industrial Reflexivity and Critical Practice in Film and Television. 
 Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008. 
 
---. “Production Studies: Where Do We Go from Here?” Presentation at the Conference of New 
 Directions in Film and Television Production Studies. Bristol, England, 14-15 April 
 2015.  
 
---. “Stress Aesthetics and Deprivation Payroll Systems.” In Behind the Screens: Inside 
 European Production Cultures, edited by Petr Szczepanik and Patrick Vonderau, 91-111. 
 New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2013. 
 
Calvert, Justin. “Enter the Matrix Sells 2.5 Million.” GameSpot, 19 June 2003. 
 
Campbell, Colin. “Game Companies Are Failing on Diversity, According to New Report.” 
 Polygon, 8 January 2018. 
 
---. “How Fortnite’s Success Led to Months of Intense Crunch at Epic Games.” Polygon, 23 
 April 2019. 
 
Campbell, Evan. “Mad Max Delayed to 2015.” IGN, 25 April 2014. 
 



 
 
 

 487 

Capparell, James, Mike Ciraolo, and Nat Friedland. “Jack Tramiel Declares War!” Antic 3.10 
 (February 1985).  
 
Caraher, William, Raiford Guins, Andrew Reinhard, Richard Rothaus, and Bret Weber. “Why 
 We Dug Atari: ‘Punk Archeologists’ Explain That They Went Looking for More Than 
 Just Video-Game Cartridges in a New Mexico Landfill.” The Atlantic, 7 August 2014. 
 
Carless, Simon. “The RePlay Files: Atari Talks Gauntlet, Paperboy.” GameSetWatch, 26 June 
 2007.  
 
Carman, Emily. “Excavating the Warner Bros. Archives.” The Moving Image: The Journal of the 
 Association of Moving Image Archivists 14.1 (Spring 2014): 30-49. 
 
Cassidy, John. “Chaos in Hollywood.” The New Yorker (31 March 1997): 36-44. 
 
Castells, Manuel. The Rise of the Network Society, Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 1996. 
 
Cbake76. 27 January 2016, comment on: bohus. “It’s An 8-Bit Bird... It’s A Blocky Plane... 
It’s...  It’s... Atari 2600 Superman!” Retro Thing, 11 June 2013.  
 
Chan, Irene. Interview with the author, 7 January 2016. 
 
Chapple, Charlie. “Dutch Developer Sticky Studios Tapped for Mobile Game Based on Disaster 
 Movie Geostorm.” PocketGamer.biz, 4 October 2017. 
 
Chen, Brian X. “Playing at No Cost, Right Into the Hands of Mobile Game Makers.” The New 
 York Times, 18 March 2012. 
 
Chin, Elliott. “Trespasser Review.” GameSpot, 19 November 1998. 
 
Chmielewski, Dawn. “Hollywood’s Merger Mania: Inside the Studios’ ‘Size Anxiety,’ Scramble 
 to Match Silicon Valley.” The Hollywood Reporter, 11 January 2017. 
 
Christensen, Jerome. America’s Corporate Art: The Studio Authorship of Hollywood Motion 
 Pictures. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2012. 
 
Christie, Warren. “Rupert and Time Warner.” Fortune, 18 July 2014.  
 
Cifaldi, Frank. “Sad But True: We Can’t Prove When Super Mario Bros. Came Out.” 
 Gamasutra, 28 March 2012.  
 
“Circus Atari and Superman by Atari.” The Atari 2600 Game by Game Podcast. Podcast audio, 6 
 November 2013.  
 



 
 
 

 488 

Clark, Nick. “Warner Bros Takes Control of Rocksteady as Groups Target Video Games.” The 
 Independent (London), 23 February 2010.  
 
Clark, Willie. “Disney’s Many, Many Attempts at Figuring Out the Game Industry.” Polygon, 18 
 August 2016. 
 
Clarke, M.J. Transmedia Television: New Trends in Network Serial Production. New York: 
 Bloomsbury, 2013. 
 
Clements, Matthew T., and Hiroshi Ohashi. “Indirect Network Effects and the Product Cycle: 
 Video Games in the U.S., 1994-2002.” The Journal of Industrial Economics 53.4 
 (December 2005): 515-542. JSTOR. 
 
Clow, Chris. “Batman: Dark Tomorrow (with Special Guest Scott Peterson).” Comics on 
 Consoles. Podcast audio, 26 March 2016.  
 
Clurman, Richard M. To the End of Time: The Seduction and Conquest of a Media Empire. New 
 York: Simon and Schuster, 1993 (1992). 
 
Cohen, Scott. Zap!: The Rise and Fall of Atari. New York: McGraw-Hill, 1984. 
 
“Coin-Op Market Scan.” 30 June 1993, n.p. Series V, Subseries F, Box 53, Folder 8. Atari Coin-
 Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of 
 Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Coll, Steve. “When The Magic Goes.” INC., 1 October 1984.  
 
“Columbia Pictures Buys D. Gottlieb & Co.” RePlay Magazine 2.2 (December 1976): 19.  
 
“Competitor Product Review Reports, 1980-1990.” Series VIII, Box 56, Folder 37. Atari Coin-
 Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of 
 Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Connor, J.D. The Studios After the Studios: Neoclassical Hollywood (1970-2010). Stanford, CA: 
 Stanford University Press, 2015.  
 
Consalvo, Mia. “Slingshot to Victory: Games, Play, and the iPhone.” In Moving Data: The 
 iPhone and the Future of Media, edited by Pelle Snickars and Patrick Vonderau, 184-
 196. New York: Columbia University Press, 2013. 
 
Contri, Pat. Ultimate Nintendo Guide to the NES Library: 1985-1995. Self-published, 2016. 
 
Cook, David A. Lost Illusions: American Cinema in the Shadow of Watergate and Vietnam, 
 1970-1979. Los Angeles: University of California Press 2002. 
 



 
 
 

 489 

Cork, Jeff. “How Lego Star Wars: The Force Awakens Adds To The Movie’s Lore.” Game 
 Informer, 3 February 2016. 
 
“Corporate Policy Manual, ca. Early 1980s.” N.d. Series V, Subseries E, Box 52, Object 6. Atari 
 Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of 
 Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Corrigan, Timothy. “Introduction: Movies and the 2000s.” In American Cinema of the 2000s: 
 Themes and Variations, edited by Timothy Corrigan, 1-18. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
 University Press, 2012. 
 
Covert, Colin. “Atari, Inc.: The Early Years (An Unauthorized History).” Hi-Res 1.1 (November 
 1983): 60-67. 
 
Crecente, Brian. “How Warner Bros. Uses a Video Game to Fuel Interest in Its Movies.” Variety, 
 21 December 2018.  
 
---. “LEGO Dimensions Season 2 Explores Infinity and Beyond.” Polygon, 22 July 2016. 
 
---, and Ricardo Lopez, “Can Studios Crack the Code for a Video Game Movie Breakout in the 
 U.S.?” Variety, 6 June 2018.  
 
Crossley, Rob. “A Frank Discussion With EA.” Develop, 29 November 2010. 
 
D’Alessandro, Anthony. “‘Fantastic Beasts 3’ Pushes Production Start To Late Fall.” Deadline, 
 18 January 2019. 
 
D’Anastasio, Cecilia. “Inside the Culture of Sexism at Riot Games.” Kotaku, 7 August 2018.  
 
---. “Sex, Pong, And Pioneers: What Atari Was Really Like, According To Women Who Were 
 There.” Kotaku, 13 February 2018. 
 
Daniels, Shonte. “Big Budget Games Are a Dying Breed.” Vice Motherboard, 10 March 2015.  
 
“Dave & Buster’s to Debut Exclusive Spider-Man Arcade Game Nationwide.” PR Newswire, 14 
 July 2017.  
 
Davis, Ivor. “Marketing the Man of Steel!” Maclean’s (11 December 1978): 46-50. Superman 
 (United States) (Feature). 1978. Core Collection File. Margaret Herrick Library. Beverly 
 Hills, CA. 
 
Dean Witter Reynolds. “Warner Communications Inc.: Fourth-Quarter Earnings Zapped; More 
 Pitfalls Ahead but We Would Rather Be Buyers than Sellers.” 23 December 1982. Series 
 VIII, Box 56, Folder 29. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
 International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 



 
 
 

 490 

 
“A Decade of Programmable Video Games.” Electronic Games (Winter 1981): 20-23, 24. 
 
Deitz, Geoffrey. “Studios Play Along with Video Games.” Variety (18 November 1991): 1, 54. 
 ProQuest. 
 
Del Medio, Richard. “How Do Bad Games Get Made?” Electronic Gaming Monthly 159 
 (October 2002): 44-50.  
 
Denison, Rayna. “It’s a Bird! It’s a Plane! No, it’s DVD! Superman, Smallville, and the 
 Production (of) Melodrama.” In Film and Comic Books, edited by Ian Gordon, Mark 
 Jancovich, and Matthew P. MCallister, 160-178. Jackson, MS: University Press of 
 Mississippi, 2007.  
 
“Design Services Director Peter Takaichi: Work Hard, Play Hard.” RePlay Magazine (July 
 1997): 60. 
 
Deusner, Stephen M. “Recorded for Posterity: ‘Revolutions in Sound: Warner Brothers Records, 
 The First 50 Years.’” The Washington Post, 17 December 2008. 
 
Deuze, Mark. Media Work. Malden, MA: Polity Press, 2007. 
 
DidYouKnowGaming. “Batman’s Cancelled The Dark Knight Game - Unseen64.” YouTube, 31 
 January 2016. 
 
---. “Warner Bros Cancelled Dirty Harry Game - Unseen64.” YouTube, 17 April 2016. 
 
Dietz, Jason. “The Best Videogames of 2011.” Metacritic, 23 December 2011. 
 
D’Ignazio, Fred, and Selby Bateman. “Atari’s New Lease On Life.” Compute! (July 1984): 44. 
 
Dinh, Christine. “This Week in Marvel Games: Thanos Descends Upon Marvel Games with 
 ‘Avengers: Infinity War’ Event.” Marvel, 18 April 2018. 
 
Dolan, Mike. “Behind the Screens.” Wired, 1 May 2001.  
 
Donovan, Tristan. Replay: The History of Video Games. East Sussex, England: Yellow Ant, 
 2010. 
 
---. “The Replay Interviews: David Crane.” Gamasutra, 3 January 2011.  
 
---. “The Replay Interviews: Ray Kassar.” Gamasutra, 29 April 2011. 
 
Dornbush, Jonathan. “Telltale Games CEO Discusses New Venture The Super Show.” 
 Entertainment Weekly, 24 February 2015.  



 
 
 

 491 

 
Downend, Chris. Memo to Distribution. “Bug Hunt and Contest.” 25 May 1984. Series I, Box 3, 
 Folder 34. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center 
 for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
---. Memo to Distribution. “Mid-Summer’s Day Brainstorm.” 13 July 1982. Series V, Subseries 
 C, Box 51, Folder 7. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
 International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
---. Memo to Mary Fujihara. “Jedi Lucas Review.” 19 March 1984. Series I, Box 4, Folder 1. 
 Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the 
 History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Dredge, Stuart. “Kabam Talks Free-to-Play, King IPO and What Mobile Games Can Learn from 
 Game of Thrones.” The Guardian, 23 October 2013.  
 
Dring, Christopher. “How Warner Bros Came from Nowhere to Take on EA and Activision.” 
 MCV, 14 March 2014. 
 
---. “Is It All Over for Pre-Owned Video Games?” GamesIndustry.biz, 3 April 2019. 
 
---. “Updated: Ubisoft - Movies Like Assassin’s Creed Are ‘Not About Making Money.’” MCV, 
 8 July 2016. 
 
Dunn, John. “Programs Authored by John Dunn.” Algorithmic Arts, n.d.  
 
Durepos, Gabrielle, Alan McKinlay, and Scott Taylor. “Narrating Histories of Women at Work: 
 Archives, Stories, and the Promise of Feminism.” Business History 59.8 (2017): 1261-
 1279. 
 
Dyer-Witheford, Nick, and Greig de Peuter. Games of Empire: Global Capitalism and Video 
 Games. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009. 
 
Ea_spouse. “EA: The Human Story.” LiveJournal, 10 November 2004. 
 
Easy to Learn, Hard to Master: The Fate of Atari. Dir. Tomaso Walliser, Journeyman Pictures, 
 2017. 
 
Edwards, Ben J. “Robots, Pizza, and Sensory Overload: The Chuck E. Cheese Origin Story.” 
 Fast Company, 31 May 2017. 
 
8bitrocket. “In-Depth Interview with Game Philosopher-King, Chris Crawford.” 8-Bit Rocket, 22 
 December 2008.  
 



 
 
 

 492 

Elberse, Anita. Blockbusters: Hit-Making, Risk-Taking, and the Big Business of Entertainment. 
 New York: Henry Holt and Company, 2013. 
 
Elkington, Trevor. “Too Many Cooks: Media Convergence and Self-Defeating Adaptations.” In 
 The Video Game Theory Reader 2, edited by Bernard Perron and Mark J.P. Wolf, 213-
 235. New York: Routledge, 2009. 
 
Eller, Claudia, and Robert Welkos. “Tension Mounts as Box-Office Flops Take Toll at Warner.” 
 Los Angeles Times, 5 December 1997. 
 
“Enter the Matrix.” Metacritic, n.d. 
 
Epstein, Edward Jay. The Big Picture: The New Logic of Money and Power in Hollywood. New 
 York: Random House, 2005. 
 
E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial. Universal. 1982. Marketing Manual. Core Collection File. Margaret 
 Herrick Library. Beverly Hills, CA.  
 
“‘E.T.’ Vidgame Rights To Atari.” Variety (25 August 1982): 52, 54. ProQuest.  
 
“Eye On.” Videogaming Illustrated (December 1982): 7-10, 59.  
 
Fabrikant, Geraldine. “How Warner Got Back Its Glitter.” The New York Times, 14 December 
 1986.  
 
Facilities. Memo to All Personnel at 1272 Borregas Avenue. “New Building Access Hours.” 7 
 May 1985. Series V, Subseries C, Box 51, Folder 10. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate 
 Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The 
 Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Fahey, Rob. “Atari Full-Year Revenues Fall Despite Enter the Matrix Success.” 
 GamesIndustry.biz, 7 May 2004. 
 
---. “Games Have Left the Shadow of the Movie Business.” GamesIndustry.biz, 13 May, 2016.  
 
---. “Warner Bros. Plans Penalties for Poor Quality Licensed Titles.” GamesIndustry.biz, 26 May 
 2004.  
 
“Fantastic Voyage.” Videogaming Illustrated (April 1983): 56. 
 
Feldman, Brian. “The Most Important Video Game on the Planet.” New York Magazine, 9 July 
 2018. 
 
“A Field Guide to Videogame E.T.’s.” Videogaming Illustrated (December 1982): 13-14. 
 



 
 
 

 493 

Finke, Nikki, and Jen Yamato. “A Tale of Two Movie Tie-in Games.” Deadline, 22 May 2013. 
 
Fisher, Adam. Valley of Genius: The Uncensored History of Silicon Valley, as Told by the 
 Hackers, Founders, and Freaks Who Made it Boom. New York: Twelve, 2018.  
 
Fisher, Lawrence M. “Founder of Atari Sets a Return Engagement.” The New York Times, 2 June 
 1988.  
 
Fishman, Charles. “Why Can’t Lego Click?” Fast Company, 31 August 2001. 
 
Fitzpatrick, Eileen. “Fox Interactive Leaps Quickly Into Game Software Fray.” Billboard (4 June 
 1994): 9, 135, 139. ProQuest.  
 
Fleming, Dan. Powerplay: Toys as Popular Culture. New York: Manchester University Press, 
 1996. 
 
Fleming, Jeffrey. “The History of Activision.” Gamasutra, 30 July 2007. 
 
Fleury, James. “Amazon’s Prime Initiative: The Ecommerce Alignment of Amazon Studios and 
 Twitch.” In Content Wars: Tech Empires vs. Media Empires, edited by Denise Mann. 
 New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, forthcoming. 
 
---. “Hollywood’s VR Vision: New Frontier or Virtually the Same Thing?” In The Franchise 
 Era: Managing Media in the Digital Economy, edited by James Fleury, Bryan Hikari 
 Hartzheim, and Stephen Mamber, 277-299. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
 2019. 
 
---. “Playing in the Corporate Toybox: The Multiple Levels of Adaptation in Disney Infinity.” 
 South Atlantic Review 80.3-4 (2015): 118-135. 
 
--. “‘Sometimes the Old Ways Are the Best’: Ret-Conning in James Bond Video Games.” In 
 James Bond and Popular Culture: Essays on the Influence of the Fictional Superspy, 
 edited by Michele Brittany, 247-266. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2014. 
 
---, Bryan Hikari Hartzheim, and Stephen Mamber. “Introduction: The Franchise Era.” In The 
 Franchise Era: Managing Media in the Digital Economy, edited by James Fleury, Bryan 
 Hikari Hartzheim, and Stephen Mamber, 1-28. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
 2019. 
 
Flint, Joe. “AT&T to HBO, Turner: No More Fiefdoms.” The Wall Street Journal, 1 March 
 2019. 
 
Florida, Richard. The Rise of the Creative Class–Revisited, 10th Anniversary Edition. New York: 
 Basic Books, 2012. 
 



 
 
 

 494 

Fogel, Stefanie. “Nintendo’s Shigeru Miyamoto Criticizes Free-to-Play Games Model.” Variety, 
 24 August 2018. 
 
---. “‘PUBG Mobile’ Is Getting a Month-Long ‘Mission: Impossible’ Crossover.” Variety, 2 
 August 2018. 
 
Frank, Allegra. “Coleco Severs Ties with Alleged ‘Duct-Taped’ Console Maker’” Polygon, 8 
 March 2016. 
 
---. “Giant Red Dead Redemption 2 ‘Thank You’ Note Is Rockstar’s Latest Step Toward 
 Goodwill.” Polygon, 23 October 2018. 
 
Freeman, Will. “Atari Co-Founder: Mobile Games Make Me Want to Throw My Phone.” The 
 Guardian, 28 April 2016.  
 
Freiberger, Paul. “Atari Workers Vote Against Joining Union.” InfoWorld (26 December 1983/2 
 January 1984): 88. 
 
Frenkel, Sheera, Nicholas Confessore, Cecilia Kang, Matthew Rosenberg, and Jack Nicas. 
 “Delay, Deny and Deflect: How Facebook’s Leaders Fought Through Crisis.” The New 
 York Times, 14 November 2018. 
 
Friedland, Nat. “Today’s Atari Corp.: A Close-Up Look Inside.” Antic 5.11 (March 1987): 31. 
 
Fritz, Ben. “Action Traction.” Variety, 3 May 2006. 
 
---. “Batman: Arkham City Sells 2 Million Copies in First Week.” Los Angeles Times, 25 
 October 2011. 
 
---. The Big Picture: The Fight for the Future of Movies. New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2018. 
 
---. “Game Biz Cools on Movie Games.” Variety, 17 September 2006. 
 
---. “Movies May Be Booming, but Video Games Based on Them Are Not.” Los Angeles Times, 
 18 May 2009.  
 
---. “Pix Getting Their Game On.” Daily Variety (18 January 2007): 1. LexisNexis Academic. 
 
---. “Stars Study Rules of the Game.” Variety, 16 February 2004.  
 
---. “Video Games Based on Movies Take a Hit.” Los Angeles Times, 15 June 2010.  
 
---. “Warner Bros. Wants to Reinvent the Movie-Based Video Game.” Los Angeles Times, 6 June 
 2012. 
 



 
 
 

 495 

---. “Warner Jumps for Joysticks.” Daily Variety, 18 December 2006. LexisNexis Academic.  
 
---. “Warner Movies Flop, but Its Videogames Soar.” The Wall Street Journal, 11 October 2015. 
 ProQuest. 
 
---. “Warner Plays Its Own Game.” Variety, 9 January 2005.  
 
---. “Warner’s Approach to Video Games Is Paying Off.” Los Angeles Times, 18 October 2011.  
 
---. “Warners Game for Big Deal.” Variety, 11 August 2004.  
 
---. “Warner’s Hall Exits with Deal.” Variety. 6 February 2007.  
 
---. “WB Aims to Plug In Profits.” Variety, 14 January 2004.  
 
---. “WB Scores Vidgame Topper.” Daily Variety (30 April 2008): 4. LexisNexis Academic.  
 
---, and Alex Pham. "Warner Bros. Emerges as Sole Bidder for Midway Games." Los Angeles 
 Times, 27 June 2009. 
 
---, and Archie Thomas. “Warners Game Plan.” Daily Variety (9 November 2007): 4. LexisNexis 
 Academic.  
 
---, and Marc Graser. “Is the Game Getting Lame?” Variety (10-16 May 2004): 1, 69. 
 LexisNexis Academic. 
 
Fröhlich, Petra. “I Wanna Be Like You.” In Films and Games: Interactions, edited by Deutsches 
 Filmmuseum, Eva Lenhart, and Andreas Rauscher, 38-41. Berlin: Bertz + Fischer, 2015.  
 
Fujihara, Mary. “Industry Overview (Domestic Market).” 29 October 1991. Series V, Subseries 
 F, Box 53, Folder 9. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
 International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
---. Letter to Ronald Hansen, 30 June 1987. Series VIII, Box 56, Folder 34. Atari Coin-Op 
 Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of 
 Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
---. Memo to Steve Arnold, Maggie Young, and Katherine Gruhn. “Response to Your Jedi Game 
 Changes.” 25 May 1984. Series I, Box 4, Folder 1. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate 
 Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The 
 Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Fulton, Steve. “Atari: The Golden Years — A History, 1978-1981.” Gamasutra, 21 August 
 2008. 
 



 
 
 

 496 

---. “8BitRocket.com Interviews Johnny Wilson Former Editor of Computer Gaming World.” 8-
 Bit Rocket, 14 February 2012. 
 
---. “The History of Atari: 1971-1977.” Gamasutra, 6 November 2007. 
 
Fuson, Brian. “Forced Out: ‘E.T.’ Ends Long Run as Champ.” The Hollywood Reporter (18 
 February 1997): n.p. E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (United States) (Feature), 1989-2001. 
 Core Collection File. Margaret Herrick Library. Beverly Hills, CA.  
 
Fuster, Jeremy. “‘The Mule’ Proves Clint Eastwood Is Still a Box Office Draw at 88.” The Wrap, 
 19 January 2019.  
 
Futter, Michael. “Game Industry Layoffs Driven by Past Mistakes, Uncertain Future.” Variety, 
 26 March 2019. 
 
Futter, Mike. “Telltale Games Is Closing, Liquidation Underway and Some Games Being 
 Removed from Steam.” Game Daily, 14 November 2018. 
 
Gabler, Neal. “Revenge of the Studio System.” The New York Times (22 August 1995): A15. 
 
Gach, Ethan. “The Master Chief Collection Is What Happens When a Studio Doesn’t Give Up 
 On a Game.” Kotaku, 21 January 2019. 
 
Gaijillionaire. “The Story of Atari’s Pac-Man Day & Launch.” YouTube, 15 June 2017.  
 
Game Central. “Why Do So Few People Beat the Games They Play?” Metro, 25 November 
 2017.  
 
“Games Plunge WCI Quarter & Next Few Stanzas Downward.” Variety (23 February 1983): 4, 
 27.  
 
GameSpot Staff. “Batman Begins Q&A.” Gamespot, 24 January 2005.  
 
GamesRadar. “George Miller Involved ‘Super Early On’ in the Mad Max Game.” GamesRadar, 
 26 May 2015.  
 
Gardner, Eriq. “‘Friday the 13th’ Rights at Stake in Lawsuit Over Horror Classic.” The 
 Hollywood Reporter, 25 August 2016. 
 
Gaudiosi, John. “‘Batman’ Caper: EA Day-and-Date with Movie Bow.” The Hollywood 
 Reporter (26 October 2004): 4, 96. Batman Begins. Warner Bros. 2004. Core Collection 
 File. Margaret Herrick Library. Beverly Hills, CA. 
 
---. “DiCaprio to Take On Atari Story.” CBS News, 20 June 2008. 
 



 
 
 

 497 

---. “Game Makers Mining H’wood’s Past.” The Hollywood Reporter (14-20 September 2004): 
 13. LexisNexis Academic. 
 
---. “Man Of Steel Flies To $196.7 Million With Only A Warner Bros. Mobile Game Tie-In.” 
 Forbes, 16 June 2013. 
 
---. “Warner Interactive Aims for Better Film-Game Synergy.” Home Media Magazine, 19 July 
 2004. 
 
Geertz, Clifford. “‘From the Native’s Point of View’: On the Nature of Anthropological 
 Understanding.” Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 28. 1 (Oct. 
 1974): 26-45. 
 
---. The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. New York: Basic Books, 1973. 
 
---. Local Knowledge: Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology. New York: Basic Books, 
 1983. 
 
Gellene, Denise. “The Joystick Lives: New Technology, Better Marketing Give Video Games a 
 Second Life.” Los Angeles Times, 13 June 1988.  
 
Gerard, Manny. Interview with the author, 16 September 2016. 
 
---. Interview with the author, 1 May 2019. 
 
Gilbert, Ben. “Mortal Kombat Team Sheds Midway Skin for ‘WB Games Chicago.’” Joystiq, 27 
 July 2009. 
 
Gillen, Marilyn A. “The Enter-Active File: A Year of Firsts for Vid-Game Market.” Billboard (7 
 January 1995): 77, 86. ProQuest. 
 
---. “The Enter Active File: Games With Movie Tie-Ins Coming Sooner.” Billboard (22 October 
 1994): 66. ProQuest. 
 
---. “Enter Active Games: Film Developments.” Billboard (18 February 1995): 69-70. ProQuest. 
 
---. “The Enter Active File: CD-ROM ‘Peter’ Begets Film, Vid.” Billboard (18 February 1995): 
 68. ProQuest. 
 
---. “Inscape to Absorb Two Warner Interactive Units.” Billboard (28 October 1995): 12, 107. 
 ProQuest. 
 
Gilpin, Kenneth N. “Business People; Key Warner Aide Is Stepping Down.” The New York 
 Times, 17 October 1984.  
 



 
 
 

 498 

Giltinan, David. “Splinter Cell Retrospective.” Retro Videogame Magazine, 9 (2015): 43-44. 
 
“Glu Mobile Minimum Guarantees Decline as License Assortment Narrows.” International 
 Licensing Industry Merchandisers Association, n.d. 
 
Gold, Richard. “Post-Atari Exec Shakeup Looms at WCI.” Variety (25 July 1984): 3, 37. 
 ProQuest. 
 
Goldberg, Lee, ed. Tied In: The Business, History and Craft of Media Tie-in Writing. Calabasas, 
 CA: The International Association of Media Tie-In Writers, 2010. 
 
Goldberg, Marty. “Zap! Boom! Pow!: The Origin Story of the Greatest Team-Up of All Time - 
 Comics and Videogames.” Retro Videogame Magazine 8 (2015): 22-25. 
 
---. “Buried Truth: How One Man Helped Cover the Evidence of a Dying Company & Dig It Up 
 Again 31 Years Later.” Retro Videogame Magazine 6 (2015): 24-29.  
 
---, and Curt Vendel. Atari Inc.: Business Is Fun. Carmel, NY: Syzygy Company Press, 2012.  
 
Goldsmith, Jill. “AOL TW Falls Off the Cliff.” Variety, 29 January 2003. 
 
Gomery, Douglas. The Coming of Sound: A History. New York: Routledge, 2005.  
 
---. “Economic and Institutional Analysis: Hollywood as Monopoly Capitalism.” In The 
 Contemporary Hollywood Reader, edited by Toby Miller, 27-36. New York: Routledge, 
 2009.  
 
---. “Hollywood Corporate Business Practice and Periodizing Contemporary Film History.” In 
 Contemporary Hollywood Cinema, edited by Steve Neale and Murray Smith, 47-57. New 
 York: Routledge, 2002. 
 
---. “The Hollywood Film Industry: Theatrical Exhibition, Pay TV, and Home Video.” In Who 
 Owns the Media? : Competition and Concentration in the Mass Media Industry, by 
 Benjamin M. Compaine and Douglas Gomery, 359-435. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 
 Erlbaum Associates, 2000.  
 
Gonzalez, Umberto, and Tim Molloy. “How ‘Justice League’ Became a ‘Frankenstein.’” The 
 Wrap, 29 November 2017 
 
Gordon, Ian. Superman: The Persistence of an American Icon. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
 University Press, 2017. 
 
The Gospel According to St. Pong, 8 August 1973. 
 
 “Gottlieb Changes Company Name.” Electronic Games (October 1983). 



 
 
 

 499 

 
Grainge, Paul. Brand Hollywood: Selling Entertainment in a Global Media Age New York: 
 Routledge, 2007. 
 
---, and Catherine Johnson. Promotional Screen Industries. New York: Routledge, 2015. 
 
Graser, Marc. “Fox Inks Viv U Vidgame Distrib Pact.” Daily Variety, 11 March 2003. 
 LexisNexis Academic. 
 
---. “New Playgrounds for Studios.” Variety (17 May 1999): 9, 12. ProQuest. 
 
---. “Major League Gaming, Twitch Win Marketing Deal with Lionsgate.” Variety, 6 February 
 2014.  
 
---. “Mattel’s Bold Plan to Take Control Back from Hollywood.” Variety, 5 November 2013. 
 
---, and Cathy Dunkley. “The Bat & the Beautiful.” Variety, 8 February 2004. 
 
---, and David Bloom. “The New Game in Town.” Variety (21-27 April 2003): 59. LexisNexis 
 Academic.  
 
Gray, Jonathan. “In the Game: The Creative and Textual Constraints of Licensed Video Games.” 
 In Wired TV: Laboring Over an Interactive Future, edited by Denise Mann, 53-71. New 
 Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2014. 
 
---. Show Sold Separately: Promos, Spoilers, and Other Media Paratexts. New York: New York 
 University Press, 2010. 
 
Greenberg, Jason. “Rescuing Batman.” Los Angeles Times (8 May 2005): n.p. Batman Begins. 
 Warner Bros. 2005. Reviews & Magazine Articles. Core Collection File. Margaret 
 Herrick Library. Beverly Hills, CA. 
 
“Gremlins Project Development Status Reports, 1983-1984.” Series I, Box 2, Folder 9. Atari 
 Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of 
 Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Gritis, Philip S. “Turning Superheroes into Super Sales.” The New York Times (6 January 1985): 
 6.  
 
Grocer, Stephen. “What Happened to AOL Time Warner?” The New York Times, 15 June 2018. 
 
Grodt, Jill. “Indie Developers React to Google Stadia.” Destructoid, 23 March 2019. 
 
Grover, Ronald, Cliff Edwards, Ian Rowley, and Moon Ilhwan. “Game Wars.” Businessweek, 27 
 February, 2005.  



 
 
 

 500 

 
---, and Malathi Nayak. “Activision Plans $500 Million Date with ‘Destiny.’” Reuters, 5 May 
 2014. 
 
Grubb, Jeff. “Disney and Others Bring Disruption to Movie-Licensed Games.” VentureBeat, 2 
 July 2012. 
 
Guins, Raiford. “Concrete and Clay: The Afterlife and Times of E.T. The Extra-Terrestrial. For 
 the Atari Video Computer System.” Design and Culture 1.3 (2009): 345-364.  
 
---. Game After: A Cultural History of Video Game Afterlife. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 
 2014.  
 
Gustafson, Robert. “‘What’s Happening to Our Pix Biz?’ From Warner Bros. to Warner 
 Communications Inc.” In The American Film Industry, edited by Tino Balio, 574-586. 
 Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1985.  
 
Hague, James. “Reminiscing with Rick Maurer.” Dadgum Games, 5 January 1999. 
 
---. “Warren Robinett.” In Halcyon Days: Interviews with Classic Computer and Video Game 
 Programmers. Dadgum Games: 2002 (1997). E-book.  
 
Hall, Jason. Interview with the author, 9 June 2015. 
 
Hall, Stefan. “‘You’ve Seen the Movie, Now Play the Video Game’: Recoding the Cinematic in 
 Digital Media and Virtual Culture.” PhD diss., Bowling Green State University, 2011.  
 
Hally, Mike. Memo to Distribution, “Vide-One: First Draft of MIG-31 ‘Firefox’ Game Design.” 
 13 August 1983. Series V, Subseries D, Box 51, Folder 22. Atari Coin-Op Division 
 Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of Electronic Games. 
 The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
---. “Milestone Schedule for Star Wars.” 3 September 1982. Series I, Box 4, Folder 30. Atari 
 Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of 
 Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Ham, Tom. “Space Jam Review.” GameSpot, 17 December 1996 
 
Handrahan, Matthew. “Nordic Game: Randy Pitchford on the Hidden Value of Licensed IP.” 
 GamesIndustry.biz, 24 May 2012. 
 
Hansell, Saul. “Eleven Years of Ambition and Failure at AOL.” The New York Times, 24 July 
 2009.  
 
Hardt, Michael, and Antonio Negri. Empire. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2000. 



 
 
 

 501 

 
Haring, Bruce. “Intel, Warner Bros. Spotlight Driverless Vehicle Entertainment At LA Auto 
 Show.” Deadline, 2 December 2017. 
 
Harmetz, Aljean. “Hollywood’s Video Gamble.” The New York Times (28 March 1982): A40. 
 ProQuest. 
 
---. “Home Video Games Nearing Profitability of the Film Business.” The New York Times (4 
 October 1982): A1. LexisNexis Academic.  
 
---. “The Marketing of Superman and His Paraphernalia.” The New York Times (21 June 1981): 
 B50. 
 
---. “Movie Merchandise: The Rush Is On.” The New York Times, 14 June 1989. 
 
---. “Video Games Come to Hollywood.” The New York Times, 1 July 1982.  
 
Harmon, Amy. “The Cutting Edge: Computing/Technology/Innovation: Redux of Atari Crash of 
 ‘83?” Los Angeles Times, 7 December 1994. 
 
---. “Move Over Sega – Here Come The Conglomerates.” Los Angeles Times, 21 June 1994.  
 
“Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire.” Metacritic, n.d. 
 
Hartzheim, Bryan Hikari. “Transmedia To-Go: Licensed Mobile Gaming in Japan.” in The 
 Franchise Era: Managing Media in the Digital Economy, edited by James Fleury, Bryan 
 Hikari Hartzheim, and Stephen Mamber, 233-255. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
 Press, 2019. 
 
Harvey, David. A Brief History of Neoliberalism. New York: Oxford University Press, 2005.  
 
Havens, Timothy. “Towards a Structuration Theory of Media Intermediaries.” Making Media 
 Work: Cultures of Management in the Entertainment Industries, edited by Derek 
 Johnson, Derek Kompare, and Avi Santo, 39-62. New York: New York University Press, 
 2014. 
 
Hayes, Dade. “AT&T CFO John Stephens Says WarnerMedia Culture Will Be Shielded From 
 ‘A Finance Bean Counter From A Telephone Company.’” Deadline, 27 February 2019. 
 
---. “WarnerMedia Exec Reshuffling Amps Up Culture Clash With AT&T, Analyst Says: 
 ‘We’ve Seen This Movie Before.’” Deadline, 4 March 2019. 
 
Hayes, Thomas C. “New Warner Hit: Its Studios.” The New York Times (17 November 1983): 
 D1. LexisNexis Academic. 
 



 
 
 

 502 

Hector, Roger. Email message to the author, 15 May 2019.  
 
Heineman, David S. Thinking about Video Games: Interviews with the Experts. Bloomington: 
 University of Indiana Press, 2015.  
 
Hellier Anderson, Susan. “It’s a Bird! It’s a Plane! It’s a Movie!” The New York Times, 26 June 
 1977.  
 
Helm, Leslie. “Have CD-ROMances Run their Course?” Los Angeles Times, 18 August 1997. 
 
“Here Comes Superman!!!” Time, 27 Nov. 1978: 59-61. 
 
Herman, Leonard. Phoenix: The Fall and Rise of Video Games, 3rd edition. Springfield, NJ: 
 Rolenta Press, 2001 (1994).  
 
---. Phoenix IV: The History of the Videogame Industry. Springfield, NJ: Rolenta Press, 2016.  
 
---. “Tragic Magic.” Videogaming & Computergaming Illustrated (December 1983): 25-27.  
 
Herz, J.C. “Playful Alchemy: A Movie Becomes a Game.” The New York Times, 14 January 
 1999. 
 
Hesmondhalgh, David. The Cultural Industries, 4th edition. Los Angeles: SAGE, 2019. 
 
---, and Sarah Baker. Creative Labour: Media Work in Three Cultural Industries. New York: 
 Routledge, 2011. 
 
Hettrick, Scott, and Pamela McClintock. “Warner Fast-Forwards.” Variety, 25 October 2005.  
 
High, Kamau. “Critics Still Hold Sway in Playing the Video Game.” Financial Times (London), 
 6 September 2006. LexisNexis Academic.  
 
Hills, Matt. “TV Aesthetics in Transition: ‘Bad’ TV Dramas and Discourses of Failure.” 
 Presentation at the Society for Cinema and Media Studies Conference. Chicago. 7 March 
 2013. 
 
Hilmes, Michelle. “Nailing Mercury: The Problem of Media Industry Historiography.” In Media 
 Industries: History, Theory, and Method, edited by Jennifer Holt and Alissa Perren, 21-
 33. Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009. 
 
Holson, Laura M. “Blockbuster With a Joystick.” The New York Times, 7 February 2005. 
 
---. “In This ‘Superman’ Story, the Executives Do the Fighting.” The New York Times (15 
 September 2002): B1, B10. ProQuest Historical Newspapers.  
 



 
 
 

 503 

---. “A New Hollywood Player Pushes a Different Game.” The New York Times, 16 May 2005.  
 
Holt, Jennifer. Empires of Entertainment: Media Industries and the Politics of Deregulation, 
 1980-1996. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2011. 
 
---. “In Deregulation We Trust: The Synergy of Politics and Industry in Reagan-Era Hollywood.” 
 Film Quarterly 55.2 (Winter 2001): 22-29. 
 
---. “Two-Way Mirrors: Looking at the Future of Academic-Industry.” Cinema Journal 52.3 
 (Spring 2013): 183-188.  
 
“Home Video: Fox Axes Games.” Variety (9 November 1983): 38. ProQuest.  
 
Horowitz, Ken. The Sega Arcade Revolution: A History in 62 Games. Jefferson, NC: McFarland 
 & Company, 2018. 
 
Horton, Cleveland. “Fox Is Last In(teractive) But Says It Won’t Be Least.” Advertising Age, 23 
 May 1994. 
 
Hubner, John, and William F. Kistner, Jr. “What Went Wrong at Atari?” (Part One) InfoWorld 
 (28 November 1983): 151-152, 157-158. LexisNexis Academic. 
 
---. “What Went Wrong at Atari?” (Part Two) InfoWorld (5 December 1983): 145-146, 148, 155. 
 LexisNexis Academic. 
 
Huhtamo, Erkki. Illusions in Motion: Media Archeology of the Moving Panorama and Related 
 Spectacles. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2013. 
 
---. “Slots of Fun, Slots of Trouble: An Archaeology of Arcade Gaming.” In Handbook of 
 Computer Games Studies, edited by Joost Raessens and Jeffrey Goldstein, 3-22. 
 Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2005.  
 
Hunter, Jennifer. “Uncertainty Shadows Fight for Warner Control.” The Globe and Mail, 6 
 February 1984. LexisNexis Academic. 
 
Hwang, Kaiser. “Jason Hall Speaks.” IGN, 15 January 2004. 
 
“H’wood Still Learning to Play Licensing Game.” The Hollywood Reporter, 29 Oct. 2003. 
 LexisNexis Academic.  
 
Hyman, Paul. “Warner Bros. Looks to Reviewers to Help Ensure Game Quality.” The 
 Hollywood Reporter, 21 May 2004.  
 
IGN Staff. “IGNDC Monkeys Around with Planet of the Apes Producer Cos Lazouras.” IGN, 9 
 February 2000. 



 
 
 

 504 

 
---. “Tomorrow Delayed.” IGN, 25 September 2001. 
 
“Industry Overview.” December 1984. Series VIII, Box 56, Folder 34. Atari Coin-Op Division 
 Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of Electronic Games. 
 The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Ingenito, Vince. “LEGO Lord of the Rings Review.” IGN, 26 November 2012.  
 
Inside Atari. Jack Morton Productions West, 1981. International Center for the History of 
 Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
“Intelligent and Hardworking Staff Working on High Profile IP: Warner Bros. Interactive 
 Entertainment - Reviews.” Glassdoor, 3 June 2014. 
 
“Interesting for Short Term, Little Long Term Opportunity: Warner Bros. Interactive 
 Entertainment - Reviews.” Glassdoor, 19 June 2015. 
 
“Interview: Rob Fulop.” Good Deal Games, 2009.  
 
“Interview: Warren Robinett.” Good Deal Games, 13 May 2003. 
 
“In the Chair with Mike Hally.” Retro Gamer 149 (2015): 92-97. 
 
“Introducing Atari’s Official 1977 Line of Video Games. Next Year Our Competition Will 
 Introduce Them.” 1977. International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The 
 Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Isaacson, Walter. The Innovators: How a Group of Hackers, Geniuses, and Geeks Created the 
 Digital Revolution. New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015.  
 
Jaafar, Ali, and Dade Hayes. “Abu Dhabi, WB Ink Multi-Media Deal.” Variety, 26 September 
 2007. 
 
James, Meg, and Stephen Battaglio. “‘Game of Thrones’ Series Finale Is Approaching. How 
 Will HBO Survive After It?” Los Angeles Times, 14 April 2019.  
 
Jameson, Fredric. “Postmodernism and Consumer Society.” In The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on 
 Postmodern Culture, edited by Hal Foster, 111-125. Port Townsend, WA: Bay Press, 
 1983. 
 
Jarvey, Natalie, and Carolyn Giardina. “Has Augmented Reality Pioneer Magic Leap Fallen Off 
 a Cliff?” The Hollywood Reporter, 9 November 2018.  
 



 
 
 

 505 

Jenkins, Henry. Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide. New York: New 
 York University Press, 2006. 
 
---. “Game Design as Narrative Architecture.” In The Game Design Reader: A Rules of Play 
 Anthology, edited by Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman, 670-689. Cambridge, MA: The 
 MIT Press, 2006. 
 
---. “The Reign of the Mothership: Transmedia’s Past, Present, and Possible Futures.” In Wired 
 TV: Laboring Over an Interactive Future, edited by Denise Mann, 244-268. New 
 Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2014. 
 
---, and Dan Hassler-Forest. “Foreword: ‘I Have a Bad Feeling About This,’ - A Conversation 
 about Star Wars and the History of Transmedia.” In Star Wars and the History of 
 Transmedia Storytelling, edited Sean Guynes and Dan Hassler-Forest, 15-31. 
 Amsterdam, the Netherlands: Amsterdam University Press, 2017. 
 
“Jim Morgan’s Unhappy 10 Months at Atari.” BusinessWeek (23 July 1984): 90-91.  
 
Jin, Dal Yong. De-Convergence of Global Media Industries. New York: Routledge, 2013. 
 
Johnson, Derek. “Authorship Up for Grabs: Decentralized Labor, Licensing, and the 
 Management of Collaborative Creativity.” In Wired TV: Laboring Over an Interactive 
 Future, edited by Denise Mann, 32-52. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 
 2014. 
 
---. Media Franchising: Creative License and Collaboration in the Culture Industries. New 
 York: New York University Press, 2013.  
 
Jordan, Victor. “Interview: The Amazing Spider-Man 2 Video Game.” Otaku Dome, 10 May 
 2014. 
 
Joynt, Patrick. Interview with the author, 7 January 2016. 
 
Juul, Jesper. A Casual Revolution: Reinventing Video Games and their Players. Cambridge, MA: 
 The MIT Press, 2010. 
 
---. “Games Telling Stories? A Brief Note on Games and Narratives.” Game Studies 1.1 (2001). 
 
Kael, Pauline. “Why Are Movies So Bad?, or The Numbers.” The New Yorker (23 July 1980): 
 82-93.  
 
Kalogeropoulos, Demitrios. “Should Activision Blizzard Inc. Fear Time Warner Inc.?” The 
 Motley Fool, 14 October 2015. 
 



 
 
 

 506 

Kane, Alex. “‘Friday the 13th: The Game’ Winds Down Content Updates Amid Legal Battle.” 
 Variety, 11 June 2018. 
 
Kang, Cecilia. “In-App Purchases in iPad, iPhone, iPod Kids’ Games Touch Off Parental 
 Firestorm.” The Washington Post, 8 February 2011.  
 
---, Brooks Barnes, and Michael J. de la Merced. “AT&T-Time Warner Deal Has Dealmakers 
 Bracing.” The New York Times, 10 June 2018. 
 
Kanner, Bernice. “Can Atari Stay Ahead of the Game?” New York Magazine (16 August 1982): 
 15-17. 
 
---. “The Selling of E.T.” New York (9 August 1982): 15-16. E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (United 
 States) (Feature), 1982-1987. Core Collection File. Margaret Herrick Library. Beverly 
 Hills, CA. 
 
Kantor, Carol. Email message to the author, 5 May 2019.  
 
---. Email message to the author, 6 May 2019. 
 
Kantor, Jodi, and David Streitfeld. “Inside Amazon: Wrestling Big Ideas in a Bruising 
 Workplace.” The New York Times, 15 August 2015.  
 
Karlin, Susan. “‘Lego Dimensions’ and the Great IP Roundup.” Fast Company, 7 October 2015. 
 
Karnitschnig, Matthew. “That’s All Folks: After Years of Pushing Synergy, Time Warner Inc. 
 Says Enough.” The Wall Street Journal (2 June 2006): A1. ProQuest. 
 
Kaufman, Ryan. Email message to the author, 18 February 2016. 
 
Kennedy, Michael. “Batman v Superman Mobile Game and Emojis Revealed.” ScreenRant, 29 
 February 2016.  
 
Kent, Steven L. The Ultimate History of Video Games: From Pong to Pokémon – The Story 
 Behind the Craze that Touched Our Lives and Changed the World. New York: Prima 
 Publishing, 2001. 
 
Kerr, Aphra. The Business and Culture of Digital Games: Gamework/Gameplay. Thousand 
 Oaks, CA: Sage, 2006. 
 
---. Global Games: Production, Circulation and Policy in the Networked Era. New York: 
 Routledge, 2017. 
 
Kilday, Gregg. “Warner Bros.’ Kevin Tsujihara to Exit as Studio Chief.” The Hollywood 
 Reporter, 18 March 2019. 



 
 
 

 507 

 
Kinder, Marsha. Playing with Power in Television, Movies and Video Games: From Muppet 
 Babies to Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
 1991. 
 
King, Geoff. New Hollywood Cinema: An Introduction. New York: Columbia University Press, 
 2002. 
 
---, and Tanya Krzywinska, eds. ScreenPlay: Cinema/Videogames/Interfaces. New York: 
 Wallflower Press, 2002. 
 
Kirkpatrick, David D. “A Test of Synergy; A Film May Not Need a Media Conglomerate To 
 Ensure the Widest Exposure.” The New York Times, 11 November 2002. 
 
Klain, Stephen. “Atari Soars as Film Coin Plunges.” Variety (11 February 1981): 3, 34. 
 ProQuest. 
 
Klein, Alec. Stealing Time: Steve Case, Jerry Levin, and the Collapse of AOL Time Warner. 
 New York: Simon & Schuster, 2003. 
 
Klepek, Patrick. “Angered Game Developer Sues Critic Jim Sterling.” Kotaku, 17 March 2016.  
 
---. “‘Battlefront 2’ Isn’t the Single-Player Star Wars Game Fans Have Hoped For.” Vice 
 Waypoint, 15 November 2017. 
 
Kocurek, Carly A. Brenda Laurel: Pioneering Games for Girls. New York: Bloomsbury, 2017. 
 
---. Coin-Operated Americans: Rebooting Boyhood at the Video Game Arcade. Minneapolis: 
 University of Minnesota Press, 2015.  
 
Kohler, Chris. Book signing at Button Mash, Los Angeles, 27 October 2016. 
 
---. “A Farewell to the Wii U, the Game System for Nobody.” Wired, 22 December 2016. 
 
---. “Hey, Here’s an Idea: Maybe Stop Pre-Ordering Videogames.” Wired, 31 August 2016. 
 
---. Power-Up: How Japanese Video Games Gave the World an Extra Life. Mineola, NY: Dover 
 Publications, 2016 (2004).  
 
---. “Soon You’ll Buy Consoles the Way You Upgrade iPhones.” Wired, 26 May 2016. 
 
---. “Why Games Based on Movies Disappeared (And Why They’re Coming Back).” Wired, 15 
 February 2013. 
 
Kramer, Dan. “Atari’s COSMOS Hologram Game Info Bits.” N.d.  



 
 
 

 508 

 
---. Email message to the author, 2 May 2019. 
 
Krefft, Vanda. The Man Who Made the Movies. New York: Harper, 2017. 
 
Kubba, Sinan. “Mad Max Story Is Standalone Because ‘Movie Tie-In Games Tend to Be Bad.’” 
 Engadget, 22 August 2013. 
 
Kubey, Craig. The Winners’ Book of Video Games. New York: Warner Books, 1982. 
 
Kuchera, Ben. “Bethesda Wants Your Money Before the Reviews Hit.” Polygon, 25 October 
 2016. 
 
---. “GameSpot Editor Fired, Possibly for Panning Kane & Lynch.” ArsTechnica, 30 November 
 2007. 
 
Kunkel, Bill. Confessions of the Video Game Doctor. Springfield, NJ: Rolenta Press, 2005. 
 
LaGace, Marc. “Mobile Gaming Has an Advertising Problem that Needs to Be Addressed.” 
 Android Central, 21 February 2018. 
 
Landler, Mark. “Chairman Steps Down at Time Warner’s Interactive Media Group.” The New 
 York Times, 12 April 1995.  
 
Landro, Laura. “Paramount Pursues New Markets As Changes Confront Movie Firms.” The Wall 
 Street Journal (25 May 1983): n.p. Series VIII, Box 56, Folder 29. Atari Coin-Op 
 Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of 
 Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
---. “Warner Communications’ Investors Are Jolted By Company’s $18.9 Million Loss in 1st 
 Quarter.” The Wall Street Journal, n.d. Series VIII, Box 56, Folder 29. Atari Coin-Op 
 Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of 
 Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Lang, Brent. “The Reckoning: Why the Movie Business Is in Big Trouble.” Variety, 27 March 
 2017. 
 
---. “Studios Expected to Push for Early Home Video Release in 2019.” Variety, 16 November 
 2018. 
 
---, and Rebecca Rubin. “Recession Fears Grip Hollywood: Can the Movie Biz Survive a 
 Downturn?” Variety, 2 January 2019. 
 
Lang, Derrik J. “‘Dark Knight’ Reigns Not in Video Game.” Newsweek, 7 August 2008. 
 



 
 
 

 509 

Langberg, Mike. “Game Maker to Merge: ‘Pong’ Pioneer to Unite with JTS Corp.” San Jose 
 Mercury News (14 February 1996): 1C. LexisNexis Academic. 
 
---. “A New Run at Atari Bid Fails, but Bushnell Still Wants Video-Game Maker Back.” San 
 Jose Mercury News (1 March 1996): 1C. LexisNexis Academic. 
 
Lange, Andreas. “The Emergence of a Cultural Memory Under the Requirements of the 
 Internet.” In Films and Games: Interactions, edited by Deutsches Filmmuseum, Eva 
 Lenhart, and Andreas Rauscher, 204-209. Berlin: Bertz + Fischer, 2015. 
 
Langway, Lynn, Pamela Abramson, David T. Friendly, Frank Maier, Marsha Zabarsky, and 
 Linda R. Prout. “Invasion of the Video Creatures.” Newsweek (16 November 1981): 90-
 94.  
 
Lanier, Liz. “‘Mortal Kombat 11’ Game Devs Allege Toxic Work Conditions at Warner Bros. 
 Interactive’s NetherRealm.” Variety, 3 May 2019.  
 
---. “‘Starlink’ Physical Toys Release Halted After Sales Below Expectations.” Variety, 4 April 
 2019. 
 
Lapetino, Tim. The Art of Atari. Mt. Laurel, NJ: Dynamite Entertainment, 2016. 
 
Larson, Randall D. Films Into Books: An Analytical Bibliography of Film Novelizations, Movie, 
 and TV Tie-Ins. Metuchen, NJ: The Scarecrow Press, 1995. 
 
Latham, Aaron. “Video Games Star War.” The New York Times, 25 October 1981. 
 
Lazarus, George. “Atari Hits Paydirt in E.T. Game.” Chicago Tribune, 7 November 1982. 
 
Lécuyer, Christophe. Making Silicon Valley: Innovation and the Growth of High Tech, 1930-
 1970. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2006. 
 
Lee, Edmund. “Netflix Is Raising Prices Again. Here’s Why.” The New York Times, 15 January 
 2019.  
 
Levine, Robert. Story Line Is Changing for Game Makers and Their Movie Deal.” The New York 
 Times, 21 February 2005.  
 
---. “Video Games Struggle to Find the Next Level.” The New York Times, 8 May 2006.  
 
Lewis, Cory D. “Batman: Dark Tomorrow.” IGN, 25 March 2003. 
 
Lewis, Jon. “The Perfect Money Machine(s): George Lucas, Steven Spielberg, and Auteurism in 
 the New Hollywood.” In Looking Past the Screen: Case Studies in American Film 



 
 
 

 510 

 History and Method, edited by Jon Lewis, Eric Smoodin, and Kathryn Fuller-Seeley, 61-
 86. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2007. 
 
Lewis, Nick. “Holy Matrimony!: Marriages of Movies and Video Games Take Market by 
 Storm.” Calgary Herald (18 June 2003): E1. Lexisnexis Academic. 
 
Li, Kenneth. “d.” Financial Times, 28 May 2010.  
 
Lieberman, David. “Jeff Bewkes Defends Professional Programmers Vs. Data-Driven TV.” 
 Deadline, 7 March 2017.  
 
---. “Video Game Fans Remain Big Movie Goers, Machinima Study Finds.” Deadline, 31 July 
 2017. 
 
---. “Why Does Time Warner Want To Sell To AT&T?” Deadline, 24 October 2016. 
 
Lien, Tracey. “The Fall of THQ.” Polygon, 9 December 2014.  
 
Linneman, John. “Turtles: Mutants in Manhattan Is Platinum’s Most Disappointing Game.” 
 Eurogamer, 26 May 2016. 
 
Lippman, John, and Eben Shapiro. “Warner Bros. Cancels Films, Cuts Budgets.” The Wall Street 
 Journal (23 April 1998): B1, B8. 
 
Littleton, Cynthia. “Activision Blizzard Launches Production Arm for Video Game-Based Film, 
 TV Projects.” Variety, 6 November 2015. 
 
---. “Biz Sees Decade of Tumult.” Variety, 18 December 2009.  
 
---. “How Hollywood Is Racing to Catch Up with Netflix.” Variety, 21 August 2018. 
 
---. “Steve Case: Media M&A Frenzy Reflects Original ‘Vision’ of AOL-Time Warner Merger.” 
 Variety, 10 July 2018. 
 
---. “Warner Bros. Embraced Digital Future with Choice of Kevin Tsujihara as CEO.” Variety, 
 27 March 2013. 
 
---, and James Rainey. “After a Rough Film Year, Can Kevin Tsujihara Leader Warner Bros. 
 Back to the Top?” Variety, 24 November 2015. 
 
---, and Todd Spangler. “Merger Mayhem: Media Companies Scramble to Bulk Up in Order to 
 Survive.” Variety, 24 April 2018. 
 
Lobato, Ramon, and Julian Thomas. The Informal Media Economy. Malden, MA: Polity Press, 
 2015.  



 
 
 

 511 

 
Lohr, Steve. “Synergy, Redefined, Back In Style.” The New York Times, 8 May 1989.  
 
“Lord of the Rings Goes Mobile.” BBC News, 18 July 2001. 
 
Losonsky, Terry and Joyce. McDonald's Happy Meal Toys: In The U.S.A. Atglen, PA: Schiffer 
 Publishing, 1995. 
 
Lotz, Amanda D. “Interactive TV Too Early: The False Start of QUBE.” The Velvet Light Trap: 
 A Critical Journal of Film and Television 64 (Fall 2009): 106-107. 
 
Low, Elaine. “WarnerMedia Debuts Content Innovation Lab Fueled by AT&T Tech.” Variety, 
 22 January 2019. 
 
Lowood, Henry. “Alcorn, Al (Allan) Oral History.” Computer History Museum, 26 April 2008, 
 and 23 May 2008. PDF.  
 
---, and Raiford Guins, eds. Debugging Game History: A Critical Lexicon. Cambridge, MA: The 
 MIT Press, 2016. 
 
Lumb, David. “Lego Crosses the Digital Divide.” Fast Company, 27 February 2015. 
 
Mace, Scott. “A New Atari Corp.” InfoWorld (6 August 1984): 50. LexisNexis Academic.  
 
Macgregor, Jody. “The Pressure to Constantly Update Games Is Pushing the Industry to a 
 Breaking Point.” PC Gamer, 7 May 2019. 
 
Machkovech, Sam. “The Arcade World’s First Easter Egg Discovered After Fraught Journey.” 
 ArsTechnica, 22 March 2017. 
 
Mack, Justin. “The Dark Knight Levels Up: Batman: Arkham Asylum and the Convergent 
 Superhero Franchise.” In Superhero Synergies: Comic Book Characters Go Digital, 
 edited by James N. Gilmore and Matthias Stork, 137-154. New York: Rowman & 
 Littlefield, 2014.  
 
“Mad Max: Escaping the Big Nothing.” Marketing Games: Case Studies in Video Game 
 Marketing, 19 June 2017. 
 
Makuch, Eddie. “EA Explains Why Star Wars Battlefront Didn’t Have Single-Player and Teases 
 Sequel Might.” GameSpot, 18 May 2016.  
 
---. “Rocket League Batman v Superman DLC Inbound.” GameSpot, 25 February 2016. 
 
Mann, Denise. “Welcome to the Unregulated Wild, Wild Digital West.” Media Industries 1.2 
 (2014).  



 
 
 

 512 

 
“Many Video Games Designers Travel Rags-to-Riches-to-Rags Journey.” Los Angeles Times, 14 
 January 1986.  
 
Margolin, Jed. Memo to Distribution. “Game Idea — First Person Space War.” 14 November 
 1979. Series I, Box 4, Folder 30. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
 International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
---. “Pay No Attention to those Folks Behind the Curtain: My Vax Mail, Memos, and Status 
 Reports from Atari/Atari Games 1982-1992.” Jed Margolin, 7 August 2001. 
 
Marlowe, Chris. “‘Batman’ Cast Flocks to EA Vid Game.” The Hollywood Reporter (11 
 February 2005): 3, 82. Batman Begins. Warner Bros. 2005-. Core Collection File. 
 Margaret Herrick Library. Beverly Hills, CA. 
 
---. “WB Serious About Play.” The Hollywood Reporter, 15 January 2004. LexisNexis 
 Academic.  
 
Marriott, Michel. “From Projector to Polygons.” The New York Times, 20 February 2003. 
 
Marshall, Travis. Interview with the author, 2 November 2013. 
 
---. Interview with the author, 12 February 2014.  
 
Martin, Matt. “Ubisoft Shying Away from Licensed Product.” GamesIndustry.biz, 18 January 
 2010. 
 
---. “Warner Acquires Majority Stake in Rocksteady Studios.” GamesIndustry.biz, 23 February  
 2010. 
 
Martinez, Carol. Memo to Dan Van Elderen. “Opinion Poll Results.” 9 April 1985. Series V, 
 Subseries C, Box 51, Folder 10. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
 International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Marwick, Alice E. Status Update: Celebrity, Publicity, and Branding in the Social Media Age. 
 New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013.  
 
Maslin, Janet. “Merchandise in Stores Trivializes Film ‘E.T.’” The New York Times (9 December 
 1982): n.p. E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (United States) (Feature), 1982-1987. Core 
 Collection File. Margaret Herrick Library. Beverly Hills, CA. 
 
Masters, Kim. “Warner Bros. Eyes Slimmed-Down Movie Budgets Under Toby Emmerich.” The 
 Hollywood Reporter, 21 June 2017. 
 



 
 
 

 513 

---. “Warner Bros. Mulls Releasing Fewer Films as ‘Batman v Superman’ Stalls.” The 
 Hollywood Reporter, 6 April 2016. 
 
Mayer, Vicki. Below the Line: Producers and Production Studies in the New Television 
 Economy. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2011. 
 
“MCA, Atari Set Vidgame Venture Tied to U’s Pix & TV.” Variety (11 May 1983): 6, 36. 
 ProQuest. 
 
McAllister, Ken S. Game Work: Language, Power, and Computer Game Culture. Tuscaloosa: 
 University of Alabama Press, 2004.  
 
McAllister, Matthew P., Ian Gordon, and Mark Jancovich. “Blockbuster Meets Superhero 
 Comic, or Art House Meets Graphic Novel?: The Contradictory Relationship between 
 Film and Comic Art.” Journal of Popular Film and Television 34.3 (2006): 108-114. 
 
McAlone, Nathan. “Just 0.19% of Gamers Drives Half the Revenue for Mobile Games that Try 
 to Lure You into In-App Purchases.” Business Insider, 28 March 2016.  
 
McChesney, Robert W. “Global Media, Neoliberalism, and Imperialism.” Monthly Review, 1 
 March 2001.  
 
McClintock, Pamela. “New Hollywood Panic and Pressure Over Rival Premium VOD Plans.” 
 The Hollywood Reporter, 27 March 2017.  
 
---. “2018 Box Office Revenue Soars to Record $11.9B in the U.S., Hits $42B Globally.” The 
 Hollywood Reporter, 2 January 2019.  
 
---. “Warner Bros.’ ‘Pan’ Could Lead to $150 Million Loss.” The Hollywood Reporter, 12 
 October 2015. 
 
McDonald, Duff. “Hollywood to E.A.: Bring It On.” Wired, 1 August 2005.  
 
McDowell, Adam. “Dark Knight Done Right.” National Post (Canada), 29 June 2005. 
 LexisNexis Academic. 
 
McElroy, Justin. “The Amazing Spider-Man 2 Review: Swing Low.” Polygon, 1 May 2014.  
 
McGill, Douglas. “A Nintendo Labyrinth Filled With Lawyers, Not Dragons.” The New York 
 Times, 9 March 1989. 
 
McKeand, Kirk. “Why Licensed Video Games Used To Be So Bad.” VG247, 26 April 2018. 
 
McLean, Thomas J. “Movie-Based Games Play Up Plot.” Variety, 9 May 2006. 
 



 
 
 

 514 

McQuiddy, M.E. “Dump Here Utilized.” Alamogordo Daily News, 25 September 1983. 
 
McWhertor, Michael. “Bethesda Sues Warner Bros, Calls its Westworld Game ‘Blatant Rip-Off’ 
 of Fallout Shelter.” Polygon, 22 June 2018. 
 
---. “Blizzard Responds to Diablo: Immortal Backlash.” Polygon, 3 November 2018. 
 
---. “The Dark Knight and Man of Steel Come to Lego Batman 3 in the Game’s Season Pass.” 
 Polygon, 9 September 2014. 
 
---. “GameSpot May See ‘Mass Resignations’ Over Dismissal.” Kotaku, 4 December 2007.  
 
---. “Treyarch Explains Why Black Ops 4 Won’t Have a Single-Player Campaign.” Polygon, 18 
 May 2018. 
 
Meade, Barry. “Mobile Is Burning, and Free-to-Play Binds the Hands of Devs Who Want to 
 Help.” Polygon, 9 May 2014. 
 
Meehan, Eileen R. “‘Holy Commodity Fetish, Batman!’: The Political Economy of a 
 Commercial Intertext.” In Many More Lives of the Batman, edited by Roberta Pearson, 
 William Uricchio, and Will Brooker, 69-87. New York: Palgrave, 2015. 
 
Melnick, Ross. American Showman: Samuel “Roxy” Rothafel and the Birth of the Entertainment 
 Industry, 1908-1935. New York: Columbia University Press, 2012.  
 
---. “Hollywood Embassies, Labour and Investment Laws and Global Cinema Exhibition.” In 
 Hollywood and the Law, edited by Paul McDonald, Emily Carman, Eric Hoyt, and Philip 
 Drake, 154-180. London: Palgrave, 2015. 
 
Meloni, Wanda. “THQ’s Market Cap Now at $35 million.” Gaming Business Review, 5 April 
 2012.  
 
Menand, Louis. “Gross Points.” The New Yorker, 7 February 2005.  
 
Merrill Lynch. “Video Game Industry: View from Japan.” 1 June 1982, i, 3. Series VIII, Box 56, 
 Folder 29. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center 
 for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Meyers, Richard. “The Exidy Experiment: Portrait of a Feisty and Futuristic Independent.” 
 Videogaming Illustrated (December 1982): 38-41. 
 
---. “Pinballyhoo: How Pinball Was Hyped into Respectability.” Videogaming Illustrated 
 (February 1983): 37. 
 



 
 
 

 515 

“Midway Materials, 1999.” Series VIII, Box 57, Folder 7. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate 
 Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The 
 Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Miller, Toby. “Can Natural Luddites Make Things Explode or Travel Faster? The New 
 Humanities, Cultural Policy Studies, and Creative Industries.” In Media Industries: 
 History, Theory, and Method, edited by Jennifer Holt and Alissa Perren, 184-198. 
 Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009. 
 
---, Nitin Govil, John McMurria, and Richard Maxwell. Global Hollywood. London: British Film 
 Institute, 2001.  
 
Monaco, Paul. The Sixties: 1960-1969. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2001. 
 
Monetizr. “Mobile Games Ad Struggle Is Real, but There’s a Solution.” Medium, 27 March 
 2018. 
 
Montfort, Nick, and Ian Bogost. Racing the Beam: The Atari Video Computer System. 
 Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2009. 
 
Moore, R. “Coin-Op Development Status.” 9 February 1993. “Atari Games Corporate 
 Documents (Minutes, Handouts, Agendas, Calendars), 1992-1993.” Series V, Subseries 
 F, Box 53, Folder 8. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. 
 International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Moreno, Brian. Interview with the author, 14 August 2015. 
 
Morris, Chris. “Emerson Gets Fox Into Videogames.” Variety, 30 September 2009. 
 
---. “This Game Publisher Just Hired a Pair of Powerful Women Execs.” Fortune, 15 July 2015.  
 
---. “‘Wreck-It-Ralph’ Apps Show Power of Small Screens.” Variety, 29 November 2012. 
 
Mosco, Vincent. The Political Economy of Communications 2nd ed. Los Angeles: SAGE, 2009. 
 
Moyen, Motek. “Glu: ‘Terminator Genisys: Revolution’ Game Might Get A Boost From The 
 Movie.” Seeking Alpha, 18 June 2015.  
 
Munk, Nina. Fools Rush In: Steve Case, Jerry Levin, and the Unmaking of AOL Time Warner. 
 New York: HarperCollins, 2004. 
 
Musgrove, Mike. “An Industry Off Its Game.” The Washington Post, 23 February 2006.  
 



 
 
 

 516 

“Newly Created Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment Inc. Dedicated to Interactive Gaming 
 Business to Be Headed by Technology Executive Jason Hall.” WarnerBros.com, 14 
 January 2004.  
 
Newman, Michael Z. Atari Age: The Emergence of Video Games in America. Cambridge, MA: 
 The MIT Press, 2017.  
 
Newsham, Gavin. Once in a Lifetime: The Extraordinary Story of the New York Cosmos. 
 London: Atlantic Books, 2006.  
 
Nichols, Randy. “Ancillary Markets: Merchandising and Video Games.” In The Contemporary 
 Hollywood Film Industry, edited by Janet Wasko and Paul McDonald, 132-142. Malden, 
 MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2008. 
 
---. The Video Game Business. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014. 
 
“Nintendo Taps Smartphone Apps for Console Boost.” The Japan Times, 6 May 2013. 
 
Noble, Kenneth B. “2 Charged in Atari Stock Sale.” The New York Times, 27 September 1983. 
 
O’Donnell, Casey. Developer’s Dilemma: The Secret World of Videogame Creators. Cambridge, 
 MA: The MIT Press, 2014.  
 
---. “Games Are Not Convergence: The Lost Promise of Digital Production and Convergence.” 
 Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies 17, 
 no. 3 (2011): 271-286. 
 
---. “This Is Not a Software Industry.” In The Video Game Industry: Formation, Present State, 
 and Future, edited by Peter Zackariasson and Timothy L. Wilson, 17-33. New York: 
 Routledge, 2012. 
 
O’Kane, Sean. “7 Things I Learned from the Designer of the NES.” The Verge, 18 October 2015.  
 
Olenski, Steve. “How Toymaker Brands Are Adjusting To Life Without Toys R Us.” Forbes, 28 
 September 2018. 
 
Once Upon Atari, dir. Howard Scott Warshaw, Scott West Productions, 2003.  
 
“On and Off the Avenue: Under the Children’s Christmas Tree.” The New Yorker (13 December 
 1982): 112-164. 
 
Orbanes, Philip E. The Game Makers: The Story of Parker Brothers from Tiddledy Winks to 
 Trivial Pursuit. Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 2004. 
 



 
 
 

 517 

Orland, Kyle. “Amid Furor Over Past Sexism, Atari Co-Founder Loses Prestigious Award.” Ars 
 Technica, 12 February 2018. 
 
---. “Digging Up Meaning from the Rubble of an Excavated Atari Landfill.” ArsTechnica, 27 
 April 2014.  
 
---. “Years After Predicted ‘Death,’ Game Consoles Are Doing Better than Ever.” ArsTechnica, 
 19 January 2018. 
 
Ortner, Sherry B. “Studying Sideways: Ethnographic Access in Hollywood.” In Production 
 Studies: Cultural Studies of Media Industries, edited by Vicki Mayer, Miranda Banks, 
 and John Caldwell, 175-189. New York: Routledge, 2010. 
 
Osborne, Don. Memo to Chris Downend. “Star Wars.” 4 August 1983. Series I, Box 4, Folder 
 38. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the 
 History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
O’Steen, Kathleen. “Film, Interactive Marketers Uncoordinated.” Variety (27 February-5 March 
 1995): 34. LexisNexis Academic.  
 
Ovadia, Al. “Consumer Products.” In The Movie Business Book, 3rd. Edition, 446-456, edited by 
 Jason E. Squire. New York: Fireside, 2004. 
 
Owczarski, Kimberly Ann. Batman, Time Warner, and Franchise Filmmaking in the 
 Conglomerate Era. PhD diss., The University of Texas at Austin, 2008.  
 
Owen, David. “The Second Coming of Nolan Bushnell.” Playboy 30.6 (June 1983): 128-129, 
 134, 248-258. Series VIII, Box 56, Folder 29. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate 
 Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The 
 Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Paikert, Charles, and Matt Rothman. “Multimedia: Big Players Moving to Multimedia.” Variety 
 (29 March 1993): 23-24. ProQuest. 
 
Palmeri, Christopher. “How Warner Bros. Battled Its Way to No. 1 in Video Games.” 
 Bloomberg, 21 September 2015. 
 
---. “‘Lego’ Sequel’s Weekend Win Falls a Few Bricks Short of Forecast.” Bloomberg, 10 
 February 2019.  
 
Panzarino, Matthew. “Foursquare’s Swarm and the Rise of the Invisible App.” TechCrunch, 15 
 May 2014. 
 
Paprocki, Matt. “Superman Returns: What Went Wrong.” Polygon, 7 February 2017.  
 



 
 
 

 518 

Parish, Jeremy. “The DS Saved Nintendo while Destroying Handheld Gaming as We Know It.” 
 Polygon, 22 October 2018. 
 
Parker, Laura. “Video Game Creators Seek Out Hollywood for Robust Narratives.” The New 
 York Times, 20 December 2017. 
 
“Parker Brothers 1983 Video Game Preview Binder, October 1982.” 1982. Series VIII, Box 21, 
 Object 2. Philip E. Orbanes Papers. International Center for the History of Electronic 
 Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Parkin, Simon. “The Space Invader.” The New Yorker, 17 October 2013.  
 
Pauly, David, Michael Rogers, and Carolyn Friday. “Jack Tramiel–A Tough Man For A Tough 
 Job From Commodore to Atari.” Newsweek, 16 July 1984.  
 
Paumgarten, Nick. “Master of Play.” The New Yorker, 12 December 2010.  
 
Payne, Matthew Thomas. “Connected Viewing, Connected Capital: Fostering Gameplay Across 
 Screens.” In Connected Viewing: Selling, Streaming, & Sharing Media in the Digital Era, 
 edited by Jennifer Holt and Kevin Sanson, 183-201. New York: Routledge, 2014. 
 
---. “‘Now They’re Playing with Power!’: Nintendo’s Classics and Franchise Legacy 
 Management.” In The Franchise Era: Managing Media In the Digital Economy, edited 
 by James Fleury, Bryan Hikari Hartzheim, and Stephen Mamber, 105-118. Edinburgh: 
 Edinburgh University Press, 2019. 
 
Peers, Martin, Nick Wingfield, and Laura Landro. “AOL, Time Warner Set Plan To Link in 
 Mammoth Merger.” The Wall Street Journal, 11 January 2000.  
 
Pereira, Sónia. “Why (Popular) Culture Matters: Interview with David Hesmondhalgh.” 
 Diffractions: Graduate Journal for the Study of Culture 4 (Spring 2015): 6.  
 
Perry, Russ, Jr. “Interviews: Warren Robinett.” 2600 Connection, 1992.  
 
Perry, Tekla S. “Digging Up the Ghost of Videogames Past.” IEEE Spectrum, 14 May 2014.  
 
---, and Paul Wallich. “Design Case History: The Atari Video Computer System.” IEEE 
 Spectrum 20.3 (March 1983): 45-51.  
 
Pham, Alex. “Video Game Firms Power Up.” Los Angeles Time, 28 April 2001. 
 
---, and Ben Fritz. “Video Game Consoles’ Dominance Is Crumbling.” Los Angeles Times, 5 
 June 2011.  
 
Phillips, Tom. “The Sad, Slow Death of Lego Dimensions.” Eurogamer, 23 October 2017.  



 
 
 

 519 

 
Phipps, Keith. “Interview: Howard Scott Warshaw.” The A.V. Club, 2 February 2005.  
 
Pierce, Mark Stephen. Letter to Matthew Farber, 15 October 1993. Series V, Subseries F, Box 
 53, Folder 13. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International 
 Center for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Pitts, Russ. Sex, Drugs, and Cartoon Violence: My Decade as a Video Game Journalist. Self-
 published, Kindle, 2016.  
 
Plunkett, Luke. “Why Pandemic’s Batman Game Was Canned, and How it Killed Pandemic 
 AU.” Kotaku, 16 January 2009. 
 
---. “Yes, a Games Writer was Fired Over Review Scores.” Kotaku, 15 March 2012. 
 
Pollack, Andrew. “Chief Is Replaced at Troubled Atari.” The New York Times, 8 July 1983.  
 
---. “The Game Turns Serious at Atari.” The New York Times, 19 December 1982. LexisNexis 
 Academic. 
 
---. “The Video Game Sales War.” The New York Times (9 June 1982): D1. LexisNexis 
 Academic. 
 
---. “Video Games, Once Zapped, In Comeback.” The New York Times, 27 September 1986.  
 “Preview: The Empire Strikes Back.” Videogaming Illustrated (December 1982): 27.  
 
“Pong Inventor Rich In Year.” The Bakersfield Californian (18 July 1976): 52. 
 
Porst, Jennifer. “Teaching Shadows to Talk: Radio, Sound Film, the Discourse of Media Industry 
 Disruption.” Presentation at the Society for Cinema and Media Studies Conference. 
 Toronto, Ontario, Canada, 15 March 2018. 
 
Prange, Stephanie. “Movies Anywhere Launches with Joint Studio Backing.” Variety, 11 
 October 2017.  
 
Prell, Sam. “Injustice 2 Gets Justice League Movie-Themed Gear for Each of the Film’s 
 Heroes.” GamesRadar, 17 November 2017. 
 
Press Department. “For Immediate Release.” Warner Bros. Inc. 12 May 1978. Superman (United 
 States) (Feature). 1978. Core Collection File. Margaret Herrick Library. Beverly Hills, 
 CA.  
 
Prial, Frank. “When Kassar Visits Las Vegas, It’s for Work on Electronic Play.” The New York 
 Times (5 January 1979): 2. 
 



 
 
 

 520 

Prince, Stephen. A New Pot of Gold: Hollywood Under the Electronic Rainbow, 1980-1989. Los 
 Angeles: University of California Press, 2002. 
 
“Published Sell Sheets, Atari Coin-Op, Letters A-B.” Series VIII, Subseries B, Box 67, Folder 1, 
 Atari Coin-Op Division Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of 
 Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
“Published Sell Sheets, Atari Coin-Op, Letter S.” Series VIII, Subseries B, Box 68, Folder 3, 
 Atari Coin-Op Division Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of 
 Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Radd, David. “Feature: Brand Opportunities Beyond Publishers.” [a]listdaily. 27 April 2012. 
 
“Raggedy Ann and Andy Will Still Be Around.” UPI, 22 December 1982.  
 
Raphaël. “John Dunn, Créateur du Premier Jeu Superman.” Geek-O-Matick, 17 August 2016. 
 
Rauscher, Andreas. “Lost In Translation, or: Film in the Age of Ludic Reproduction.” In Films 
 and Games: Interactions, edited by Deutsches Filmmuseum, Eva Lenhart, and Andreas 
 Rauscher, 52-65. Berlin: Bertz + Fischer, 2015. 
 
Redvall, Eva Novrup. Writing and Producing Television Drama in Denmark: From The 
 Kingdom to The Killing. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. 
 
Reichert, Mike. “Dukes of Hazzard.” AtariProtos.com, n.d. 
 
---. “Stunt Cycle.” AtariProtos.com, n.d.  
 
Relyea, Craig. Interview with the author, 6 November 2013. 
 
“Retail Specialist Job: Warner Bros.” Lensa, 7 November 2018.  
 
“The Rhino Stampedes into the Amazing Spider-Man Video Game.” Marvel, 23 February 2012. 
 
Richtel, Matt, and Jesse McKinley. “Has Lego Sold Out?” The New York Times, 23 December 
 2012. 
 
Rignall, Jaz. “‘Could They Fire Me? No!’ The Warren Robinett Interview.” USGamer, 2 January 
 2016.  
 
Ritchie, Steve. Email message to the author, 14 May 2019.  
 
Robb, David. “‘E.T.’ Scripter Wins Share of Pic’s Merchandising.” Variety (8 March 1989): n.p. 
 E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (United States) (Feature), 1989-2001. Core Collection File. 
 Margaret Herrick Library. Beverly Hills, CA. 



 
 
 

 521 

 
Robertson, David. “Building Success: How Thinking ‘Inside the Brick’ Saved Lego.” Wired, 9 
 October 2013.  
 
Robinett, Warren. Email message to the author, 5 June 2015. 
 
Robinson, Joanna. “Is Warner Bros. Really Burying the Justice League?” Vanity Fair, 16 
 October 2018.  
 
Roettgers, Janko. “Imax Is Shutting Down Its VR Business, Closing Remaining Three VR 
 Centers in Q1.” Variety, 13 December 2018. 
 
Romano, Nick. “Thanos Is Coming to Fortnite for Epic Avengers: Infinity War Crossover.” 
 Entertainment Weekly, 7 May 2018. 
 
Rose, Mike. “Nintendo: We May Have Underestimated the Shift to HD.” Gamasutra, 8 July 
 2013. 
 
Roseman, Ellen. “Video Games Are Back with New Wrinkle.” The Globe and Mail, 26 
 November 1977. LexisNexis Academic. 
 
Rosenberg, Adam. “The Tangled Web of Developing the Amazing Spider-Man Game Alongside 
 the Film.” Digital Trends, 22 August 2012. 
 
Ross, Andrew. No-Collar: The Humane Workplace and Its Hidden Costs. Philadelphia: Temple 
 University Press, 2003.  
 
Rotberg, Ed. “Milestone Schedule for Warp Speed.” 19 December 1980. Series I, Box 4, Folder 
 30. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the 
 History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Rothman, Matt. “Multimedia: Hollywood Romancing Silicon Valley.” Variety (28 September 
 1992): 77. ProQuest. 
 
---. “TW Revamps Multimedia Group.” Daily Variety (3 June 1993): 6. LexisNexis Academic. 
 
Rubin, Owen. “Cannonball - 1976 Atari Inc.” The World of Owen Rubin, n.d.  
 
Rubin, Rebecca. “How ‘Detective Pikachu’ Beat the Video Game Adaptation Curse.” Variety, 13 
 May 2019.  
 
Ruggill, Judd, Ken McAllister, and David Menchaca. “Gamework.” Communication and 
 Critical/Cultural Studies 1.4 (2004): 297-312.  
 



 
 
 

 522 

Russell, Jamie. Generation Xbox: How Videogames Invaded Hollywood. East Sussex, England: 
 Yellow Ant, 2012. 
 
“Salkind Bemoans Fate Over ‘Superman’ Deficit; Says He’s Out $15-Mil.” Variety (25 July 
 1984): n.p. Superman (United States) (Feature). 1978. Core Collection File. Margaret 
 Herrick Library. Beverly Hills, CA.  
 
“Samantha Ryan, Electronic Arts.” Women Worth Watching, 22 August 2015. 
 
Sandberg, Bryn Elise. “TV’s New Math: What if $100M Netflix Deals Actually Shortchange 
 Creators?” The Hollywood Reporter, 25 April 2019. 
 
Sanger, David E. “Warner Sells Atari to Tramiel.” The New York Times (3 July 1984): D1. 
 LexisNexis Academic. 
 
Sanneh, Kelefa. “Blockbuster.” The New Yorker, 2 December 2013.  
 
Santo, Avi. Selling the Silver Bullet: The Lone Ranger and Transmedia Brand Licensing. Austin: 
 University of Texas Press, 2015. 
 
Saporito, Bill. “The Inside Story of Time Warner.” Fortune, 20 November 1989. 
 
Sarkar, Samit. “The Best Part about The Game Awards Was this Developer’s ‘Fuck the Oscars’ 
 Rant.” Polygon, 7 December 2017.  
 
Saxenian, AnnaLee. The New Argonauts: Regional Advantage in a Global Economy. Cambridge, 
 MA: Harvard University Press, 2006. 
 
Schatz, Thomas. “Film Industry Studies and Hollywood History.” In Media Industries: History, 
 Theory, and Method, edited by Jennifer Holt and Alisa Perren, 45-56. Malden, MA: 
 Wiley-Blackwell, 2009.  
 
---. “Movies and a Hollywood Too Big to Fail.” In American Cinema of the 2000s: Themes and 
 Variations, edited by Timothy Corrigan, 194-215. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers 
 University Press, 2012.  
 
---. “The New Hollywood.” In Film Theory Goes to the Movies, edited by Jim Collins, Hilary 
 Radner, and Ava Collins, 8-36. New York: Routledge, 1993.  
 
---. “New Hollywood, New Millennium.” In Film Theory and Contemporary Hollywood Movies, 
 edited by Warren Buckland, 19-46. New York: Routledge, 2009. 
 
---. “The Return of the Hollywood Studio System.” In Conglomerates and the Media, edited by 
 Erik Barnouw et al., 73-106. New York: The New Press, 1998.  
 



 
 
 

 523 

---. “The Studio System and Conglomerate Hollywood.” In The Contemporary Hollywood Film 
 Industry, edited by Paul McDonald and Janet Wasko, 12-42. Malden, MA: Wiley-
 Blackwell, 2008. 
 
Schieber, Jonathan. “Consolidation Is Coming to Gaming, and Jam City Raises $145 million to 
 Capitalize on It.” TechCrunch, 16 January 2019. 
 
Schiesel, Seth. “Aiming for Hit Games, Films Come Up Short.” The New York Times (27 May 
 2004): G3. 
 
---. “As Games Shrink, an Industry Considers Growth.” The New York Times, 14 February 2011. 
 
---. “Resistance Is Futile.” The New York Times, 25 May 2008. 
 
Schmidt, Gregory, and Brooks Barnes. “For Warner Bros., a ‘Cinematic Universe’ Built of Lego 
 Bricks.” The New York Times, 23 July 2017.  
 
Schneider, Reid. “Batman Begins Designer Diary #2.” Gamespot, 17 May 2006.  
 
Scholz, Trebor. “Introduction: Why Does Digital Labor Matter Now?” In Digital Labor: The 
 Internet as Playground and Factory, edited by Trebor Scholz, 1-8. New York: Routledge, 
 2013. 
 
Schrage, Michael. “Atari Introduces Game in Attempt for Survival.” The Washington Post (22 
 May 1984): C3. LexisNexis Academic. 
 
---. “Atari Layoffs of 500 to 800 Are Expected.” The Washington Post (26 April 1983): D7. 
 LexisNexis Academic. 
 
---. “Videogames that People Will Play.” Rolling Stone 391 (17 March 1983). Scan by user 
 River. “Here Is a Video Games Article Scan from 1983 Rolling Stone Magazine.” 
 AtariAge, 1 September 2007.  
 
Schramm, Mike. “Nolan Bushnell and Atari on Pong, Steve Jobs, and Touch Interfaces.” 
 Engadget, 31 May 2012.  
 
Schreier, Jason. “EA Cancels Open-World Star Wars Game.” Kotaku, 15 January 2019. 
 
---. “How BioWare’s Anthem Went Wrong.” Kotaku, 2 April 2019. 
 
---. “Inside Rockstar’s Culture of Crunch.” Kotaku, 23 October 2018. 
 
---. “Metacritic Matters: How Review Scores Hurt Video Games.” Kotaku, 8 August 2015.  
 
---. “Reviewer Targeted For Giving Uncharted 4 Negative Review.” Kotaku, 16 May 2016.  



 
 
 

 524 

 
---. “Some Reasons Why The Games Industry Is So Secretive (And Why Maybe It Shouldn’t 
 Be).” Kotaku, 13 May 2018. 
 
---. “With Activision’s Influence Growing, Blizzard Is Cutting Costs.” Kotaku, 21 December 
 2018. 
 
Scott, Allen J. On Hollywood: The Place, The Industry. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
 2005. 
 
Seanbaby. “#1: ET, The Extra Terrestrial (2600).” Seanbaby.com—EGM’s Crapstravaganza — 
 The Top 20 Worst Games of All Time, the Director’s Cut!!!, n.d.  
 
Seideman, Tony. “Competition Gets To Vidgames; Atari Sags With ‘E.T.,’ ‘Raiders,’ While 
 Others Have Boom Year.” Variety (19 January 1983): 111-112. ProQuest.  
 
---. “Home Cartridges Sales Seen Huge.” Variety (27 October 1982): 37-38. ProQuest. 
 
---. “It’s the Game, Not the Name, That Ultimately Sells Vidiots.” Variety (15 December 1982): 
 41-42. ProQuest. 
 
“Selling ‘Superman.’” Screen International (9 December 1978): 12-13. ProQuest.  
 
Seto, Evelyn. Email message to the author, 16 May 2019.  
 
Shanley, Patrick. “Sony Interactive Launches Unit to Adapt Games for Film, TV.” The 
 Hollywood Reporter, 20 May 2019.  
 
---. “Why Aren’t Video Games as Respected as Movies?” The Hollywood Reporter, 14 
 December 2017.  
 
“Shark JAWS.” Atarimania, n.d. 
 
Sheff, David. Game Over: How Nintendo Conquered the World. Wilton, CT: GamePress, 1999 
 [1993].  
 
Sheffield, Brandon. “A Veteran with Character: Roger Hector Speaks.” Gamasutra, 22 May 
 2008. 
 
---. “Warner Bros.’ Ryan: WB Cooling on Acquisitions.” Gamasutra, 18 June 2010. 
 
Shields, Mike. “The Forgotten Story of AOL’s In2TV, Which Helped Invent Binge TV Way 
 Before Netflix.” Business Insider, 24 March 2018. 
 
Shiver, Jube, Jr. “Hardly Playing Games.” Los Angeles Times, 20 November 1989. 



 
 
 

 525 

 
Siklos, Richard, and Catherine Yang. “Welcome to the 21st Century.” Bloomberg, 24 January 
 2000. 
 
Sillifant, Ross. “Neil Casini Interview.” Grumpy Old Gamers, 27 July 2014.  
 
Simon, Phil. The Age of the Platform: How Amazon, Apple, Facebook, and Google Have 
 Redefined Business. Las Vegas: Motion Publishing, 2011. 
 
Sims, Calvin. “‘Synergy’: The Unspoken Word.” The New York Times, 5 October 1993.  
 
Sinclair, Brendan. “‘Fast Follow’ No Longer Works in Mobile.” GamesIndustry.biz, 11 
 December 2013.  
 
---. “Gameloft Pushing Quality over Quantity.” GamesIndustry.biz, 10 July 2014. 
 
---. “Hunger Games Dev: ‘We Are Changing the Way Hollywood Does Business.’” 
 GamesIndustry.biz, 20 December 2012.  
 
---. “People Care about the Game, Not the Publisher - WBIE Head.” GamesIndustry.biz, 2 July 
 2015. 
 
Sinervo, Kalervo A. “Gotham on the Ground: Transmedia Meets Topography in the 
 Environments of the Arkham Videogame Series.” Wide Screen Journal 6.1 (September 
 2016). 
 
Sisario, Ben. “After Driving Streaming Music’s Rise, Spotify Aims to Cash In.” The New York 
 Times, 31 March 2018. 
 
Skoog, Tim. “The Man Behind Atari’s ‘Secret Room.’” WBUR Here & Now, 21 December 
 2016.  
 
Sloane, Leonard. “Jack L. Warner, President, Agrees to Sell His Interest In a $32-Million Deal.” 
 The New York Times (15 November 1966): 65, 71. 
 
Smith, Anna. “Lights, Camera but No Action Figures: Are Movie Toys Going out of Fashion?” 
 The Guardian, 5 April 2018. 
 
Smith, Jeff. “Ancillary Markets - Recorded Music: Charting the Rise and Fall of the Soundtrack 
 Album.” In The Contemporary Hollywood Film Industry, edited by Paul McDonald and 
 Janet Wasko, 143-152. Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2008.  
 
Smith, Stacy Jenel. “E.T., Call Your Banker.” Los Angeles Times (18 September 1988): n.p. E.T. 
 the Extra-Terrestrial (United States) (Feature), 1988. Core Collection File. Margaret 
 Herrick Library. Beverly Hills, CA.  



 
 
 

 526 

 
Snider, Dan. “Hollywood at the Controls.” USA Today, 9 May 2004.  
 
Snow, Blake. “Why Most People Don’t Finish Video Games.” CNN, 17 August 2011. 
 
Somigli, Luca. “The Superhero with a Thousand Faces: Visual Narratives on Film and Paper.” In 
 Play It Again, Sam: Retakes on Remakes, edited by Andrew Horton and Stuart T. 
 McDougal, 279-294. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1998. 
 
Spangler, Todd. “AT&T Cranks Up Promo Engine for ‘Fantastic Beasts: The Crimes of 
 Grindelwald.’” Variety, 17 October 2018. 
 
---. “‘Harry Potter: Wizards Unite’ Augmented-Reality Game to Launch in 2019.” Variety, 14 
 November 2018. 
 
---. “Machinima Ceases Operations, Lays Off Virtually Entire Staff After Merging With AT&T’s 
 Otter Media.” Variety, 1 February 2019. 
 
---. “Netflix Original Series Viewing Climbs, but Licensed Content Remains Majority of Total 
 U.S. Streams.” Variety, 10 December 2018. 
 
---. “‘Terminator Genisys’ Multiplayer Game Coming in 2017.” Variety, 28 June 2016. 
 
---. “Warner Bros. Unveils Digital Short-Form Studio: Blue Ribbon Content.” Variety, 21 
 October 2014.  
 
Speer, Justin. “E3 2001 First Impression: Batman: Dark Tomorrow.” GameSpot, 17 May 2006. 
 
Sperling, Cass Warner, Cork Millner, and Jack Warner, Jr. Hollywood Be Thy Name: The 
 Warner Brothers Story. Lexington, KY: The University Press of Kentucky, 1998.  
 
Spring, Catherine. “Pop Go the Warner Bros., et al.: Marketing Film Songs during the Coming of 
 Sound.” Cinema Journal 48.1 (Fall 2008): 68-89. 
 
---. Saying It With Songs: Popular Music and the Coming of Sound to Hollywood Cinema. New 
 York: Oxford University Press, 2013.  
 
Squires, John. “The ‘Friday the 13th’ Legal Battle Drags Out Further, as Sean Cunningham Has 
 Filed a Notice of Appeal.” Bloody Disgusting, 18 October 2018. 
 
Staat, Nick. “Amazon Is Ending its 20 Percent Prime Discount on Video Game Preorders.” The 
 Verge, 20 August 2018.  
 
Stahl, Matthew. “Privilege and Distinction in Production Worlds: Copyright, Collective 
 Bargaining, and Working Conditions in Media Making.” In Production Studies: Cultural 



 
 
 

 527 

 Studies of Media Industries, edited by Vicki Mayer, Miranda J. Banks, and John 
 Thornton Caldwell, 54-67. New York: Routledge, 2009.  
 
Staiger, Janet. “The Future of the Past.” Cinema Journal 44.1 (Fall 2004): 126-129.  
 
Stalter, Katharine. “Acclaim Pacts with WB.” Daily Variety (12 October 1995): 13. LexisNexis 
 Academic.  
 
Stapleton, Dan. “A Response to Bethesda’s Review Copies Policy.” IGN, 28 October 2016. 
 
“Star Wars Project Outline, Legal Dispute with Delphi, Memos, 1983-1984.” Series I, Box 4, 
 Folder 33. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center 
 for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
“Star Wars: Shadows of the Empire.” How Long to Beat, n.d.  
 
Steinberg, Marc. Anime’s Media Mix: Franchising Toys and Characters in Japan. Minneapolis: 
 University of Minnesota Press, 2012.  
 
Stewart, Matthew. “The Management Myth.” The Atlantic, June 2006. 
 
Stewart, Susan. On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the 
 Collection. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984.  
 
Stilphen, Scott. “Interview: Roger Hector.” Atari Compendium, 2013. 
 
Stöcker, Christian. “Interview with Atari Founder Nolan Bushnell.” Spiegel Online, 26 October 
 2007. 
 
“The Story of… Pac-Man on Atari 2600.” Retro Gamer 179 (March 2018): 18-23. 
 
Stokes, Ian. “Buy Low, Sell High: Vivendi’s History in Video Games.” Kotaku UK, 26 June 
 2018. 
 
Stuart, Keith. “The Digital Apocalypse: How the Games Industry Is Rising Again.” The 
 Guardian, 17 May 2016. 
 
Sturgeon, Timothy J. “How Silicon Valley Came to Be.” In Understanding Silicon Valley: The 
 Anatomy of an Entrepreneurial Region, edited by Martin Kenney 15-47. Stanford, CA: 
 Stanford University Press, 2000. 
 
Suckley, Matt. “What’s the Value of a Movie License for a Free-to-Play Mobile Game?” Pocket 
 Gamer, 26 October 2016.  
 
Sulic, Ivan, and Ed Lewis. “Batman Begins.” IGN, 15 June 2005.  



 
 
 

 528 

 
Superannuation. “How Much Does It Cost to Make a Big Video Game?” Kotaku, 15 January 
 2014. 
 
Superhero Video Games with cbake76. “Happy 40th(ish), Superhero Games and Superman 
 2600! - A Quietly Revolutionary Title.” YouTube, 31 December 2018. 
 
“Super Ideas: An Interview with John Dunn.” Game Chambers, n.d. 
 
“Superman.” The Internet Pinball Database, 2019.  
 
“‘Superman’: It’s Adult.” Variety (20 December 1978): 3, 38. ProQuest. 
 
Superman: Production Notes. 1977. Core Collection File. Margaret Herrick Library. Beverly 
 Hills, CA. 
 
“Superman Returns for Xbox 360.” Metacritic, n.d. 
 
“Superman: The Movie and Mego.” Mego Museum, 2019. 
 
“Super Star Wars.” How Long to Beat, n.d. 
 
Sutton-Smith, Brian. Toys as Culture. Dalton, OH: Gardner Press, 1986. 
 
Swisher, Kara. “Who Will Teach Silicon Valley to Be Ethical?” The New York Times, 21 
 October 2018. 
 
---, and Lisa Dickey. There Must Be A Pony In Here Somewhere: The AOL Time Warner 
 Debacle and the Quest for the Digital Future. New York: Crown Business, 2003. 
 
Szalai, Georg. “Bewkes: New Course for Time Warner Ship.” The Hollywood Reporter, 5 
 November 2007.  
 
---. “Game On for Vivendi, Activision.” The Hollywood Reporter, 3 December 2007.  
 
Takahashi, Dean. “Ahoy, Transmedia! Warner Bros. Sails into Digital Games.” VentureBeat, 27 
 March 2013. 
 
---. “Atari CEO Interview: 2019 Will Bring More Mobile Games, Blockchain, and a New 
 Console.” VentureBeat, 31 December 2018. 
 
---. “The DeanBeat: Why Universal Went All-In on Jurassic World Games.” VentureBeat, 20 
 July 2018. 
 



 
 
 

 529 

---. “The DeanBeat: With Bushnell Award, History Became Herstory.” VentureBeat, 2 February 
 2018. 
 
---. “DeltaDNA: In-Game Advertising Becomes Viable Alternative to In-App Purchases.” 
 VentureBeat, 15 December 2018. 
 
---. “EA Mobile Believes that Brands Are Only Half of the Answer in Mobile Games.” 
 VentureBeat, 22 June 2015. 
 
---. “GDC Put Itself in a No-Win Situation with its Bushnell Award.” VentureBeat, 31 January 
 2018.  
 
---. “Going Full Circle, Nolan Bushnell Joins Atari’s Board.” VentureBeat, 19 April 2010. 
 
---. “How Warner Bros. Is Making its Game Business Digitally Powered.” VentureBeat, 9 
 August 2016. 
 
---. “How World War Z Will Pick Up Where Left 4 Day Left Us Stranded.” VentureBeat, 26 
 December 2018. 
 
---. “Intellivision Lives: Tommy Tallarico Will Relaunch 1980s Console.” VentureBeat, 29 May 
 2018. 
 
---. “Jam City Will Make Harry Potter: Hogwarts Mystery Mobile Game.” VentureBeat, 12 
 December 2017. 
 
---. “Nicole Wong Reveals Identity Of EA Spouse.” San Jose Mercury News, 25 April 2006. 
 
---. “The Road to Mad Max Game Was Long and Twisted for Avalanche Studios.” VentureBeat, 
 26 May 2015. 
 
---. “Tom Clancy Provided the Imagination for a Generation of Video Games.” VentureBeat, 3 
 October 2013. 
 
---. “Warner Bros. Doubles Down on Toys-to-Life with Second Year of Lego Dimensions.” 
 VentureBeat, 24 September 2016. 
 
---. “Warner Bros. Game Revenue Rises 135% in Q2.” VentureBeat, 5 August 2015.  
 
---. “Warner Bros. Is Racing Ahead with Internal Studios Creating Console and PC Games.” 
 VentureBeat, 22 June 2016. 
 
---. “Warner’s Lego Dimensions Team Worked 8 Years on Latest Toy-Game Hybrid.” 
 VentureBeat, 2 June 2015. 
 



 
 
 

 530 

---. “Zynga Announces New Harry Potter, Game of Thrones Mobile Games.” VentureBeat, 31 
 October 2018. 
 
---. “Zynga Launches Words With Friends for Instant Games on Facebook Messenger.” 
 VentureBeat, 2 May 2017. 
 
Takatsuno, Mary. Memo to Distribution. “Product Reviews/Japan - Amusement Machine Show, 
 1981.” 7 October 1981. Series VIII, Box 56, Folder 35. Atari Coin-Op Division 
 Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center for the History of Electronic Games. 
 The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Takiff, Jonathan. “Video Games Gain in Japan, Are Due for Assault on U.S.” The Vindicator 
 (Youngstown, Ohio) (20 June 1986): 3.  
 
Tassi, Paul. “Why It’s Scary When 0.15% Mobile Gamers Bring in 50% of the Revenue.” 
 Forbes, 1 March 2014. 
 
Taylor, Hayden. “GWU Calls for Testimonies Against Reported Sexual Predators at Quantic 
 Dream.” GamesIndustry.biz, 8 May 2019.  
 
“Technology.” Los Angeles Times, 8 March 1996. 
 
“Tengen History Presentation Folder and Printed Slideshow, C. 1990.” 1990, 10. Series I, 
 Subseries B, Map 9, Drawer 12, Folder 7. Tengen, Inc. Records. International Center for 
 the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
Thomson, David. Warner Bros: The Making of an American Movie Studio. New Haven, CT: 
 Yale University Press, 2017. 
 
Thompson, Kristin. The Frodo Franchise: The Lord of the Rings and Modern Hollywood. Los 
 Angeles: University of California Press, 2007.  
 
Thompson, Scott. “Why Hollywood’s Big Money Love Affair with Pinball Has Never Been 
 Hotter.” Forbes, 2 August 2016. 
 
Thorsen, Tor. “Dirty Harry, Clint Eastwood Making Next-Gen Consoles’ Day.” GameSpot, 6 
 May 2005. 
 
Time Warner. 2015 Annual Report. New York: Time Warner, 2016. 
 
“Top Ten Best and Worst Games of All Time.” GameTrailers, 17 November 2006.  
 
“Top 25 Public Companies by Game Revenue.” Newzoo, September 2018. 
 
Torres, Ricardo. “Batman Begins First Look.” GameSpot, 18 March 2005.  



 
 
 

 531 

 
Totilo, Stephen. “Activision Lays off About 30 People, Saying There Will Be Fewer Licensed 
 Games This Year.” Kotaku, 19 February 2013. 
 
---. “Low Metacritic Scores Cause Game Publisher to Withhold Developer Royalties.” MTV 
 News, 29 May 2008.  
 
Townsend, Emru. “The 10 Worst Games of All Time.” PC World, 23 October 2006.  
 
Tremblay, Martin. “Martin Tremblay, Chief Executive Officer - CEO.” LinkedIn, n.d. 
 
Turan, Kenneth. “Superman! Supersell!” American Film 4.3 (1 December 1978): 49-52. 
 ProQuest.  
 
Turner, David. Interview with the author, 15 January 2016. 
 
Tye, Larry. Superman: The High-Flying History of America’s Most Enduring Hero. New York: 
 Random House, 2012. 
 
“Ubisoft Seeks Movie Licenses.” Eurogamer, 17 January 2006.  
 
Uricchio, William, and Roberta E. Pearson. “I’m Not Fooled by That Cheap Disguise.” In Many 
 More Lives of the Batman, edited by Roberta Pearson,William Uricchio, and Will 
 Brooker, 205-236. New York: Palgrave, 2015.  
 
“U.S. Video Game Sales Reach Record-Breaking $43.4 Billion in 2018.” Entertainment 
 Software Association, 22 January 2019.  
 
Valentine, Rebekah. “US, Canada Mobile Gaming Brought In $9.37 Billion in 2018.” 
 GamesIndustry.biz, 17 January 2019. 
 
Van Allen, Eric. “Sources: Amazon’s Breakaway Is Basically Cancelled.” Kotaku, 26 October 
 2017. 
 
Van Autrijve, Rainier Van. “Jason Hall on the Future of Warner Bros. Interactive.” GameSpy, 20 
 August 2004.  
 
Vanderhoef, John, and Michael Curtin. “The Crunch Heard ‘Round the World: The Global Era 
 of Digital Game Labor.” In Production Studies - The Sequel!: Cultural Studies of Global 
 Media Industries, edited by Miranda Banks, Bridget Conor, and Vicki Mayer, 196-209. 
 New York: Routledge, 2015. 
 
Variety Staff. “Brian Crecente Joins Variety as New Video Games Editor.” Variety, 6 April 
 2018. 
 



 
 
 

 532 

“Video Computer System, Atari Catalog: 45 Game Program Cartridges.” 1981. International 
 Center for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY.  
 
“Videogaming Illustrated Profile: Activision President Jim Levy.” Videogaming Illustrated 1 
 (August 1982): 15-16. 
 
Vincent, Roger, and Alex Pham. “EA Makes a Play for LA.” Los Angeles Times, 6 August 2003. 
 
Wallenstein, Andrew, and Ramin Setoodeh. “The Movie Deal Netflix Wants to Make - And It’s 
 Not Day-and-Date.” Variety, 5 November 2013. 
 
Wallis, Alistair. “Playing Catch Up: Adventure’s Warren Robinett.” Gamasutra, 29 March 2007.  
 
---. “Playing Catch Up: Night Trap’s Rob Fulop.” Gamasutra, 23 November 2006.  
 
“Wall St. Mulls Atari ‘Saturation’ Prospect as Stock Influence.” Variety (7 July 1982): 3, 24. 
 ProQuest. 
 
Walton, Mark. “Warner Issues Refunds for Broken PC Version of Batman: Arkham Knight… 
 Again.” Ars Technica, 2 November 2015. 
 
“Warner Bros. Archives.” USC Libraries, 2019. 
 
“Warner Bros. Consumer Products and Electronic Arts Announce Co-Publishing Agreement For 
 Movie-based Game ‘Looney Tunes: Back In Action.’” WarnerBros.com, 21 January 
 2003. 
 
 “Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment.” WarnerBros.com, n.d.  
 
“Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment.” Wikipedia, n.d.  
 
“Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment Announces a Game Franchise Based on The Lord of the 
 Rings Literary and Film Library and First Franchise Title ‘The Lord of the Rings: 
 Aragorn’s Quest.’” BusinessWire, 28 May 2009. 
 
“Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment Announces Batman™: Arkham Knight.” DC Comics, 4 
 March 2014. 
 
“Warner Bros. Interactive Entertainment Announces Fantastic Beasts™: Cases From The 
 Wizarding World for Mobile Devices.” BusinessWire, 17 October 2016. 
 
“Warner Communications Completes Atari Takeover.” The New York Times (5 October 1976): 
 79. 
 



 
 
 

 533 

Warner Communications Incorporated. 1976 Annual Report. New York: Warner 
 Communications Incorporated, 1977. 
 
---. 1977 Annual Report. New York: Warner Communications Incorporated, 1978. 
 
---. 1979 Annual Report. New York: Warner Communications Incorporated, 1980. 
 
---. 1980 Annual Report. New York: Warner Communications Incorporated, 1981. 
 
---. 1981 Annual Report. New York: Warner Communications Incorporated, 1982. 
 
---. 1983 Annual Report. New York: Warner Communications Incorporated, 1984. 
 
---. 1984 Annual Report. New York: Warner Communications Incorporated, 1985. 
 
“Warner Posts a $283.4 Million Loss.” The New York Times (22 July 1983): D1. LexisNexis 
 Academic. 
  
“Warners Holding Massive ‘Superman’ Marketing Session in NYC Aug. 16.” Boxoffice 113.19 
 (14 August 1978): 4. ProQuest.  
 
“Warner’s Profit Falls by 56.5%.” The New York Times (17 February 1983): D14.  
 
Warshaw, Howard Scott. Interview with the author, 19 May 2015. 
 
---. “The Silicon Valley Therapist.” Howard Scott Warshaw, MA, ME, LMFT, n.d.  
 
Wasko, Janet. Understanding Disney: The Manufacture of Fantasy. Malden, MA: Polity Press, 
 2001. 
 
Watters, Ethan. “The Player.” Wired, 1 October 2005.  
 
Wawro, Alex. “Naughty Dog Continues the Trend of Launching Big Games with Mobile Tie-
 Ins.” Gamasutra, 6 March 2016. 
 
Wayne, Leslie. “The Battle for Survival at Warner.” The New York Times (8 January 1984): 3.1. 
 LexisNexis Academic. 
 
---. “Philip Morris’s Marlboro Man.” The New York Times, 24 July 1983. LexisNexis Academic. 
 
“WCI Buys Atari.” Broadcasting (18 October 1976): 54. ProQuest. 
 
Weber, Jonathan. “Video Games Go to the Movies.” Los Angeles Times (21 March 1993): D1. 
 
Weber, Rachel. “Warner’s Wolff: ‘We Really Have a Competitive Advantage.’” 



 
 
 

 534 

 GamesIndustry.biz, 7 October 2013.  
 
Webster, Andrew. “Apple Arcade Has Game Developers Excited, but Questions Remain.” The 
 Verge, 26 March 2019. 
 
Weiner, Rex. “H’wood Raids Its Past for Interactive Fodder.” Variety (9 January 1995): 13, 34. 
 ProQuest.  
 
---. “Videogames Won’t Play by Hollywood’s Rules.” Variety (20-26 March 1995): 1, 62.  
 
Weinraub, Bernard. “Behind Warner Bros. Resignations, the End of a Freewheeling Era.” The 
 New York Times, 19 July 1999.  
 
Weinberger, Matt. “The Rise and Fall of Kinect: Why Microsoft Gave Up on Its Most Promising 
 Product.” Business Insider, 3 January 2018. 
 
Westell, Dan. “Analyst Feels Worst May Be Over at Warner.” The Globe and Mail, 14 
 November 1983. LexisNexis Academic. 
 
---. “Warner Hit as Competitors Invade Atari’s Space.” The Globe and Mail, 23 August 1982. 
 LexisNexis Academic. 
 
“What Sent Atari Overseas.” Business Week (14 March 1983): 102, 104. Series VIII, Box 56, 
 Folder 29. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 1969-2002. International Center 
 for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, Rochester, NY. 
 
White, Hayden. The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation. 
 Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987. 
 
---. Figural Realism: Studies in the Mimesis Effect. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
 1999. 
 
Whyte, Alexandra. “Console Games Get a License to Thrive.” Kidscreen, 29 May 2018. 
 
Wiley, Sam, and Adam Falconer. “Licensing and IP Issues for Mobile and Social Game 
 Developers.” IPStrategy.com, 13 June 2013.  
 
Williams, Christian. “Rights! Bankers! ‘Annie!’” The Washington Post, 19 June 1982.  
 
Williams, Mike. “The Rise and Fall of Telltale Games.” USGamer, 25 September 2018. 
 
Williams, Robert. “Warner Bros. Readies ‘Rampage’ Debut with AR Game.” Mobile Marketer, 
 21 March 2018.  
 
Wilson, Jim. Email message to the author, 10 June 2015. 



 
 
 

 535 

 
Wilson, William. “‘Superman’ Soars On Atari 2600.” Forbes, 25, March 2016.  
 
Wingfield, Nick. “As Downloads Take Over, a Turning Point for the Video Game Industry.” The 
 New York Times, 20 December 2015. 
 
---. “Feminist Critics of Video Games Facing Threats in ‘GamerGate’ Campaign.” The New York 
 Times, 15 October 2014. 
 
---. “High Scores Matter to Game Makers, Too.” The Wall Street Journal, 20 September 2007.  
 
---. “Shrinking List of Video Games Is Dominated by Blockbusters.” The New York Times, 29 
 September 2013. 
 
Winston, Brian. “Breakages Limited.” In Electronic Media and Technoculture, edited by John 
 Thornton Caldwell, 77-89. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2000. 
 
Wolf, Mark J.P. “Adapting the Death Star into LEGO: The Case of LEGO Set #10188.” In 
 LEGO Studies: Examining the Building Blocks of a Transmedial Phenomenon, edited by 
 Mark J.P. Wolf, 15-39. New York: Routledge, 2014. 
 
---. “Prolegomena.” In LEGO Studies: Examining the Building Blocks of a Transmedial 
 Phenomenon, edited by Mark J.P. Wolf, xxi-xxv. New York: Routledge, 2014.  
 
---. “The Video Game as Medium.” In The Medium of the Video Game, edited by Mark J.P. 
 Wolf, 13-34. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2001. 
 
---, and Bernard Perron. “Introduction.” In The Video Game Theory Reader, edited by Mark J.P. 
 Wolf and Bernard Perron, 1-24. New York: Routledge, 2003. 
 
Wolfe, Charles. “From Failure: On Prepositions and History.” The Velvet Light Trap: A Critical 
 Journal of Film and Television 64 (Fall 2009): 98-99. 
 
Wolff, Michael. “Michael Wolff on Time Warner: It’s a Game of Chicken as Jeff Bewkes Mulls 
 Options.” The Hollywood Reporter, 20 January 2016.  
 
Wong, May. “Video Games, Hollywood Converge.” CBS News, 17 May 2004.  
 
Wood, Dennis. Memo to All Employees. “Atari Employee Benefit Programs.” 17 May 1985. 
 Series V, Subseries C, Box 51, Folder 10. Atari Coin-Op Division Corporate Records, 
 1969-2002. International Center for the History of Electronic Games. The Strong, 
 Rochester, NY. 
 
“A World of Hits.” Reuters, 26 September 2009.  
 



 
 
 

 536 

Worley, Joyce. “Atari Confirms Rumor: Hidden Messages Exist!” Electronic Games (Winter 
 1981): 14. 
 
Wurtzler, Steve J. Electric Sounds: Technological Change and the Rise of Corporate Mass 
 Media. New York: Columbia University Press, 2007.  
 
Wyatt, Justin. “From Roadshow to Saturation Release: Major Independents and Marketing 
 Distribution Innovations.” In The New American Cinema, edited by Jon Lewis, 87-124. 
 Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1998.  
 
---. High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood. Austin: University of Texas Press, 
 1994. 
 
Yan, Michele, and Ben Gilbert. “Here’s the Reason Most New Console Video Games Cost $60.” 
 Business Insider, 29 October 2018. 
 
Yin-Poole, Wesley. “Jim Sterling Comes Out on Top as Lawsuit with Digital Homicide 
 Dismissed.” EuroGamer, 22 February 2017. 
 
“Yipes! ‘Superman’ Jackpot Goes Tilt!, Or, Lawsuits, Litigation and the American Way.” Los 
 Angeles Herald Examiner (28 January 1979): E-1, E-5. Superman (United States) 
 (Feature). 1978. Core Collection File. Margaret Herrick Library. Beverly Hills, CA 
 
Yoshihara, Nancy. “Atari to Acquire Federated Group for $67.3 Million.” Los Angeles Times, 24 
 August 1987.  
 
Zackariasson, Peter, and Timothy L. Wilson. “Introduction.” In The Video Game Industry: 
 Formation, Present State, and Future, edited by Peter Zackariasson and Timothy L. 
 Wilson, 1-13. New York: Routledge, 2012. 
 
Zeitchik, Steven. “Specialty Film Divisions Reeling After Cutbacks.” Reuters, 6 June 2008. 
 
Zenger, Todd. “Do M&A Deals Ever Really Create Synergies?” Harvard Business Review, 6 
 July 2016.  




